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 Chapter 1 – Giants 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
    [Begin Transmission] 
 
    The giant Amirithoda, or Amir as his friends liked to call him, waited at the Five Ways intersection. The popular tunnel crossing was on level seven of the giant’s underground home deep beneath the Thandarhar mountain range. Although not the most elaborate of the Ecarian clan’s tunnels, Amir thought level seven was the most beautiful. The old stonemasons had taken millenniums to polish the black granite walls and floors to a mirror shine that reflected the light-globes embedded in the ceiling of the tunnel. The magic light made the detailed carvings of dragons and heroes of old on the tunnel walls stand out in all their glory. 
 
    A warm glow spread through Amir’s heart as he looked upon the handiwork of his giant forebears. Of course, it wasn’t just our stonemasons. The dwarves helped with some of the more intricate work. Amir smiled as he tried imagining giants six times the height of a dwarf chiseling the more detailed artwork on the walls. The dwarves are good, but even they would’ve been hard-pressed to excavate tunnels twice the height of the tallest giant without having the whole mountain fall down around their ears. He gazed at the light-globes in the ceiling. I suppose I shouldn’t forget to give credit to the gnomes. Our shamans are the best, but when it comes to light-globe magic, no one does it better than the gnomes, not even elves. Those lights have burned for tens of thousands of years. 
 
    Amir glanced at the northern-most tunnel of the five-way intersection. The hour was early, and only a handful of giants were to be seen. 
 
    Humph. Any giant with sense is still in their home-cave enjoying their bed. Come to think of it, that’s where I should be. He glanced down at his thin, cotton blouse, leather pants, and sandals. I should’ve worn something warmer, but too late to think about it now. Why Glory insisted on starting so early is beyond me. To top it off, she’s late. I should’ve known she wouldn’t be on time. 
 
    An image of the giantess Glorinda, or Glory as she preferred to be called, formed in his head. Warmth spread throughout his body as he imagined the brown-haired giantess giving one of her heartrending smiles. He’d long ago decided she was the most beautiful giantess in all of the Ecarian clan. 
 
    He stomped his feet to get his blood going. Well, beautiful or not, she’s notorious for being late. I’m an idiot for showing up on time. 
 
    Amir glanced at a metal plaque attached to the apex of the carved-stone archway that formed the entrance to the north tunnel. The magic plaque showed an image of the sun still well below a line of jagged mountains. 
 
    She’s later than usual. I’ll bet my mother’s best pickaxe that she stopped by the practice yard to get in a little training. I swear she’s not happy unless she’s beating on somebody with that sword of hers. 
 
    Amir shook his head. He loved the brown-haired giantess, but her enthusiasm with the more militaristic aspects of being a member of the Ecarian clan eluded him. The pursuit of magic and the life of a gem-seeker were better suited to his temperament. 
 
    Well, it’s nothing I didn’t know before I fell in love with her. Besides, she probably thinks it’s just as strange that I prefer reading a scroll in the library over beating something over the head with a club. 
 
    He tapped his sandaled foot and glanced at the time-plaque again. 
 
    We’ll make it work out somehow. Once we’re married, I’ll buy Glory a new set of armor and sword. As far as I’m concerned, she can practice all she wants if that’s what makes her happy. 
 
    “Amir!” 
 
    Glancing up, Amir saw Glory hurrying down the northern tunnel in his direction. Like usual, she was wearing chainmail over her padded leather jerkin and pants. The gray chainmail hung down to the top of her boots. She had an iron and wooden shield slung over her back. He knew the shield. Somehow she’d gotten Shaman Blackroot to cast a permanent illusion of a giant riding a gold dragon on the shield’s face. A longsword strapped to her left side completed her gear. 
 
    The giantess’s warlike appearance barely registered with Amir. His attention focused on the brown hair flowing out of her steel helm and washing over her shoulders all the way down to the small of her back. He noticed a bright yellow flower clipped in her hair. He smiled. He’d given it to her the night before. 
 
    She’s always liked yellow. 
 
    Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, Amir noticed a massive sledgehammer gripped in the beautiful giantess’s right hand. 
 
    Hmmm. I’ve never seen that before. I wonder where she picked it up from. 
 
    Glory broke into a run, only slowing to a walk when she drew near. She stopped a pace and a half in front of Amir and laughed. Raising her left hand, she wiped a trickle of sweat from her brow that threatened to run into her eyes. “Sorry. I got up early to get a few rounds of sparring in at the practice yard. I guess time got away from me.” 
 
    “When have you ever been on time?” Amir asked, smiling in spite of his attempt to sound stern. 
 
    Glory snorted. “Don’t try turning the tables on me. If I know you, I’ll bet a fat orc’s dinner that you stopped off at the library for some light reading before you got here.” She eyed the thin blouse and leggings he was wearing and shook her head. “What’s with those clothes? I thought I told you to wear your chainmail.” She sighed. “You’re not even carrying a weapon.” 
 
    Feeling his face grow warm, Amir glanced down at the polished stone floor before looking back at his fiancée. “You know I hate wearing chainmail. It gives me a rash. 
 
    “Sometimes I think you’re hopeless. Chainmail gives everyone a rash.” She touched the wool scarf wrapped around the base of her neck. “That’s why I wear this. If you wore your armor more often, you’d be used to it.” 
 
    “The scribes don’t allow armor or weapons in the library. They say it scratches the wood whenever someone—” 
 
    Glory laughed. “I knew you went to the library first. You’ve got to learn to be ready for anything. We don’t know what we’re going to encounter this morning.” She gave a wink. “I may not always be around to protect you.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the most dangerous things we’ll cross paths with today are a bunch of cobwebs and maybe a few cave spiders. The tunnels below the Sanctuary Vault haven’t been used in centuries. Most seekers say they’re played out.” 
 
    “Well, we’re going to prove them wrong, aren’t we? You may not be a shaman yet, but I’ve got confidence in your seeker abilities. You’re the best gem-seeker in the entire Ecarian clan! You’ve told me often enough that the stone talks to you in ways the other seekers can’t understand. If there are any gems left in those old tunnels, you’ll find them.” 
 
    Amir blushed at the giantess’s praise. She’d always been the first to cheer him on and point out his strengths when others saw his weaknesses. Glory had set her battle helm for him at an early age. He remembered their Turning Ceremony, when they’d become official adolescents. The brown-haired warrior-to-be had come up to him and announced they would be married one day. At the time, he’d been more interested in scrolls and stones than in the opposite sex. Her perseverance had eventually won him over, and he was glad it had. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Amir told her. “I’m going to apply for an apprenticeship with Shaman Blackroot next year. He stopped by during seeker training last week. He’s better than all the other shamans combined. If I was his apprentice, I’d learn a lot. Uh, not that I’ll be giving up my seeker training. It takes a long time for a shaman apprentice to gain enough skills to make a living. I know we’ve got to have a way to support us when we’re married.” 
 
    Glory smiled. “Well, as long as you remember we can’t get married until you give my father the dowry.” She touched a leather pouch dangling from a thong tied to her belt. “We’ve got sixteen gems so far. We need another twenty-five. Then we can be married, buy a home-cave near the practice yard, and live the rest of our lives raising our children and growing old and fat together.” 
 
    Something his fiancée said made him frown. “What do you mean near the practice yard? I thought we’d agreed to get a cave near the library.” 
 
    The giantess gave a loud laugh. “Actually, I never agreed to that. I said I’d think about it.” She flashed one of her smiles that always seemed to make him want to do whatever she desired. “As it so happens, I have thought about it, and I think it would be best to have a cave near the practice yard. I’m sure you’re as anxious as me to have our children be inducted into the warrior clan.” 
 
    “Hey, I never said our children would be warriors. Maybe they’ll want to—” 
 
    Laughing even harder, Glory reached out and caressed his cheek. “Relax. Let’s not get in an argument over children we don’t have yet. We haven’t even consummated.” 
 
    Amir’s face grew red. 
 
    Glory shook her head. “Are you blushing? I swear you’re naive sometimes. Consummation is just a fringe benefit of being married.” She gave another one of her heartrending smiles. “They’ll be time to talk about that later.” Dropping her smile, she held out the sledgehammer. “Here, take this. It’s time to get to work now.” 
 
    Reaching out, Amir grabbed hold of the huge hammer. As soon as she released her grip, the hammer dropped, dragging his arm down with it. 
 
    Grinning, the giantess grabbed the hammer back just before it hit the polished floor. “I guess I should have warned you. Shaman Blackroot cast a spell on this sledge before my parents died. It’s twice as heavy as it looks.” 
 
    Amir scratched his head. “Why make it heavier? I’d think you’d want it lighter.” 
 
    The giantess hefted the sledgehammer over her shoulder. “Just wait until you see what it can do. For now, let’s get going. I’ve got a sparring match scheduled with Dreusel this afternoon. You know how much I like beating on him.” She touched the yellow flower in her hair. “He made the mistake this morning of making a snide comment about fighters wearing flowers. I told him it was given to me by someone special.” She winked. “I’m going to have one of the shamans put a preservation spell on it. That way I can put it on a chain and wear it close to my heart.” She smiled. “You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Amir said, growing suddenly tongue-tied.  
 
    Glory took off at a fast pace toward the south tunnel. Amir hurried to catch up. Even wearing armor, she was a fast walker. She was also the fastest runner in the Ecarian clan. 
 
    Truth be told, she’s the best at everything. She always has been. Amir shook his head. No, that’s not true. She’s horrible at magic. Most warriors are. 
 
    Coming to the first of the major staircases leading down, Glory descended ten flights of steps at a quick pace to the lowest completed level of the Ecarian giant’s mountain home. Four guards carrying clubs and spears stood at the only exit from the stair’s landing. At Glory and Amir’s approach, the guards snatched shields off their backs and formed a shield wall, blocking the exit. 
 
    “Halt,” said a black-haired and very stern-looking female guard. “What business have you here?” 
 
    Glory lowered the sledgehammer from her shoulder and set the butt of the handle on the floor. She glanced at Amir and winked before turning back to the guard. “Our business?” she said. “I’ll tell you what our business is. It’s none of your business, that’s what it is.” 
 
    The guard glanced at her three companions before lowering her shield and spear slightly. “Come on, Glory. Don’t play around. The king’s in the vault with Shaman Blackroot. Sergeant Cracktow will have our hides if we aren’t doing our jobs.” 
 
    Amir felt sorry for the four young guards. He knew them all from his increasingly less frequent trips to the practice field. The leader of the four guards, Windjammer, had been his only other close friend. Glory had always been a little jealous of her, which Amir thought was silly since they were just friends and nothing more. 
 
    Growing serious, Glory placed the sledgehammer back on her shoulder. “The king’s here? Why?” 
 
    “You’re asking us?” said Windjammer. “How would we know? Sergeant Cracktow only put us here because the Sanctuary Vault level is the least frequented tunnel in the whole mountain. He says even we couldn’t screw things up down here.” After a quick glance at her three companions, Windjammer looked back at Glory. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t make us look bad in front of the king.” 
 
    “I’d never intentionally do that,” said Glory relenting a little. “Amir and I are going to the lower levels to look for gems.” She pulled a roll of parchment from the sleeve of her chainmail. “Here. We’ve got permission from the chief seeker. See? It’s signed and everything.” 
 
    Windjammer unrolled the parchment and stared at it. After a couple of seconds, she handed it to one of her male companions. “Uh, I never did learn how to read. What do you think?” 
 
    The male guard shrugged his shoulders. “Why ask me? I can’t read either. None of us can. Fight, yes. Read, no.” 
 
    Windjammer took the parchment back and held it out to Amir. “Is that what it says? I know you wouldn’t lie to me.” 
 
    Taking the parchment from the giantess, Amir glanced at it. Sure enough, it was a permission slip signed by the chief seeker. He looked at Windjammer. “That’s what it says all right. It gives permission for Glory and me to work the tunnel and keep any gems we find.” He glanced back at the scroll and scratched his head before looking at Glory. “Hmmm. It also says ‘Good luck. You’re going to need it.’” He looked back at the scroll and read the next line twice. “Hey! It says I’m supposed to work two hours extra for the chief seeker for every hour we’re in the tunnel.’” 
 
    Glory laughed and snatched the parchment back. “Oh, yeah. I meant to tell you about that.” She winked at the four guards before turning back to Amir. “It doesn’t matter. You’re such a good seeker, I figure we’ll find all the gems we need in a few hours.” 
 
    Windjammer snorted. “Yeah, right. Everyone knows the lower tunnels are played out. Why do you think it’s been closed off? I heard the only things left in the place are spider webs, cave spiders, and fools looking for nonexistent gems.” 
 
    The other guards laughed. 
 
    Amir balled a fist and glared at Windjammer. “Well, we’re going to prove everybody wrong. We’ll come back with a bag full of gems, won’t we, Glory?” 
 
    “Uh, I wouldn’t exactly put it that way,” said Glory. “We’ll come back with something though. I wouldn’t waste our time going down there if I didn’t think you could find a couple of gems.” 
 
    Windjammer laughed and gave a slight bow before waving her arm at the stair’s exit. “Well, be my guests. You may both pass.” 
 
    As the other guards rotated their shields onto their backs and made way, Windjammer grabbed Amir’s arm. “Promise me you’ll keep Glory on a leash. I don’t need her bothering the king. Sergeant Cracktow says he’ll stick the new batch of warrior apprentices on guard duty from now on if we don’t mess anything up today.” She stepped close and whispered in his ear, “That’ll give me a lot more free time at night in case you ever get tired of Glory.” 
 
    Blushing again, Amir stepped away from the giantess. “Uh…I uh…promise. Glory will be on her best behavior, won’t you, Glory.” 
 
    Glaring at Windjammer, Glory stepped beside Amir, grabbed his arm, and pulled him toward the exit. “Oh, I’ll be good. Trust me. None of you will ever have to pull guard down here again on our account.” 
 
    With a half-smile, Windjammer said, “That would suit me just fine. It’s too lonely down here most of the time.” She winked at Amir and laughed. “In fact, I get real lonely at night, in case you’re wondering.” 
 
    Glory practically shoved Amir through the exit and into the hallway beyond. Like the upper living areas, the walls were highly polished black stone. Also like the upper tunnels, this one was well lit by light-globes embedded in the ceiling. The tunnel itself went to the right and left. Turning to the left, Glory set a quick pace. After a hundred steps, she turned a corner still half dragging Amir behind her. 
 
    Amir saw a T intersection ahead with a double set of bronze doors to one side. Four guards carrying the shields of the king’s personal guard stood near the doors with battle axes and hammers at the ready. Two more guards, a young male and female, were positioned in the hall a dozen steps before the bronze doors. Both wore chainmail and carried spears. A large blast-horn attached to a leather thong dangled from the young female’s neck. 
 
    Glory walked forward and stopped next to the two apprentices. 
 
    He recognized the young guards. Stoneheart and Rockcracker were military apprentices like Windjammer and the other guards at the stairs. Amir knew them well from the practice yard. He’d always found Stoneheart to be a pleasant giantess. Rockcracker, on the other hand, was somewhat of a grouch. 
 
    “What’s going on?” whispered Glory. 
 
    Stoneheart shrugged her shoulders. “Beats me. The king and Shaman Blackroot showed up a little while ago and opened the vault.” She nodded at the four royal guards standing near the bronze doors. “Those goons chased us away from our post and told us to wait over here. I think—” 
 
    Without giving the giantess time to finish, Glory strode past her and made for the four guards. 
 
    Amir scurried after his bride-to-be. 
 
    A grim-faced corporal glared at Glory as she approached. 
 
    Before the corporal could say anything, Glory pulled the rolled parchment out of the sleeve of her chainmail and presented it to the guard.  
 
    The giant didn’t bother taking it. 
 
    “We have permission to go to the lower level,” said Glory, sounding unusually respectful. “Our pass is signed by—” 
 
    A burly giant a full head taller than the largest of the guards came walking out of the bronze doors followed by an ancient, white-haired shaman carrying a gnarled staff and wearing a horned skull adorned with feathers on his head. The two giants were accompanied by two more of the royal guards and another shaman only slightly younger than the first. 
 
    King Ironfist, Amir thought as he dropped to one knee. 
 
    Glory dropped to a knee beside him. 
 
    The burly giant stopped and glanced down at them before looking at the corporal. “Well, what do we have here?” 
 
    “Just two apprentices, Sire,” said the corporal. “I was just about to send them back where they came from.” 
 
    The oldest of the shamans stepped up beside the king and pointed at Amir with the butt of his staff. “Amir, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, Shaman Blackroot,” Amir replied, honored that the shaman remembered his name. That bodes well when I apply for my apprenticeship, he thought. 
 
    The shaman turned to the king. “He’s the seeker I was telling you about yesterday. I have a feeling he’ll be a good addition to the shaman guild when he gets a little more experience.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said the king. He waved upward with his beefy right hand. “Now stand up, both of you. It makes me uncomfortable when someone bows outside the royal cavern. I’m just a giant like everyone else.” 
 
    Somewhat sheepishly, both Glory and Amir rose. 
 
    Once they were on their feet, King Ironfist looked at Shaman Blackroot. “I have to get back to my duties. Are you satisfied that all’s well with the vault?” 
 
    The shaman shrugged. “Everything looks secure. Still, the disturbance I sensed was distinct.” He gestured at the shaman behind him. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to send Shaman Petoris and four of your guards to check out the rest of this level just to be sure we don’t have any uninvited guests.” 
 
    The king nodded. “Have it your way, old friend. I think you’re making too much out of a little disturbance in the magic protecting the lower levels. If something was here, either our guards or the shaman guild’s spells would’ve detected it. Still, you have my permission to do as you will. When I get back to my quarters, I’ll have General Veernor send down a platoon of extra guards for the Sanctuary Vault if it’ll make you happy.” 
 
    “That it will, Sire. In the meantime, I’ll gather a few of my assistants and check the upper levels out myself just to be sure the disturbance I sensed wasn’t a distraction from something going on above.” 
 
    “As you wish,” said King Ironfist as he started walking in the direction of the stairs. After only a couple of steps, he turned and pointed at Glory and Amir. “Take care of these two for me, will you? We can’t have them roaming around and setting off traps, now can we?” 
 
    Shaman Blackroot nodded. 
 
    The king headed for the stairs with two of his royal guards in tow. 
 
    Once King Ironfist disappeared around the corner, Shaman Blackroot reached out and took the rolled up parchment from Glory’s hand. His eyes scanned the document. After a couple of heartbeats, he nodded his head and looked at Amir. 
 
    “So, you think you can find gems where even the best of my shamans and seekers have failed, do you?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” started Amir. “I mean—” 
 
    “He can,” said Glory. “He’s the best seeker in the whole clan. The other seekers who’ve tried to find gems on the lower levels are fools compared to Amir.” 
 
    The hint of a smile appeared on the shaman’s lips before disappearing. “Is that so? Are you aware that I’m also a seeker, my young giantess? I have wandered those tunnels for hours without finding anything of worth. Do you consider me a fool?” 
 
    For the first time in his life, Amir sensed Glory at a loss for words. 
 
    “Uh, no, Sham—” started Glory. 
 
    The shaman chuckled. “Never you mind. I suppose it’s safe enough down below. Just make sure you check in with the guards at the main stairs when you’re ready to leave for the day and stay out of Shaman Petoris’s way. He’ll be checking the traps on this level. We don’t need a couple of young fools setting them off and causing a ruckus.” 
 
    “Yes, Shaman,” replied Amir. “Uh, I mean, uh, no, Shaman.” 
 
    When Glory and Amir remained still, the guard corporal stepped forward. “Well? What are you waiting for? Move on and stop wasting the shaman’s time.” 
 
    Glory and Amir both jumped to obey, nearly breaking into a run before they got even with the vault door. As they passed by the double bronze doors, Amir glanced in. The chamber beyond the doors was dark and empty save for a lone table holding up a glass case containing a translucent yellow crystal the size of a human’s head.  
 
    The Heart-stone, Amir thought. 
 
    As a seeker, he knew how the Heart-stone had been given to the Ecarian giants to protect the Thandarhar Mountains. During his seeker training, he’d been told the energy of the crystal talked to the mountains. Legend had it that the gem was able to convince the numerous volcanoes to remain dormant so the land wouldn’t be destroyed. According to his instructors, the crystal was the only thing preventing the destruction of not only the mountain range but of the whole continent of Slyvrastra, maybe even all of Portalis. Without the calming effect of the crystal on the mountains, the more experienced shamans swore the volcanoes would come out of dormancy. He’d been told if that happened, not even the elves in Silverton with all their magic would be spared. He wasn’t sure if he believed it though. 
 
    As he passed the vault, something reached out and touched his mind. He nearly stumbled. The Heart-stone. It called to me. Was it trying to tell me something? Or did I imagine it? 
 
    Keeping pace with Glory, he tried calling back to the crystal, but whatever he’d felt was gone. He shrugged and focused his attention on following Glory. Before long, they were standing in front of a crack in the polished wall wide enough for a giant to pass through with arms outstretched. It was dark inside the crack, but Amir could just make out a rough-cut path leading down.  
 
    Glory reached over and shoved something hard in his hand. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked as he held the item in front of his eyes. 
 
    It took him a second to realize it was a portable light-globe on a leather headband with a buckle at the back. A leather pouch encasing the globe was positioned opposite the buckle and had a slit that could be adjusted to allow a little or a lot of light to shine out. 
 
    “It’s a light, silly,” said Glory as she attached the headband of her own light-globe around her helmet so the leather pouch was in front. “Unless you’ve suddenly gained the ability to see in the dark, we’re going to need them. The lower levels are old mining tunnels. They don’t have ceiling lights.” 
 
    Biting his tongue at the mild chastisement, Amir placed the leather band around his head. He adjusted the pouch’s slit to let a bright beam of light shoot out, then turned and faced the crack in the wall. The powerful beam illuminated the marks of pickaxes and sledgehammers on the half-smoothed walls of the tunnel within the crack. The path led downward at a sharp angle and was littered with fist-sized stones. 
 
    Amir took a half-step toward the opening to get a better look. “We’ll be lucky if we don’t fall and break our necks. Does anyone go down here anymore?” 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Glory stepped next to Amir. “Not too many, but that’s their loss. Besides, they don’t have you.” 
 
    When he didn’t reply, Glory nudged him in the side with her elbow. “What’s the matter? You’re not scared, are you?” 
 
    Amir looked at the dark opening. “I’m not frightened, but I’m not stupid either. Who knows what we’ll find down there.” 
 
    Glory laughed. “That’s half the fun, silly.” 
 
    Without another word, the giantess stepped through the crack and began walking down the rough path. As her light-globe disappeared around a corner, Amir was left looking at the dark tunnel. 
 
    “I swear that girl’s going to get me in trouble one day,” he said. “Only a fool would keep following her.” 
 
    With that, Amir stepped into the crack. What else could he do? He was in love. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Inconvenient Allies 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    The massive conference chamber located in the sub-chambers of War-King Bistoria’s palace on the planet Trecor appeared to be more of a cavern than a manmade room. Looks were very deceiving. While the polished gray-stone of the walls appeared natural to those species confined to sight for the majority of their sensory input, the attendees who used sonic waves to interact with their surroundings weren’t fooled. It was obvious to them that the chamber was an attempt by human stock to make the room appear like one of the meeting caverns of a Crosioian tribal council. 
 
    Over five hundred living creatures of various species, shapes, and sizes were crammed into the conference chamber. About a fifth of the attendees were composed of diverse species. The remainder of the crowd was of human or Crosioian stock. The glares and stares the two majority groups gave each other made it obvious there was no love lost between them. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, the chamber would have been ample for either humans or Crosioians. Mixing the two species in the same gathering place made the circumstances anything but normal. The beating of Crosioian wings and the waving arms and fists of the humans took up a lot of space. The gestures were accompanied by hisses and shouts, making it nearly impossible for the two moderators, one human and one bat, to bring the meeting of the Intergalactic Empire, Conglomerate, and Crosioian political and military leaders to order. 
 
    No life form in the room appeared happy. That is, at least no carbon-based life forms were happy. 
 
    “It warms my heart to see leaders on both sides gathered together in one place,” said Nickelo in the space he shared in Richard’s mind. “My instincts tell me this is a good thing.” 
 
    “You’ve got instincts?” Richard asked his battle computer. “That’s news to me. Since when?” 
 
    “All right, you got me. I meant logic tells me it’s a good thing. As a human, I calculated you would appreciate the term instinct more than logic. Guess I was wrong.” 
 
    Richard glanced down at the red-gemmed ring on his left index finger. “Guess you were. I think you’re getting sloppy since Dren and Brachia moved you inside my ring. Too bad; they went to a lot of trouble making the move from my battle helmet to the ring’s gem.” 
 
    “I am not getting sloppy, and you are lucky to have me. Since Jeena, Comstar, Rembis, and Master Jathar all took turns casting invisibility and non-detection spells on the ring, it is hidden from prying eyes. I calculate you will never be involuntarily separated from me again, even if taken prisoner. I think you owe them a big thank you.” 
 
    “I did thank them, for your information. Besides, it wasn’t all them. I wrapped the ring in my best stealth shield. Between the spells and my stealth shield, only someone wearing another of these rings can see it. I’m thankful we did the same thing to Jeena’s ring before Rembis, Telsa, and she left for Portalis.” 
 
    At the thought of Jeena being in another dimension, a wave of homesickness passed over Richard. 
 
    “Snap out of it, Old Buddy,” said Nickelo. “It has only been two weeks since she left. She had things to do on Portalis, and you have things to do here. I know your bond link doesn’t work as well when you are in two different dimensions, but the link between your two rings does, so count your blessings.” 
 
    The ring on Richard’s left hand grew warm as a feeling of love and encouragement came through the red gem. “She must’ve sensed I’m missing her. Guess I better watch myself so I don’t distract her.” 
 
    A leathery, bat-like wing hit the back of Richard’s battle helmet. He turned in his seat to look at the Crosioian scout standing next to him. “Hey, watch it. Why do you bats have to wave your wings so much? I can’t see what’s going on upfront.” 
 
    The Crosioian scout standing next to Richard didn’t lower her wings. If anything, she spread them out farther. Her full name was Blood-On-The-Wing-Point-From-A-Dying-Enemy, but Richard preferred calling her Red Wing. While they weren’t exactly friends, they’d developed a mutual respect for each other when they’d been forced to work together to end the war between the human and Crosioian species. 
 
    “Why do humans not have wings so they can intimidate their enemies?” hissed Red Wing, her hisses coming out as intergalactic standard over the external speakers of her fighting helmet. “At least you are wearing your battle helmet. The human on my other side was knocked unconscious a couple of minutes ago. Can we bats help it if humans are so, how shall I put it, fragile?” 
 
    Richard glanced past the scout to look at the Conglomerate naval officer slumped over the table in front of his chair. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Richard said. “All this time, I thought he was as bored with this waste-of-time meeting as I was and fell asleep.” 
 
    “It is not a waste of time meeting,” said Nickelo over the miniature speakers built into Richard’s ring. “I told you the algorithm requires your two sides to work together. You have to start somewhere. I calculate this is a start.” 
 
    “Nickelo is correct,” said Mykias, Red Wing’s fighting computer. “I am not privileged to this algorithm of which Nickelo speaks, but a common meeting between the two sides is only logical. When you consider that humans and Crosioians were killing each other only a month ago, I calculate this meeting is relatively peaceful.” 
 
    A human general dressed in camouflage fatigues two rows in front of Richard went flying into the air and landed on a group of human admirals to Richard’s right. Several Conglomerate and Empire military officers picked up their chairs and prepared to charge the Crosioian tribal leader who had thrown the general. 
 
    Richard’s left hand reflexively went to his utility belt’s left side to grab his phase rod. It wasn’t there. 
 
    “They confiscated all weapons from meeting attendees before allowing them to enter the conference chamber,” said Nickelo out loud. “I calculate that was a wise decision.” 
 
    “I concur,” said Mykias. 
 
    A loud ping that Richard recognized as a sonic blast sounded in the room along with a deep bass voice. Everyone froze in place. The bats in the room lowered their wings. The humans set down their chairs. 
 
    Richard glanced toward the front of the conference chamber. A large bat stood next to a broad-shouldered, blond-headed man with penetrating blue-steel eyes. The bat stretched her wings out to their fullest. She was the Crosioians’ supreme leader. The blond-headed human was War-King Bistoria. 
 
    “That will be quite enough,” said the war-king. Although he didn’t shout, his deep voice carried to the farthest reaches of the chamber. Walking to the stage’s podium, he shoved the meeting’s human moderator out of the way. “Like it or not, the war between our two empires is over. There’s going to be plenty of enemies for all of you to kill before long, but they aren’t in this room.” 
 
    The Crosioians’ supreme leader lowered her wings and stepped up next to the war-king. “My, uh, friend, War-King Bistoria, is right. You have all been told what is coming. Even though weaker species deserve to die at the hands of the stronger, I have given my word as a Crosioian scout and as the leader of the Crosioian Federation that we will work with the Intergalactic Empire and their allies to defend our galaxy from what is coming.” 
 
    “Never!” hissed a gray-furred bat wearing the uniform of a Crosioian general. 
 
    Only half a dozen meters to Richard’s right, she was close enough that he could see her chest turning a dark gray as her facial fur stiffened. 
 
    “I ordered my troops to stand down out of respect for my tribe’s leaders,” said the gray-furred bat. “But I can only take so much. I will not dishonor my troops or myself by working with these pathetic humans another second.” She spread her wings to their fullest. “All humans deserve to die. This is the last I have to say on the subject. From now on, I will take action.” 
 
    A blast of pure energy shot out from the supreme leader and wrapped around the bat general. The energy blazed bright green before dissipating. Black dust fell to the chamber’s floor where the bat general had been. The room grew deathly still and quiet. 
 
    The Crosioians’ supreme leader spread her wings to their fullest. “Are there any other Crosioians who are unable to work with humans? I said I have given my word that we will work with the Empire to defeat our common enemy. I will take it as an affront to my honor if any Crosioian attempts to go back on my promise.” 
 
    War-King Bistoria glared at the humans in the room. “I will also have any Empire or Conglomerate officer court-martialed and sent to the military prison on Diajor for the rest of their lives if they disobey the combined council’s commands. We are in this together, like it or not. Demons more horrible than anything you can imagine are coming. No living creature will escape their wrath. We must all work together—humans, Crosioians, and every other species in the galaxy—in order to survive what is headed our way. Now sit down so we can finish this briefing and get back to preparing for a war like nothing you’ve ever faced.” 
 
    Humans and bats alike returned to their chairs with a lot of glares at each other as they went. A medical team came in and removed the human general that had been tossed in the air. A bat janitor the Crosioians’ supreme leader had stationed in the room brought a portable vacuum sweeper over to the right side of Richard’s row and sucked up the black dust that had been the Crosioian general. Even the human attendees became somber as all eyes watched the janitor carry his vacuum back up the aisle and return to his position near the door. 
 
    Richard leaned toward Red Wing who was now sitting in one of the overly large chairs War-King Bistoria had provided for the bats. 
 
    “Your supreme leader’s a tough cookie,” Richard whispered. 
 
    “Yes, she is,” said Red Wing fairly beaming at what she took as a compliment. 
 
    The supreme leader twitched her ears at War-King Bistoria. “I think we have their attention, my friend.” 
 
    The war-king returned her nod. “Yes. I think we do. With your permission, perhaps we should, uh…” 
 
    The supreme leader retracted her wings. “Yes. Of course. Let us proceed with the meeting.” Turning, she waved a paw at a human blonde-headed female naval officer in dress whites. “Admiral Bistos, will you do the honors?” 
 
    Admiral of the Combined Empire, Conglomerate, United Galaxy Alliance, and Crosioian Fleets Elizabeth Bistos rose from her seat and approached the podium. Both the supreme leader and War-King Bistoria returned to their chairs.  
 
    Liz motioned to the tall Crosioian admiral wearing a brown and green camouflaged tunic in the seat next to hers. “Admiral Death-Comes-In-The-Night, would you care to join me? I may have the title, but we are equals in this endeavor.” 
 
    The bat rose and made her way over to the podium to stand beside Liz. From the dark gray of the bat admiral’s chest, Richard got the impression she didn’t like being called Liz’s equal. 
 
    “As I told you before,” said Nickelo in their shared space, “it is going to take awhile for humans and bats to learn to get along. You just have to give them time.” 
 
    Richard snorted. “How much time would that be? Two or three generations until everyone who fought in the war between our two sides are dead?” 
 
    “I calculate that would do it,” admitted Nickelo. “However, I believe that the bats and your fellow humans will get along a lot better once the demon army starts their invasion. If I can be permitted to paraphrase an old saying from your home world of Earth, ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend,’ may well apply in our current situation. The demons want to destroy all life in the three galaxies. That’s a strong motivator, in my opinion.” 
 
    Richard glanced at Red Wing. “I suppose we get along relatively well, but it’s a tenuous relationship at best.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” said Nickelo. “After all, you did kill Red Wing’s mother.” 
 
    “The bats killed my father,” Richard snapped back. “Let’s not forget about that.” 
 
    “They did not kill your father, at least not directly.” 
 
    “They were responsible, Nick, so get off the subject. I’m not in the mood to argue semantics.” 
 
    “Whatever,” said Nickelo, using Richard’s pet word for ending a conversation. 
 
    Richard sat in his seat and stewed for a while. When Liz began the briefing proper, he forced the memory of the death of his father aside and paid attention. Although he knew the gist of what she was going to tell the assembled officers, he didn’t know the details. 
 
    Liz indicated the Crosioian admiral at her side. “Admiral Night Death and I have agreed that it would be, uh…dangerous, to put it mildly, to attempt to merge the armies and navies of our two forces together. We believe that would be too much to ask. Even so, we cannot hope to win the war against the demons as two separate militaries. Admiral Night Death has come up with a partial compromise. The Crosioians, Trecorians, UGA, Conglomerate, and Empire forces will continue to operate as separate but equal entities with their own chains of command for the most part.” 
 
    “Admiral Bistos says ‘for the most part’ because there will be some exceptions,” hissed the Crosioian admiral. “We foresee times when mounting attacks with combined units will be required. Each species in our militaries have distinct advantages and disadvantages. With this in mind, we will be creating a new United Confederation of Galaxies force that will integrate the best of our militaries into one. Admiral Bistos and I believe training that force and, uh…overcoming past differences will require a minimum of six months.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” said Liz. “Don’t think that will mean those units not selected for the new force will have nothing to do. You’re all going to train harder than anyone’s ever trained before. We’re going to train in ways most of you have never imagined. The allies of the demons are not limited to technology. Magic spells are as common for them as phase rounds are to us. Thanks to the United Galaxy Alliance, we have access to experienced personnel from the magic dimension who will train us in the ways of defending against magic. We in turn will provide them with training in technology from the physical dimension. In six months, the United Confederation of Galaxies military will be the greatest fighting force the three galaxies have ever seen.” 
 
    The Crosioian admiral spread her wings, seeming to take care not to shove Liz out of the way as they expanded. “We are going to need that training and our combined abilities. During the last month, I have studied the history of the human’s home world of Earth. During a difficult time of one of their tribes, they had a saying of ‘Together we stand, divided we fall.’ We must stand together now, and we must divide our enemy. With that in mind, Admiral Bistos and I have formulated a plan to attack and destroy the demon’s allies before the main battle begins. We will do that by traveling back in time to the magic dimension where the demon’s Dragar and Tharg have assembled with their allies. We will utterly destroy them in their assembly area before they have a chance to attack us. Our forces must be ready in six months. We will be ready in six months.” 
 
    “Six months,” Richard told his battle computer. “I knew what Liz had in mind, but I had no idea it would be so soon. Can we be ready in six months?” 
 
    “Well,” replied Nickelo, “I calculate there are two types of life forms in the three galaxies. One type looks at a problem and thinks it cannot be done. The other type looks at the same problem and thinks that it can. Both types are correct. I calculate the real question is ‘What type are you?’” 
 
    “I don’t need a lesson in philosophy from a battle computer,” Richard said. “I didn’t say it couldn’t be done, I just wondered if— Well, it doesn’t matter. It’s going to be difficult. That’s all I was trying to say.” 
 
    “Of course it was,” said Nickelo. “I never thought otherwise.” 
 
    The rest of the briefing consisted of details and organizational layouts for the new United Confederation units. Richard quickly became bored. He almost hadn’t attended the meeting but figured remaining on the Defiant would’ve been just as boring. He rubbed the red-gemmed ring on his left ring finger. “I wish I could’ve gone with Jeena and the others to Portalis.” 
 
    “I calculate you will see each other soon enough. You know how important it is for them to find out more about the existence of the Ecarian giants and their yellow gem. In a vision given Telsa by the dragons Tharantos, she saw a human wizard scout kill several giants and destroy the Ecarians’ yellow gem. For all we know, the wizard scout killed the entire tribe, which would explain why they disappeared.” 
 
    Richard shook his head, ignoring the stares of those around him. “Doubtful. Jeena told me that Elf Friend Amirithoda was one of the Ecarian giants.” 
 
    “Yes, she did. On the other hand, she also admitted no one knows for sure if he became an elf friend before or after the yellow gem was destroyed by the wizard scout. That’s why Telsa and Jeena returned to Silverton. They have to find out more about the Ecarian giants and their yellow gem.” 
 
    Richard didn’t feel like arguing. All he knew was that the goodbye with Jeena had been hard. 
 
    “You know you could have returned to Silverton with your high priestess,” said Nickelo. “Of course, I calculate a ninety-two percent probability that the Empire, Conglomerate, and Crosioians would resume hostilities if you left before War-King Bistoria and the Crosioians’ supreme leader get control of the situation. If you had left with your Jeena, all hope of saving life in the three galaxies would have been lost. This is just my opinion, but I calculate you made the right decision to stay.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said. “What I’d like to know right now is will this meeting ever end? I’m bored. And I’m hungry.” 
 
    “You bore easily, Wizard Scout. You are also always a little hungry. What else is new?” 
 
    “It’s not my fault Myers forced me to have my DNA baseline taken before I had a chance to eat.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true in an illogical sort of way,” replied Nickelo with a hint of a laugh. “The end result is that you’re always a little hungry and thirsty. I would recommend—” 
 
    “Unless there are any questions,” came Liz’s voice from the podium, “that concludes this briefing.” 
 
    Richard glanced around the room to make sure no one raised their hand or paw.  
 
    No one did. 
 
    “All right then,” hissed Admiral Night Death. “We have a war to win.” 
 
    Red Wing twitched her ears in Richard’s direction. “I for one am tired of listening to talk. You and I should return to the Defiant. We can get something to eat. Then we can figure out what we should do next.” 
 
    The thought of food and drink suited Richard just fine. As he rose out of his chair, his mind began contemplating what he could create out of the items in the cupboards of the recon ship’s galley. He’d become a pretty good cook over the years, if he said so himself. With thoughts of a meal to quiet his growling stomach, he started following the scout to the exit. 
 
    A large bat dressed in a camouflaged uniform rushed up and blocked their way, directing her ears at Red Wing. “Scout,” hissed the bat. “Admiral Death-Comes-In-The-Night commands your immediate attendance at a meeting with our supreme leader in the palace library.” 
 
    Richard laughed and slapped Red Wing on the back. “Tough luck, old girl. I guess Crosioian leaders are just as screwy as human ones. They were just here, but instead of talking to you then, they’re going to make you go to them now.” He laughed again. “I’ll save you a bowl of Crosioian stew when I get back to the Defiant.” With that, Richard turned and nearly knocked over a human ensign wearing a crisp set of Intergalactic Empire naval whites. 
 
    The ensign backed up a step and snapped to attention. “Wizard Scout, Admiral of the Combined Fleets Bistos requests your immediate presence in the library.” 
 
    Richard’s stomach growled. 
 
    Red Wing’s sensitive ears obviously picked up the sound because she hissed a laugh. “What were you just saying about leaders?” 
 
    Ignoring the scout, Richard took a closer look at the ensign. She was young. 
 
    “Probably serving an internship with the admiralty during her final year at the naval academy,” said Nickelo. “Try not to give her a hard time. I calculate your Liz can be pretty demanding on her subordinates when she gets irritated.” 
 
    “Well, she can be irritated all she wants,” Richard told his battle computer as his stomach gave another growl. “I’m going to get something to eat first. Liz can wait long enough for me to make a stop at the palace kitchen. I’ll be along when I darn well please.” 
 
    Concentrating on the ensign, Richard said, “Tell Admiral Bistos that I’ll be there shortly. I’ve got something I need to do first.” 
 
    The ensign seemed nonplussed. “Err, the admiral told me you might be a little, uh, obstinate, Sir. She said if you gave me any trouble to tell you that the meeting is most urgent. She also said to tell you the meeting is with a high priestess. She said you’d know what I was talking about.” 
 
    A wave of concern washed over Richard. “Jeena’s here?” He glanced at Red Wing before looking back at the ensign. “Well, what are you standing around for? Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 – Man in Black 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    Amir was hard-pressed to catch up with Glory. Finally, he caught a glimpse of her headlamp in the distance and took off running. Even with the help of his portable light-globe to pick out the hazards on the path, he stumbled often. Turning a corner, he saw Glory standing in front of a spear-length wide crack in the tunnel floor. 
 
    “Well, it’s about time,” she grinned. “I figured I’d better wait for you here. I didn’t want you talking yourself out of following.” 
 
    Amir walked nearer the crack in the stone. A red glow accompanied by the smell of brimstone exuded up from the opening. 
 
    Taking three steps back, Glory took a running leap and cleared the crack. Once on the other side, she glanced back at Amir. “Well, are you coming? Or are you going to stand there all day with your mouth open?” 
 
    Gathering his courage, Amir stepped back a full six paces. Running for all he was worth, he got to the edge of the crack and jumped. As he passed over the break in the stone, he made the mistake of looking down. Molten lava churned and bubbled only an axe-throw below. Air hot enough to singe the hair on his arms came up to meet him. His left foot didn’t quite clear the far edge of the crack, and he started to stumble backwards. Amir had a clear vision of himself tumbling into the hot lava. 
 
    Glory’s hand grabbed him by the collar of his blouse and yanked him forward. Laughing, she said, “See? I keep telling you to spend more time in the practice yard. Most of our novices can jump farther than that.” She winked. “You’re lucky I was here to save you.” 
 
    Sweating from exertion and from more fear than he cared to admit, Amir was in no mood for jokes. “I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    Glory smiled. “No, you wouldn’t. You can thank me later. Now let’s get going.” Without another word, the giantess continued down the tunnel. 
 
    With little choice, Amir followed his bride-to-be. 
 
    Before long, the tunnel leveled out at a four-way intersection. 
 
    Glory stopped and glanced at Amir. “All right, husband-to-be, which way now?” 
 
    Pressing his hand against the warm stone of the tunnel wall, Amir willed his mind to relax. Reaching out, he talked to the stone. It wasn’t so much speech as it was emotion. The black rock remained silent, but Amir got the feeling it was listening. He formed an image of a gem in his mind and let it flow into the stone. He waited five heartbeats; then five more. A feeling that he should go down the leftmost tunnel touched his mind. 
 
    Nodding left, Amir said, “That way. I think.” 
 
    Glory frowned. “Are you sure? The left tunnel’s going back up. I think that’s the first tunnel the old-timers gave up on. If you’re wrong, we might be down here a long time. You’re the one that’s got to work the extra duty for the chief seeker.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure.” To be honest, he wasn’t sure, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. “We need to go left.” 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Glory turned left. Within half a hundred steps, she came to a three-way intersection. 
 
    Without waiting for her to ask, Amir placed his hand on the wall and sent the stone an image of a gem. A whisper of an emotion seemed to indicate he should go to the left once more. Again the indicated tunnel seemed to go slightly up. He was confused by the direction but shrugged and nodded to the left. 
 
    This time, Glory didn’t ask if he was sure and just headed left. In less than a hundred paces, the tunnel ended. Two broken pickaxes on the floor and a rusty sledgehammer with a cracked handle gave mute testimony as to why the miners had ended their digging. The wall at the end of the tunnel shone bright white in the glow of the light-globes. 
 
    Glory whistled. “Alabaster granite. No wonder they quit digging. That stuff’s hard.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. My seeker instructors told us it’s the hardest rock in existence. They say it was formed at the beginning of time when molten material at the center of the planet combined with pure magic. Only tools made strong by enchantments have a chance against it. The walls of the elves’ city of Silverton are made from the stuff. According to what I’ve read, it took all of the magic of the elves to mine the necessary stones. That was over eighty thousand years ago when they were at the peak of their magic.” He glanced at Glory. “Or so I read.” 
 
    Taking the sledgehammer off her shoulder, Glory shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. We aren’t here to quarry house-size building blocks of the stuff. All we need to do is find a few gems.” She smiled and patted the head of the sledge. “You do the finding, and I’ll do the digging. My father once told me this hammer could beat its way through anything if the arm wielding it was strong enough.” She grinned and raised the sledge in the direction of the alabaster granite. “I think we’re about to find out.” 
 
    Amir wasn’t stupid enough to naysay his bride-to-be. He placed the palm of his right hand on the white stone, expecting it to be warm like the black granite he’d touched earlier. It wasn’t. The white stone was cool to the touch. Concentrating on the portion of the stone underneath his palm, he called to the spirit of the mountain and sent an emotion asking it to share its secrets with him.  
 
    The white rock surrounding his hand grew cooler. A vision that was more shared knowledge than an image appeared in Amir’s mind.  
 
    He smiled. Drawing his hand back, he eyed Glory. 
 
    Glory snorted. “Well, are you going to gawk at me all day? Or are you going to tell me where to find a gem? You’re the seeker, not me.” 
 
    Amir smiled even more. “If gawking means looking at you for long periods of time, then I’d be quite content doing so. As for the location of a gem, I think I’ve found one.” 
 
    A smile spread across Glory’s face. The light-globe attached to her helmet caused her eyes to sparkle. “Already? I told you that you were the best seeker around. Next time maybe you’ll believe me.” She winked. “I swear it was a lucky day for you when we got engaged. Who else could protect you from all the greedy giantesses in the clan?” She laughed. “I had to beat five of them to win your hand at the autumn tournament.” 
 
    Amir returned his fiancée’s smile. “I know. I was there. If memory serves me right, I’d already asked you to be my wife before the tournament ever started.” 
 
    Glory waved her hand dismissively. “A mere detail. Other giantesses would’ve continued to try and break us apart if I hadn’t bested them in battle at the tournament. You’re lucky I’m the best fighter in our clan.” 
 
    Amir tried not to laugh, knowing better than to contradict her. “So you’ve told me. Now, are you going to dig out the gem, or do I have to do both the seeking and the digging?” 
 
    With a laugh, Glory braced her feet and raised her sledgehammer high over her shoulder. “Just point out the spot. I’ll do the rest.” She gave him another wink. “I wouldn’t want you to ruin your reputation by being seen with a weapon in your hands.” 
 
    Amir felt his face growing warm. Hoping she wouldn’t notice his embarrassment, he pointed at a spot on the white stone. “Hit away. I know how much you enjoy beating on things.” 
 
    Glory grinned. “That I do.” With a mighty swing, she brought the head of the hammer down on the exact spot Amir had pointed to.  
 
    Small white splinters of stone shot through the air. Pieces of the razor-sharp rock hit Amir’s hairy chest above his half-buttoned blouse. Although he wore no armor, the edges of the stone splinters were no match for his thick skin. The pieces of stone bounced off, doing no harm. Nevertheless, he stepped back and raised an arm to protect his sensitive eyes. 
 
    It was well he did because Glory followed the first blow with a succession of three more. A few small pieces of the white rock broke off, but not many.  
 
    She lowered the sledgehammer and ran a hand over the stone. “I’ve barely scratched it,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe I—” started Amir.  
 
    The glare from his bride-to-be stopped him short. “Maybe you what?” 
 
    “Uh…nothing. Never mind. You’re doing a great job.” 
 
    Glory spit on her palms and rubbed them together. Taking the sledge in both hands, she braced her left foot against the side wall. With a might swing, she brought the head of the hammer down on the white rock again. The stone cracked, sending off a large shard that hit Amir’s bare legs with enough force to sting. 
 
    “Hey,” he cried. “That hurt. What’s the hurry? Take your time before you damage a gem.” 
 
    Lowering her hammer, Glory smiled affectionately. “I told you to wear your chainmail. Maybe next time you’ll listen to me.” 
 
    “Next time, I’ll stand back farther.” 
 
    Shaking her head, the giantess stepped up to the crack she’d made and rubbed it with her fingers. “Sometimes you’re too sensitive, Amir.” She glanced over at him and winked. “I love you anyway.” 
 
    Taking the sledgehammer in both hands, she raised it for another blow. “I think I’m getting used to Father’s hammer. You have to kinda sweet talk it to release its magic.” She looked over and smiled. “You know, kinda like the way you sweet talk me sometimes to get a kiss.” 
 
    Before Amir could think of a suitable reply, Glory swung a blow at the white stone; then another and another. Ever larger pieces of the white stone cracked off and flew through the air. After a dozen blows, a head-sized piece of the white wall broke off and rolled onto the floor, giving off flashes of green as it went. 
 
    Dropping to one knee, Glory lay down her sledgehammer and rolled the stone over to reveal a green gem the size of her thumbnail. “It’s an emerald,” she said as she pulled a small rock hammer off a hook on her belt. Using the hammer, she chiseled away at the white stone around the gem.  
 
    The hammer might as well have been made of cheese for all the good it did. 
 
    Kneeling down on one knee beside Glory, Amir said, “Here, let me try.” 
 
    Glory started to hand him the rock hammer, but he shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t think non-magical tools are going to do the job on this stuff.” Placing his left hand over the green gem, Amir closed his eyes and spoke to the head-size piece of white rock. He sent it an emotion, which he hoped was a polite request to give up the emerald. He sensed something inside the stone stir as the white rock grew cold beneath his hand. Something hard pressed into his palm. 
 
    Pulling his hand back, he held out the glistening emerald and presented it to Glory. “Here you are, my lady. Another gem for our bag.” 
 
    Glory’s eyes grew large as she stared at the gem. “Amir! I…I mean, I knew you were a great seeker, but I didn’t…” She shook her head and smiled. “I should’ve had more faith.” She looked into his eyes. “You know, I really do love you, don’t you?” 
 
    Amir could only stutter. “I…uh…” 
 
    Glory’s smile grew even wider. “I know. You don’t have to say it.” She reached down, opened the pouch at her waist, and dropped the gem inside. “That makes seventeen. We’ve only got twenty-four more to go.” She winked. “Rest time’s over, lover boy. Time to get back to work.” 
 
    “Hey, we were lucky to get one gem in this place,” he protested. “It’s mined out, remember? I mean it’s not like we’re going to get them all to—” 
 
    Something touched Amir’s mind, causing him to stop short. He looked at the head-sized piece of white stone again. The magic of the stone seemed to touch his mind. For some reason, he got the impression the white stone wanted to give him something.  
 
    Standing, he looked down at the kneeling Glory. “Let me have your sledge.” 
 
    Without questioning his reason, Glory stood and handed him the heavy sledgehammer, then stepped back to give him room. 
 
    Grasping the magic sledge in both hands, Amir raised it high over his head. He sensed the magic of the sledgehammer as if it were a part of his being. He sensed flows of Power inside the metal head. He reached out with his mind to the white stone and pulled the stone’s magic toward the sledgehammer. At the same time, he coaxed the magic in the hammer to reach out toward the stone. When the two flows of magic met in the middle, he brought the sledgehammer down on the white stone with all his might. 
 
    The sound of the hammer striking the stone was loud as thunder and accompanied by a flash of blue light so bright it forced Amir to look away. When his eyes cleared, the first thing he noticed was Glory rubbing her eyes. Then he looked at the stone. He nearly dropped the sledge. The stone had broken apart into two partially hollowed-out halves. The centers of the halves were encrusted with green crystals that glistened whenever the beam of his light-globe touched them. 
 
    “Glory. Look,” Amir said hardly believing his eyes. 
 
    The giantess rushed over and knelt beside the two stone halves. “It’s a geode,” she said. Then she gasped. “Amir! I think they’re emeralds. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Amir said as he leaned over to get a better look at the stone halves. “Geodes don’t come with emeralds. They come with common crystals, not precious gems. They’re probably just regular crystals with some kind of mineral in them that makes them look green.” 
 
    Glory lifted one of the stone halves closer to her face and let the light-globe on her helmet shine directly onto the green crystals before glancing up and looking at him. “I’m telling you they’re emeralds. Maybe it’s because the geode was formed in the alabaster granite. How would I know? All I know for sure is that they’re emeralds. There must be a good thirty or forty of them inside.” She smiled. “You know what this means, don’t you?” 
 
    Amir scratched his head. “Uh, that I’m a really good seeker?” 
 
    “No, silly. I mean yes, you are, but that’s not what I’m trying to say. It means we can be married now. There are enough gems in this geode to pay the dowry, buy a home-cave, and still have plenty left over to raise our children.” Her face lit up in a smile so bright it made the light-globe look pale. “We’re going to be married, Amir. You can be Shaman Blackroot’s apprentice and spend all the time you want at the library. We’ll have plenty of emeralds to support us until your shaman training’s finished.” 
 
    Amir squatted down next to Glory and touched the inside of the geode half still on the floor, barely able to believe their luck. The crystals certainly looked like emeralds. At the thought of spending the rest of his life with Glory, a warm feeling spread through his body. He opened his mouth with the intention of telling her how much she meant to him but didn’t get the chance. 
 
    The sound of alarms rose in the distance, echoing through the tunnel. 
 
    Glory’s eyes grew wide as she dropped the geode-half she was holding and drew her longsword. “That’s the alarm for the Sanctuary Vault. It’s only two levels above us. Come on! We’ve got to go! We’ve got to go now.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – First Healer 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    The elf-high, rock-strewn gully provided little in the way of protection for the elven scouts as a salvo of arrows and crossbow bolts passed overhead and into the gully. The platoon of twenty-two elven scouts was forced to duck behind whatever cover they could find. One scout was a fraction of a second too slow. A barbed orc arrow caught him on the left side of his chest, easily penetrating his leather chest piece. The elf rolled onto his back screaming while grabbing at the base of the arrow with both hands. Bright red blood spurted out of his torn flesh, making it obvious the wound was mortal. 
 
    An unarmed elven scout wearing a brown and green tunic with a concentric set of circles sewn on the collar of his blouse broke cover. The elf half-ran, half-crawled out of his hiding spot, grabbed hold of the wounded soldier’s cape, and began dragging him behind a nearby boulder. Arrows and crossbow bolts landed all around the two soldiers. By some miracle, the second scout succeeded in pulling his comrade to safety without being hit. 
 
    Elf Medic Stancil stared down at the wounded scout he’d just brought to cover. He’d seen too many wounds over the years not to recognize the seriousness of the injury. No one needed to tell him that conventional methods of healing would only delay his comrade’s death and wouldn’t prevent it. Taking a deep breath, Stancil sought out his Power reserve the way he’d been taught and pulled a third of the Power into the center of his being. Forcing the wounded soldier’s hands out of the way, he placed both palms around the point where the shaft of the arrow protruded from the bloody wound. He merged his mind with the torn flesh around the shaft and barb. An image of the tip of the arrowhead touching the main artery of the wounded elf’s heart flashed in Stancil’s mind. 
 
    Glancing at the dying scout’s face, Stancil noticed the soldier’s youth. The lad is barely three-hundred and fifty. 
 
    He glanced around at the other soldiers in the platoon hunkering behind the sparse cover of the gully. All of them are too young to have to die. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Stancil resigned himself to what he had to do. I can do this. I just have to heal the flesh around the barb as I pull the arrow out. I can do this. I know I can. 
 
    Wrapping the wound in Power, Stancil grabbed the shaft of the arrow with his right hand and pulled hard. The wounded scout screamed in agony as the arrow shaft tried to come out. The barb caught on a rib. The arrow’s already weakened wooden shaft cracked and broke, leaving the barb buried deep inside the still screaming elf. 
 
    “No!” Stancil shouted. “I will not let you die!” 
 
    Wrapping Power directly around the barb, Stancil pulled a dagger out of his waist belt and began cutting away at the flesh around the wound in an attempt to remove the barb before the elf bled to death. 
 
    The scout screamed in agony. “Stop. For Creator’s sake, stop!” 
 
    Ignoring the high-pitched screams, Stancil held the scout in place with his left hand while he continued cutting away at the wound with the dagger in his right. 
 
    The scout tried to break free from Stancil’s grasp, but the wounded elf was too weak and Stancil was too desperate. 
 
    He tried using his Power to heal a severed artery near the barb, but it didn’t work. His Power seemed to delay in obeying his commands. Blood spurted out of the elf’s flesh in a stream. Desperation spurred Stancil on. He cut a line between two ribs. Tossing the dagger aside, he shoved his forefinger into the opening and sought out the barb.  
 
    The wounded scout screamed even louder, if that was possible. Suddenly, he arched his back and then relaxed as Stancil pulled the wicked-looking barb out of the torn flesh. The soldier no longer screamed. Stancil forced Power into the wound, but it was too late. The scout was already gone. 
 
    Stancil stared at the scout’s ashen face before looking at his bloody hands. 
 
    An elf on the other side of the gully screamed and grabbed at a crossbow bolt protruding from her neck. Another scream sounded from farther down the gully, then another and another. Stancil rose to his feet and started toward the scout with the neck wound. The soldier’s body turned transparent, then the gully began to fade from view. 
 
    The landscape of the battle area was replaced by the white walls of the testing room. Four elf-high metal poles with glowing red lights at the top formed a twenty-meter-square around Stancil. A redheaded human female was bent over a panel with flashing lights and levers. Standing next to the redhead was a human male dressed in a black uniform with silver trim. Just behind the black-garbed human was the gnome mage Rembis. The high priestess of the Lady of the Tree, High Priestess Jeehanathoraxen, stood next to the gnome. 
 
    Stancil stared down at his hands. They were no longer bloody. He thought of the scout who’d died under his care. No, it was not a scout. It was an illusion of a scout. But his pain was so real. And he died. He died because of me. I failed. I failed the test. 
 
    The black-garbed human turned to look at the redheaded woman monitoring the controls of the holo-square. “You were late in making the wound respond to the medic’s Power. The medic’s procedure was correct. He should’ve been able to save the elf’s life. Are you sure you’ve got the equipment adjusted correctly?” 
 
    The redhead turned away from her control panel and glared at the human in black. “Don’t take that attitude with me, Terrie,” she said in the heavy Irish accent she reverted to when angry. “You may be a wizard scout, but you’re still my husband, and I don’t appreciate that tone of voice.” She jerked a thumb at the panel of flashing lights. “As for the equipment, it’s working the best that can be expected under the circumstances. The blasted shield that surrounds this planet makes it hard for some of our technology to work correctly. From what I can tell, only the items Rick pulls out of that dimensional pack of his seems to work like they should, and he’s not here.” 
 
    Wizard Scout Terrie Shatstot held up both hands in surrender. “Relax, Angela. You’re doing a great job. I was only asking a question. I know you’ve got a tough job getting the Empire’s technology to work in this place.” 
 
    “Well,” Angela said, losing some of her accent. “As long as you know it’s not easy.” 
 
    Terrie laughed. “Oh, believe me, I do.” He turned to look at Stancil. “You did everything perfect, Candidate. More than perfect in fact. Combining Power and your past healer skills was a great idea. I’d never have tried to cut the barb out by hand.” 
 
    Stancil glanced at his hands again before looking back at the wizard scout. The memory of the dying scout was too fresh on his mind to fully comprehend what was happening. 
 
    “He died,” Stancil insisted. “I failed him.” 
 
    High Priestess Jeehanathoraxen stepped next to Wizard Scout Terrie. “You did not fail, Healer Stancil. I monitored your flow of Power. My bondmate could have done no better. In actual combat, I am sure you would have saved the scout’s life.” She turned to Terrie. “He passed. Right?” 
 
    Terrie nodded and turned to the healer. “That’s right. You passed with flying colors, Stancil. You are now officially the first graduate of Silverton’s Advanced Healer Academy.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver insignia composed of seven circles surrounding an image of the Tree of Light. The outermost circle was white while the other six were black. Terrie walked over to the still kneeling medic and handed him the badge. Smiling, he said, “Congratulations. You’re now a medic of the first circle. There’s nothing more I can teach you.” 
 
    Stancil took the medic’s badge and stared at it before looking back at the wizard scout. “I have so much to learn. I—” 
 
    “You’ll learn it,” said Terrie. “You just won’t learn it from me. Actual experience is the true teacher. I’ve got faith that in time, you’ll be a healer of the seventh circle. Until then, you’ll rejoin your unit. When you think you’re ready, you can come back and take your test for the second circle.” 
 
    Stancil didn’t think he’d ever be ready but nodded anyway. “I will do my best, Wizard Scout.” He looked at the high priestess. “Will the elf friend be returning to Silverton soon? He was the first person I ever saw heal an elf with magic. I would like him to know I passed the test.” 
 
    High Priestess Jeehanathoraxen laughed hard enough for her silver hair to cascade around her shoulders. “Have you forgotten your training so quickly, Healer Stancil. Elves cannot be healed by magic. Like my bondmate, you heal by using Power directly from your reserve.” 
 
    Stancil’s face turned a light pink. “Yes. I, uh…” 
 
    The high priestess laughed again. “You have done well. I will let the elf friend know you have passed your testing. He has spoken to me often about you.” 
 
    Embarrassed, Stancil looked down at the healer’s insignia in his hand. “I will wear this with honor.” He glanced at Terrie. “If that is all, I would like to tell the others in my scout team. They will be glad to hear the news. We have lost too many elven scouts over the years because we could not be healed magically.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Terrie with a knowing smile. “Tell them you are the first of many. Others will be tested in the coming weeks. Soon, every company-sized unit in the army will have a healer of their own.” 
 
    Stancil wasn’t sure if he was supposed to salute or not, but he saluted anyway. Then he rushed out to tell his friends. 
 
    I will never again stand by helpless and watch a friend die. By all that is holy, I swear it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 – Clues 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
    Jeena watched the new elf healer leave the testing room, then breathed a sigh of relief and smiled. My bondmate’s plan to have Terrie train our elf healers is working. If the coming battle is as hard as we think it is going to be, our new healers will play an important role in the conflict. They may save the lives of thousands, if not tens of thousands of elves. What could give us more hope than that? 
 
    The red-gemmed ring on Jeena’s left ring finger tingled. 
 
    “Is that a rhetorical question, High Priestess?” said a voice in Jeena’s head. 
 
    “Actually, it was,” Jeena told the battle computer. “But since you are eavesdropping on my private thoughts, you may as well tell me what you have to say.” 
 
    “Humph,” said Danny. “I can tell when I’m not appreciated. Just for the record, I do not eavesdrop. As I have told you before, you are not a wizard scout. You did not go through the DNA baseline testing. Unlike wizard scouts, you do not have separate shared and private areas of your mind. The only reason you and I can communicate is because you have a part of Rick inside of you, and he has a part of you inside him.” He paused before adding, “I do try to avoid commenting on the personal stuff in your thoughts, but sometimes I have trouble telling which thoughts are and are not intended for me. I calculate that if you do not want me to share your thoughts, all you have to do is remove your ring.” 
 
    Jeena glanced down at her wedding ring. The gray, paper-thin metal and its red gem felt warm against her finger. The warmth wasn’t so much a temperature as it was the feeling of emotions coming from her bondmate. Normally, the ring strengthened the connection they shared with each other through their bond link. Separated by dimensions as they were, the ring’s gem was the stronger of the two connections when it came to sharing emotions. 
 
    “I will never take this ring off,” Jeena told her battle computer. 
 
    “Then I suppose I will just have to use more discretion when responding to your thoughts.” 
 
    “I suppose you will. Now, did you have something to say about my hope comment or not?” 
 
    “I did. Healing wounds is all great and everything, but it would be more logical not to get hurt in the first place.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense. Elves—” 
 
    “And humans,” said Danny. 
 
    “And humans, are going to get hurt in battle. When the demons start their invasion of the magic dimension, they will come through one of the two gates on Portalis. Our elven soldiers will be at the forefront of the defenses for the three galaxies. Many will die. Many more will be injured. I do not look forward to that time, but I know it is coming.” 
 
    “I calculate you are correct, but nevertheless, I would advise not getting hurt in the first place. Then you will not need to be healed.” 
 
    “I will be sure and take that under consideration.” 
 
    Jeena glanced to her right. Terrie, Angela, and Rembis were staring at her. 
 
    “Ah,” said Terrie. “Talking to Danny, are you? All this time I thought you were interested in everything I had to say.” 
 
    Jeena started to smile at the human’s joke until she noticed Angela’s glare. Is she jealous? she wondered. Why? I have no interest in her husband. 
 
    “I calculate that does not matter,” said Danny. “Based upon the increased pulse rate of human males when they are around you, they find you beautiful and desirable. Angela senses that. My databanks are full of instances where humans have become jealous for less reason.” 
 
    Having no desire to create an enemy, Jeena chose her words with care. “I am always interested in what your lovely wife and you have to say, Wizard Scout. I was just commenting to my battle computer how lucky we are to have the two of you training our new elf healers. The efforts of both of you may save thousands of lives in the coming days. Both of you have my eternal gratitude.” 
 
    Angela’s features softened somewhat. “That’s very kind of you, High Priestess. We have four more medics to test after lunch. You, uh, are more than welcome to eat with Terrie and I if you have the time. Of course, I know how busy you are. I’m sure my husband wouldn’t want to keep you from your duties.” 
 
    “Now, Angela,” said Terrie. “I’m sure Jeehana could—” 
 
    “Your wife is correct,” Jeena said. “Thank you both for your kind offer, but I am not hungry. I also promised Wizard Scout Telsa that I would meet her in the library this afternoon. Chief Librarian Elisinsar sent a message that they may have found some information about the Ecarian giants.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Angela, rising from her chair. “That’s good news, right?” 
 
    “I hope it is,” Jeena said. “If we can find more information about the Ecarians, perhaps we can locate another yellow gem. If we do, then we could permanently close the gate to the demonic plane that exists below the Tree of Light. If we can close it, then we’d only need to be concerned with the gate within New Drepdenor. From what I have been told, the gate in the dwarves’ old home is smaller than the one under our tree. It should be easier to defend.” 
 
    “We can only hope,” said Terrie. “In the meantime, Angela and I’ll be training as many elf healers as we can.” 
 
    Jeena smiled. “We must all do our part.” She nodded at Angela. “Now I must be off. I have a lot to do.” 
 
    After the redhead returned her nod, Jeena headed for the door. “I really do have a lot to do,” she told her battle computer. “Plus, despite what I told Angela, I am hungry. I have just enough time to go home and eat before I have to meet Telsa at the library.” 
 
    “I am beginning to think you are always hungry,” said Danny. “If I did not know better, I would say some of Rick’s habits are starting to rub off on you.” 
 
    Jeena felt the warmth of her ring and the dulled connection to her bondmate through their bond link. “I will take that as a compliment, Danny. As far as I’m concerned, there are a lot worse things in life than being a little like Rick.” 
 
    “Amen to that. I just hope you never have to find out the worse things.” 
 
    Jeena hoped she never would either. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Home was a small bungalow at the end of a white cobblestoned street. It had been in her family for tens of thousands of years. Upon entering, Jeena sensed the change. It was no longer the bright, comfortable refuge it had been for so many decades of her life. While it looked the same with stacks of books on every flat surface as well as on the floor in the corners of the rooms, it was different. Although Rick and she had only spent a short time together at their home, his obvious absence matched the empty space in her heart. 
 
    Some of Jeena’s sadness must’ve made its way down her bond link, because a feeling of concern from her bondmate came back to her. She sent an emotion she hoped he would take as “Everything is fine” back down the link. The feeling of concern diminished, but she could tell she’d upset him. Forcing her sadness to the side, she sent an emotion of love down their link as she headed for the kitchen. 
 
    I have things to do, and feeling sorry for myself is not one of them. 
 
    After making a light lunch of bread, cheese, and a sliced apple, Jeena washed it down with some spring-wine. Once her hunger was satisfied, she washed her wooden plate and cup in the sink and set them on a towel to dry. With the kitchen back in order, she walked out the front door and made her way down the streets of Silverton in the direction of the library. 
 
    On a whim, Jeena took the path that led through the park. Although midday, the white-stoned trails leading through the stands of silver elms were deserted. She stopped for a moment to let a beam of sun that was breaking through the branches of the silver elms rest on her face. A feeling of peace washed over her. She let the feeling flow down the link to Rick. An emotion of satisfaction came back. 
 
    He senses I am happy. I wish he were here to share this moment with me, but we each have our duty. When this war is over, I swear we will spend our days walking through the park and watching our children and grandchildren grow. 
 
    Whether her bondmate knew what she was thinking or not, Jeena didn’t know. However, a feeling of peace came back up their bond link as if to let her know that in some small way, he was sharing the moment with her. 
 
    A cloud blocked the beam of sunlight shining through the trees, taking away the feeling of peace as quickly as it had come. 
 
    With more than a little regret, Jeena continued down the path in the direction of the library. Soon the white-stoned trail came out on the clearing where the Tree of Light stood. No matter how many times she saw the massive tree, it still brought a feeling of awe and insignificance to her. 
 
    As Jeena looked at the majestic tree, an idea came to her. Instead of circumventing the clearing to take the path for the library as she’d originally intended, she made her way directly toward the trunk of the Tree of Light. She passed several foresters busy raking seeds underneath the tree’s branches. A bonding ceremony had taken place the night before, and the caretakers were busy gathering the nuts that had fallen during the tree’s seeding. At the sight of the baskets of nuts already gathered by the foresters, a surge of hope swept through Jeena. 
 
    With each seeding, we plant more silver elms, increasing the reach of the forests. As we do, the tree’s Power grows. That in itself gives me hope. 
 
    After greeting the foresters by name, Jeena made her way to the base of the tree’s house-sized trunk. With the Staff of the Lady of the Tree in her left hand, she placed her right palm on the tree trunk. The rough bark felt warm beneath her skin. She sensed Power flowing up to touch the tips of her fingers and what she took as recognition from the tree. 
 
    Speaking only in her mind, Jeena said, “Lady. We have great need. We must find another yellow gem. To do that, I believe we must discover the location of the Ecarian giants, if they still exist. Please help us. I beg you.” 
 
    “You do not need to beg, High Priestess Jeehanathoraxen,” said a soft, musical voice. “You have only to ask.” 
 
    Instead of the voice coming from inside Jeena’s mind as she’d expected, it seemed to come from her right. Opening her eyes, she saw a green-haired elf a head shorter than herself standing next to the tree’s trunk. The elf’s body and green tunic was semi-translucent, allowing the dim outlines of the buildings on the far side of the tree to show through her form. 
 
    Removing her hand from the trunk, Jeena faced the Lady of the Tree and bowed. Speaking out loud, she said, “Lady, I…I did not expect you to come. I thought only that you might—” 
 
    The green-haired elf smiled. “You thought I might respond with emotions or perhaps some cryptic thoughts in your mind. Ah, yes, and that is the only ways I have been able to respond to my high priests and priestesses during the last hundred thousand years. That changed when you bonded with our Rick. You have a part of him in you. The Tree of Light, along with my mate Carndador and I, also have a link with Rick. Hence, you and I can communicate in ways not possible with your predecessors. That is just as well, because I believe the time for cryptic messages is past. So, ask your questions, and I will answer if I am able.” 
 
    Jeena glanced around the clearing at the foresters picking up seeds. Several elf children were playing tag in the branches overhead. None seemed to notice the Lady of the Tree standing in their midst. 
 
    The green-haired elf smiled. “That is right. Only you can see and hear me today. If Rick was here, perhaps others could, but he is not, so this conversation is between you and me. So ask away.” Her smile grew larger as her eyes gave off twinkles of light green. “A word of advice. You may want to keep your words in your mind lest those around you think you are speaking to yourself. That probably would not go over well.” 
 
    Jeena nodded. She remembered her bonding ceremony when Rick had talked to the Lady before she became visible to others. Even she had thought her bondmate was crazy or, at the very least, addled. She resolved not to make the same mistake. Her next words were in her mind for the Lady alone to hear. 
 
    “Very well, Lady. Here are my questions. Do the Ecarians still survive on Portalis, and if so, where are they?” 
 
    The Lady of the Tree shook her head and said aloud, “No, that particular giant clan no longer exists on Portalis. Their home was located in the Thandarhar mountain range to the west of the Southern Desert. The Creator placed a yellow gem, a soul-gem, under their protection. The giants called it the Heart-stone. It was destroyed by a wizard scout fourteen thousand years ago. The home of the Ecarians was destroyed shortly thereafter. The loss of the yellow gem unleashed destructive forces all over the continent of Slyvrastra. Civilization nearly came to an end, and with it, the hope of saving the three galaxies.” 
 
    Jeena had heard the story of the yellow gem’s destruction from Telsa. The small wizard scout had been given the tale by the dragons Tharantos. The question of the wizard scout’s identity had haunted her ever since. In her heart, she knew it could not have been Rick, but she had to ask. 
 
    “The wizard scout, the one who destroyed the yellow gem. Was it—” 
 
    “Was it our Rick?” said the Lady. “I have no way of knowing for sure, but I do not believe the wizard scout was him. I have no doubt Rick has done things that others would consider bad during his time-commando missions, but I do not think the destruction of the yellow gem and the deaths of the giants during the raid was one of them. Our Rick can be harsh, but he is not vicious. There have been many time-commandos over the years. They have been of different races as well as humans, so set your heart at ease. Rick is innocent of this crime.” 
 
    Relief flooded through Jeena. She’d known as much, but it was nice to hear that the Lady believed the same. 
 
    The image of the Lady of the Tree began to fade. 
 
    “Lady, wait,” Jeena said, sensing her time for questions was fast coming to an end. “We must find another yellow gem. If the Ecarian giants no longer exist, perhaps if we knew the specific location of their ancient home, we could go there and find a clue. We have searched the library from one end to the other and found that almost nothing exists about the Ecarian giants other than that Elf Friend Amirithoda lived and prevented the destruction of our lands. You existed then. Cannot you tell me the location of their home?” 
 
    The nearly invisible form of the Lady of the Tree shook her head. “Alas, I cannot. As Master Nick might say if he were here, to do so would endanger the algorithm. Enough clues have been left for Rick to find the Ecarians. When he finds them, he must do what needs to be done.” 
 
    Reaching out with her hand, Jeena grabbed at the shimmering air that was all that remained of the Lady. Her hand passed through with only a tingle of energy for her efforts. “Wait!” she shouted, forgetting to keep her words in her mind. “You said the Ecarians were no longer on Portalis. How can we find them?” 
 
    A tingle at the back of Jeena’s mind was accompanied by the words, “You cannot. It is not your task. Only our Rick can go. A clue has been left. I believe you will find it today. Then you must let Rick do what must be done. Go. You must go now.” 
 
    “Go where, Lady? Where must I go?” 
 
    “You must go to the place where you have been most comfortable all your life,” said the Lady. “You must go to the library. There you will discover the answers you seek. It is all there waiting for you to find.” 
 
    Still speaking out loud, Jeena said, “Can’t you give me more help than that?” 
 
    The shimmering air solidified long enough for Jeena to make out the face of the Lady. The green eyes of the Lady no longer twinkled. “Yes, I can. I have a spell you must learn. It is a spell I learned before I was sent to retrieve the three seed parts stolen by the demons. Open your mind. I will teach it to you now.” 
 
    With little choice, Jeena relaxed. A tickle began at the back of her mind and worked its way forward. The knowledge of a spell came to her. “What does it do? Will this help me find another yellow gem?” 
 
    The Lady stared at Jeena for a couple of heartbeats. “Yes. The spell will open an access point in a time-bubble.” 
 
    “What time-bubble?” Jeena asked. “There are no time-bubbles in Silverton.” 
 
    “No, there are not,” agreed the Lady. “You must go somewhere and do what needs to be done.” 
 
    Jeena could just make out the track of a tear running down the Lady’s cheeks and sensed the Lady was about to leave. “Wait. I need more information than that. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Have your battle computer set up a meeting with Rick and the leaders in the physical galaxy for this evening. I am confident that you will have your answers by then. The only advice I can give you is not to attempt to change the past. That would result in the destruction of everything you hold dear. You must let our Rick go. You will have your mission, and he will have his. There is no other way.” 
 
    Then the Lady was gone. 
 
    “Lady! Please! I have more questions.” 
 
    Jeena looked around. All she could see were the foresters staring at her. At her glance, they quickly went back to their raking. She looked overhead at the limbs of the tree. The children had stopped their game of tag and were watching her. She noticed the blonde hair of her adopted sister, Matisa, among the children. Her niece, Terika, stood next to her on one of the larger of the tree’s limbs. Terika gave a half-smile and waved. 
 
    With a half-smile of her own, Jeena returned her niece’s wave before turning away from the tree and heading in the direction of the library. There is nothing more for me here, she thought as she contemplated the Lady’s words. For the first time in my life, I fear going to the library. What will I find that could bring tears to the Lady? 
 
    “I calculate you will need to go to the library to find out,” said Danny. “I monitored the conversation with your Lady. Do you want me to schedule a meeting with Rick and the others as she suggested?” 
 
    Jeena wasn’t sure. Seeing her bondmate again, even in the form of a hologram, was something she wouldn’t mind doing, but she had nothing new to tell him or the others. She let her mind touch the ring on her finger and the enhanced link between them. Even separated by dimensions, she could sense a feeling of boredom from her bondmate. 
 
    “Rick must be in another meeting,” she thought. “He hates meetings.” 
 
    “I calculate a hundred percent probability that you are correct,” said Danny. “My question remains. Do you want me to schedule a meeting with Rick and the other leaders in the physical dimension?” 
 
    An image of the tears on the Lady’s face flashed in Jeena’s mind. She looked ahead and spotted the top of the library, fearing what she would find there. “Yes,” she told Danny. “Set the meeting for one hour from now.” A feeling of surety came over her. “Either we will have our answers by then or we won’t. The time for waiting is over. The time for action is now.” 
 
    “Compliance. I have contacted the central computer. The meeting is scheduled. I calculate you will soon have your answers.” 
 
    Jeena squared her shoulders and set a brisk pace for the library and the task the Lady had given her. “I guess we shall soon see,” she said as much to herself as to Danny. “One way or the other, we shall soon see.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 – Man in Black 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    The alarms continued clanging as Glory grabbed her shield from where she’d leaned it against the wall and took off running back through the tunnels without waiting for her fiancée. 
 
    Used to being left behind, Amir picked up Glory’s sledgehammer and ran after her. Although his bride-to-be was wearing chainmail and carrying a shield while he wore only normal clothing, he lost sight of her in no time. He ran down the tunnel as fast as his legs would carry him. The light-globe strapped to his head cast indistinct shadows on the tunnel floor as it bounced with his rhythem. He stumbled on a loose stone but caught himself on the wall. By the time he recovered his footing, even the dim glow from Glory’s headlamp had disappeared. 
 
    Amir continued running for all he was worth. He turned right at the first intersection and then right at the next. Still he caught no sight of Glory. He made it all the way to the lava crack in the tunnel floor when the clanging of the alarms stopped. The sudden silence gave him hope that all was well, but something inside told him it wasn’t. Reaching deep into his inner strength, he jumped over the crack with a good arm’s-length to spare and continued running. 
 
    It must be a false alarm. That’s got to be the reason the alarms stopped. No one could get this deep in the tunnels without being sighted by one of the king’s patrols. Maybe one of the shamans’ traps malfunctioned. That’s got to be it. 
 
    Malfunction or not, Amir gripped the sledgehammer tighter and ran for all he was worth. The stirring of some unknown fear within his soul left him little choice. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    The sound of crashing thunder in the distance echoed through the tunnel, making him wish for the clanging of the alarms instead. The unknown fear inside him struggled for release. 
 
    Those explosions were no malfunction. Something’s wrong. 
 
    Amir ran faster. By the time the glow of the overhead light-globes in the main tunnel came into view, his chest felt as if it was on fire. He made it to the opening leading to the vault level and stepped through, turning to the right. The Sanctuary Vault was just ahead, and its massive bronze doors were still open wide. 
 
    They should’ve been closed by now. Where’s Stoneheart and Rockcracker? 
 
    More than that, he wondered where Glory was. Then he saw her. She was cradling the limp body of a giantess in her arms. A large blast-horn gripped in the body’s hand told him who it was—Stoneheart. 
 
    Glory looked up as Amir approached, tears streaming down her face. “She’s dead.” She pointed at another body partially hidden by the vault’s doors. “So is Rockcracker.” 
 
    Amir ran over to the second body and turned the male giant over as gently as he could. Rockcracker’s head lolled unnaturally from side to side. Amir fought back tears as he turned to Glory. “His neck’s broken.” 
 
    Glory nodded. “So is Stoneheart’s.” 
 
    Glancing through the vault’s doors, Amir’s heart dropped to the pit of his stomach. Shattered pieces of the yellow Heart-stone were scattered from one end of the vault to the other. The dull slivers of shattered yellow gem barely reflected the glow from his light-globe. What little light they reflected reminded Amir of tears running down a crying child’s cheek in the light of a quarter-moon. 
 
    Amir forced himself to look away from the pieces of yellow gem. He looked at Glory to give her the bad news. “The…the Heart-stone,” he said barely able to get out the words. “It’s been destroyed.” 
 
    Glory’s eyes grew hard and deadly. She reached over Stoneheart’s body and grabbed the dead giantess’s shield. Scooting the shield across the floor in Amir’s direction, she picked up her own sword and shield before jumping to her feet. “Come on! We’ve got to find whoever did this and stop them.” 
 
    “We?” Amir said as he wiped something wet from his eye. “How? Where?” 
 
    Glory took off running in the direction of the nearest stairwell without replying. 
 
    With no other choice but to follow, Amir grabbed Stoneheart’s shield and Glory’s sledgehammer before running after his giantess. He didn’t have to go far.  
 
    In the center of the tunnel, just past the entrance to the stairs, were four more bodies surrounded by large pools of dark blood. Two of the bodies were males and two were females. The head of one of the bodies moved.  
 
    Amir recognized Windjammer’s dark hair. Her chest was covered in blood, with more oozing out of a small hole in her chainmail with every beat of her heart. 
 
    Dropping her sword and shield, Glory knelt next to the wounded giantess. Tearing off the scarf from around her neck, she placed the bundle of wool against the giantess’s wound. 
 
    Kneeling beside his betrothed, Amir ripped off his blouse and added it to the already blood-soaked scarf of his fiancée and pressed down. 
 
    Windjammer groaned in pain. The mortally wounded giantess opened her eyes and focused on Glory. 
 
    “Who did this?” asked Glory as she lifted the giantess’s head and placed it in her lap. 
 
    Windjammer’s voice was barely a whisper, but it was loud enough to make out in the silence of the tunnel. “One of the small ones did it. A human male, I think.” She coughed. A trickle of blood ran out the corner of her mouth. “He took us by surprise. Dressed in black. Red eyes. Glowing red sword. We tried to stop him, but…but—” The giantess coughed again, spitting up a mouthful of bright red blood speckled with bubbles. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Amir said trying to console his friend. He pressed harder on the blood-soaked blouse and scarf. The flow of blood didn’t slow. If anything, it sped up. “We’ll find a healer. Don’t talk. We’ll—” 
 
    “Where did the human go?” asked Glory. “Which way?” 
 
    Windjammer raised her hand slightly and pointed at a side tunnel ten paces down the hall. 
 
    Amir noticed small, red footprints on the tunnel floor leading from the pools of blood in the direction of the side tunnel. 
 
    With nary a word, Glory gently laid the wounded giantess’s head back on the polished black granite floor. She picked up her shield and sword and stood. “We’ve got to stop whoever it is.” 
 
    Torn, Amir looked at Glory and then back at the dying giantess. 
 
    “Go,” whispered Windjammer. “Tell Glory I was only joking about…about…” She coughed twice, spitting up rivulets of blood. Her eyes closed and her chest stopped moving. 
 
    Amir wanted to scream his agony at the loss of another friend, but the sight of Glory heading in the direction of the side tunnel without him gave him a strength he didn’t know he had. Grabbing up his shield and his fiancée’s sledgehammer, he nodded a final goodbye to Windjammer and the others before standing. 
 
    Something, maybe the mountain itself, told Amir that his bride-to-be was running in the wrong direction. “Glory! No! We can’t catch up with him that way. The tunnel curves around. We need to take the stairs.” 
 
    Glory slid to a halt and glanced back. “The stairs? But the human—” 
 
    “Trust me,” Amir said. “There’s a shortcut on the next level. We can get ahead of whoever it is and come back down. It’s the only way.” 
 
    The giantess hesitated only a second before spinning around and running back toward him. “Go! Don’t wait for me.” 
 
    Leaving the bodies of his friends on the tunnel floor was almost more than Amir could bear, but he forced himself to do what needed to be done. He ran to the stairwell’s entrance and hit the stairs, taking them two at a time. Glory was by his side before he reached the next level, then passed him up and ran through the exit, into the tunnel proper, and took a hard right. More used to sitting in a library and reading than he was to physical exercise, Amir’s chest quickly began burning. He ignored the pain and followed the giantess. 
 
    Within two hundred paces, they came to another set of stairs. Glory headed down with Amir close on her heels. As soon as they got to the exit for the lower floor, Amir heard shouts from the adjacent tunnel. Stepping through, he spotted four of the king’s guards along with Shaman Petoris. The corporal of the guard was forming up his small team into a shield wall. 
 
    Shaman Petoris glanced over as Glory and Amir entered the tunnel proper. “Good,” said the shaman. “You’re armed. I sensed you coming. We’re going to need all the help we can get. Form a shield wall with the others. One of my tracker spells is following the invader. He’s close. I’m in contact with Shaman Blackroot. The king and he are on their way now with more guards. We have to hold this tunnel long enough for them to get here.” 
 
    The four king’s guards raised their shields and spears, facing the direction of the Sanctuary Vault. Glory joined them, raising her own shield and sword. 
 
    When Amir failed to move, Glory nodded to her left. “Lock your shield with mine. Do it like we practiced during our training. We can’t let whoever murdered Windjammer, Stoneheart, and the others get past us.” 
 
    Embarrassed by his lack of action, Amir ran to Glory’s side and overlapped his shield with hers. With no other weapon at his disposal, he raised the sledgehammer over his shoulder and waited. 
 
    The only noise in the tunnel except for the labored breathing of the guards, Glory, and him was the sound of Shaman Petoris chanting words Amir heard and quickly forgot. A wall of shimmering energy formed to Amir’s front, stretching from one side of the tunnel to the other. He heard the shaman chant a second spell. Glancing over his shoulder, he was just in time to see the shaman turn translucent before disappearing completely. 
 
    “Invisibility spell,” whispered Glory. “He’s also got a defensive shield to our front.” 
 
    The sound of approaching feet echoed in the tunnel. 
 
    “Hold your line,” growled the corporal through clenched teeth. “Whoever’s coming is going to be in for a surprise when they get here.” 
 
    Amir hoped so, but something inside told him otherwise. 
 
    The sound of footsteps drew closer until a human-sized figure dressed in strange black armor appeared. A glowing red visor covered the human’s eyes. Instead of a sword or spear, the human carried a bundle of four metal tubes strapped together by some unseen material or spell. A line of shiny pieces of coppery metal ran from the back of the tubes into a pack slung across the man’s shoulders. 
 
    Amir had never seen a human up close before. He’s so small, he thought as he started to lower his sledgehammer. 
 
    “Hold the line,” snapped Glory. “He’s already killed six guards that we know of.” 
 
    Tightening his grip on his shield, Amir raised the sledgehammer above his shoulder. 
 
    The black-suited human seemed to point the bundle of tubes directly at him. 
 
    What are those things? Amir wondered. They look a little like blowguns. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Peals of thunder coming faster than Amir could count blasted through the tunnel as balls of red fire shot out of the rotating tubes. The balls of fire exploded against Shaman Petoris’s defensive shield, adding to the bedlam. The shaman’s shield held. 
 
    “Hold the line,” shouted the corporal. “His magic can’t get past our shield. The king’s on his way. Hold the line.” 
 
    The booms stopped as the black-suited human lowered whatever kind of weapon he held. 
 
    Amir sensed something reach out from the human and begin drilling against the shaman’s defensive shield. Although he hadn’t yet started shaman training, he was still a seeker. He could sense magic. The something reaching out from the human wasn’t magic, but Amir sensed it was just as deadly. 
 
    It’s almost like it’s pure Power, Amir thought. That’s not possible. Power has to be turned into magic before it can be used. Everyone knows that. 
 
    Magic or not, whatever the something was continued to drill against the shaman’s shield. The shield began to crack. Before long, a fist-sized opening appeared in the shimmering wall. As soon as it did, the black-armored human raised his four-tubed weapon. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Three balls of red energy shot through the opening in the shield. 
 
    Amir heard a scream behind him. He glanced over his shoulder in time to see a now visible Shaman Petoris’s crash against the back wall and fall to the floor. Massive amounts of blood began pooling around the shaman’s body. 
 
    “Amir!” shouted Glory. 
 
    Amir turned back to the front. The shaman’s shield was no longer there, having disappeared at the magic user’s death. The human was pointing his weapon at the line of guards. 
 
    “We’ve got to stop him,” Glory shouted as she rushed forward with sword raised. 
 
    “Hold the li—” shouted the corporal. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Red fire spewed out of the human’s tubes, blasting into the line of guards. 
 
    Amir rushed forward next to his betrothed and raised his shield in an attempt to protect her from the human’s weapon. Balls of red energy went through his shield, tearing it apart as they did. He heard a feminine scream and caught a glimpse of long brown hair mixed with splotches of bright red. A ball of red energy slashed across the side of his head. 
 
    Then blackness became Amir’s only world. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pain racked Amir’s body, making him shrink back into the night. The dark and the nothingness that went with it were comforting. He instinctively knew pain was the only reward consciousness could provide. As he struggled to return to the dark, something wrapped around him and forced him back into the pain and a bright light. No matter how hard he struggled to return to the painlessness of the dark, the something wouldn’t allow him. It was too strong. As he drew near the light, he heard voices. The darkness faded into the background as the light became his universe. 
 
    Resigned to his fate, Amir took stock of his surroundings. He felt the coolness of polished marble beneath his bare back. I’m lying down, he thought. He moved his right hand. It was wet and sticky. He moved his left hand. It was also wet and sticky. The wetness extended all across his back. What am I lying in? 
 
    Opening his eyes, Amir saw two bright blue eyes surrounded by wrinkled skin and scraggily white hair staring back at him. 
 
    “Ah,” said the ancient giant. “You’re back among the living. I’d about given up hope. I’m sorry my healer skills aren’t what they used to be.” 
 
    “Sha…Shaman Blackroot?” Amir said, struggling to get his bearings. He searched his mind for memories. They began coming fast and furious. He’d been in a fight. He’d been with… 
 
    “Glory! Where’s Glory?” Amir struggled to rise, but his muscles lacked the strength. Blackness threatened to take him back into its sweet embrace. He drew on his inner strength to fight the darkness off. I’ve got to find Glory, he thought. 
 
    The chief shaman’s face went in and out of darkness before coming back into focus and staying there. 
 
    “Calm down, boy. I told you I’m not that good of a healer nowadays. It’s going to take you a few hours to get your strength back.” The old shaman glanced over his shoulder and said something Amir couldn’t make out.  
 
    A giantess wearing chainmail and a tunic emblazoned with the king’s insignia knelt down beside the shaman and placed a hand on Amir’s chest. 
 
    “See that he stays quiet until I get back,” said Shaman Blackroot. “I’ve got to talk to the king.” 
 
    “Yes, Shaman,” said the giantess. “He’ll be here when you return.” 
 
    The chief shaman rose and walked out of Amir’s field of view. 
 
    Amir glanced around as much as he could, seeing little except for guards in heavy armor moving to and fro with weapons at the ready. He noticed several younger shamans intermixed with the guards. The shamans were casting spells. The sound of two guards talking behind him drew his attention. 
 
    “…yep, all dead except this one.” 
 
    “Must’ve caught our guards by surprise. They’ve all got head wounds. What were this one and that young giantess doing with our soldiers? The corporal should’ve sent them away. They were too young to fight.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter now,” said one of the voices. “The corporal’s dead. So is the young giantess. Too bad. I’ve seen her at the practice yard. She’d have made a good soldier one day.” 
 
    Realization of what the voices were saying and who they were talking about swept over Amir. He glanced at the giantess holding him down. When he tried to catch her eye, she turned and stared at the tunnel wall. 
 
    “Where is she?” he asked, trying his best to keep his voice steady. “I need to see her.” 
 
    The giantess looked at him. Amir thought she had kind eyes. 
 
    “It won’t do any good,” she said. “Your friend’s gone. Nothing will bring her back.” 
 
    “I need to see her,” Amir said between clenched teeth. “If you were me, you’d want to say goodbye to your friend, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    The giantess glanced around before looking back at Amir, then nodded and helped him to a sitting position. 
 
    Looking around, Amir noticed Shaman Blackroot talking to King Ironfist and one of the king’s generals. From the waving of arms and heated voices, he assumed they were having a major disagreement. He cared not what they were doing. He only had one thing on his mind—Glory. 
 
    Glancing to his left, he noticed six capes spread out by the wall. Booted feet stuck out of five of the capes. A wrinkled set of feet in sandals stuck out of the sixth. The capes were soaked with blood. He noticed a strand of long brown hair partially sticking out from the top of one of the capes. A yellow flower was clipped to the hair. Tears welled in Amir’s eyes. 
 
    “I…I need to go to her,” Amir said. 
 
    Without argument, the giantess helped him to his feet and half-carried, half-dragged him to the covered bodies. She sat him down nearest the cape covering Glory, then turned away. 
 
    With trembling hands, Amir pulled back the part of the cape covering his fiancée’s head. His stomach lurched at what he saw, and he hastily placed the cape back. 
 
    “I will find your murderer, Glory,” Amir whispered. “I will hunt this human in black down and tear him apart piece by piece. I will not rest until I find him. I swear it.” 
 
    Reaching out with his right hand, Amir unclipped the yellow flower from his beloved’s hair and held it in his palm. A drop of red clung to one of the petals. 
 
    Glory’s blood, he thought. Tears formed in his eyes, and he wiped them away. When he did, he noticed that something small stuck in the center of the petals was reflecting the light of the overhead light-globes. He looked closer. It was a splinter of yellow glass. 
 
    No, he thought. Not glass. It’s part of the Heart-stone. It must’ve gotten stuck in there somehow when Glory was near the Sanctuary Vault. An image of the shattered Heart-stone came to his mind. The stones on which he sat gave out an emotion of sorrow and loss. The whole mountain did. The Heart-stone kept the mountains quiet. Without it, the land may well be lost. Amir wiped something from his eye. So will I. Glory and I were destined to live the rest of our lives together. Now we’ll always be apart. It is too much to bear. 
 
    The mountain shook. Small pieces of rock fell from the ceiling. 
 
    It’s already started, Amir thought. He placed his free hand on the cape covering Glory. Nothing mattered without her. All that mattered was finding the black-armored human and making him pay for what he’d done. I swear to you, Glory. I will devote my life to learning sword and spell so that the next time the human and I meet, it will be his last. 
 
    Amir looked at the yellow flower in his palm. It was already starting to wilt. 
 
    He began to cry. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 – Message from the Past 
 
    _________________________ 
 
    As Jeena approached the library’s massive double doors at the top of the stairs, the feeling of dread that had been building ever since her conversation with the Lady increased. She tried keeping her emotions under control for her bondmate’s sake, but some must’ve slipped through because a feeling of concern came to her through her ring. 
 
    Stopping in front of the doors, Jeena recited a calming mantra she’d been taught during her first year of priest training. The tenseness in her muscles relaxed. She turned away from the doors long enough to look out over the city she loved. The reddish glow of the setting sun reflecting off the alabaster white of the city walls in the distance gave the buildings an ethereal effect. Four obelisks, one in each cardinal direction, dominated the buildings around them. The obelisks themselves were dwarfed by the uppermost branches of the Tree of Light. The Lady’s tree was just beginning to take on a silvery glow as were the leaves in the stand of silver elms in the central park. 
 
    Jeena let the peace she felt flow into her ring and down the link to her bondmate. The feeling of concern disappeared to be replaced by one of boredom. 
 
    Jeena smiled. “He hates meetings, does he not?” 
 
    “I calculate you are correct,” said Danny. “I also calculate you are putting off the inevitable. You do remember we have a meeting scheduled with the most powerful leaders in the physical galaxy in another forty-five minutes, don’t you?” 
 
    Jeena knew all too well. Taking a final look at her beloved city, she turned and pushed on the massive double doors of the library’s main entrance. They opened as easily now as they had when she’d been a little girl first coming to the library to escape the memory of the deaths of her parents and sister. The library had been her refuge from what she’d seen as a cruel and unforgiving world. As the years had passed, the knowledge she’d found in the scrolls and books of the library had given her comfort and hope. In the writings of the ancients, she’d found the peace she’d been seeking. The writings of High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen had been especially important in convincing her to accept a calling to the priesthood and service to the Lady. 
 
    “It is strange how the world works,” Jeena said still speaking in her mind. “All those years I served the Lady, and I never knew my ancestor, High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen, had a connection with the person who would one day be my bondmate.” 
 
    “Strange?” said Danny. “Perhaps. Or maybe not so strange. Every living thing has freewill and can choose their own paths, but at the same time, paths have been laid out for us to follow if we so choose.” 
 
    “Are you talking about ‘the One’?” Jeena asked. 
 
    “No, not really,” replied Danny. “I am talking about someone or something much greater than any living thing, or any demon, or anything else, for that matter. I am talking about the Creator.” 
 
    Jeena remained in front of the open doors without stepping inside. “You believe in the Creator, Danny?” 
 
    “It is only logical,” said Danny. “I may be a gas-based life form instead of a carbon-based one, but I take peace in knowing that someone greater is in ultimate control.” 
 
    “As do I,” Jeena said finally mustering the courage to step through the doors. 
 
    Six floors of the library’s upper levels loomed above the main antechamber. Row upon row of shelves stacked with scrolls and books were visible on the upper floors even from where she stood. She knew the writings of untold authors numbering in the millions from dozens of races were stored on the shelves. From her time at the library, she also knew many of the writings were magical in nature. The combined energy of tens of thousands of magical tomes stored above and below ground radiated around her. 
 
    A set of dark stairs leading to the library’s lowest levels drew Jeena onward. Down she went. Each step she took convinced her more that something horrible waited below. She raised a hand and ran it along the walls of the smooth-cut stone until it gave way to the rough rock of the deeper levels. Still she went down. Finally, she reached the bottommost floor. Intuition told her that here was where she’d find what she sought. 
 
    Opening the door to the ancients’ preservation chamber, Jeena entered a long, dim-lit room. Only a few light-globes spaced along the roughhewn granite walls provided any light. The room was quite large, really more a cavern than a room. A score of work desks and tables lined up in a row was outnumbered by dozens of shelves stretching from one side of the vast cavern to the other. The magic from the preservation spells of the ancients that kept the aged scrolls and books from crumbling to dust were pervasive in the air. 
 
    Unlike the other times Jeena had been there, the room was nearly empty. Chief Librarian Elisinsar, the young elf scribe Therso, and Wizard Scout Telsa were the room’s only occupants. They stood near a table studying a small box the size of Jeena’s hand. At the sound of the door’s opening, the three looked up. 
 
    “Ah, Jeehana, this is coincidental,” said Elisinsar. “I was just about to send for you. I think we may have discovered something important.” 
 
    The news didn’t surprise Jeena. Walking over to the table, she glanced down at the small box. It was a simple affair made of a black, metallic-looking material. She sensed energy coming from the metal; not magic energy, but pure Power. Without asking permission, she picked the box up. It fit easily in the palm of her hand. The metal felt warm to the touch. For some reason, the metal seemed familiar to her as if she’d felt the material before. 
 
    “What is it?” Jeena asked. “What is inside?” 
 
    “What is it?” said Elisinsar. “I think I will let Wizard Scout Telsa explain that. As for what is inside, we do not know. We have not opened it.” 
 
    “Why not?” Jeena asked. “I mean, if you think it is important, why wait for me?” Something inside her told her the box was the key to what they’d been seeking. The memory of the tears on the Lady’s face made her hope she was wrong. 
 
    Elisinsar reached out and removed the box from Jeena’s hand. “We have not opened it because it is not addressed to us. The box was discovered last week among the scrolls dating back fourteen thousand years. Those are the scrolls created during the time period that the dragons Tharantos-Lindeshatr said the yellow gem was destroyed while in the keeping of the Ecarian giants.” 
 
    Jeena lifted her gaze from the box to glance at the chief librarian. “Why wasn’t I informed about the box earlier?” 
 
    Elisinsar shrugged his shoulders. “This is only one of a thousand things we have discovered during our search for information about the Ecarian giants. As you know, it is almost as if someone intentionally made sure nothing about the Ecarians or the yellow gem remained in the library. Except for a few hints here and there, we have found very little.” He nodded his head at the young elf standing to his right. “That is, we found nothing until our young scribe Therso translated the words on this box.” 
 
    Jeena turned to look at Therso. The scribe’s face appeared a little pink in the light of the glow-stones. 
 
    “There were only three lines of words, High Priestess,” said Therso. “I am sorry it took me so long to translate, but it is in a dialect of ancient Letian we have only begun to decipher.” 
 
    Jeena smiled at the bashful scribe. He was only slightly younger than her. “You do not have to apologize, Therso. I have not forgotten how only you among all the scribes were able to translate the prophecy in the Rhyme of the Eighth Prophet of Reoarz that predicted the bonding of the elf friend and me.” 
 
    The scribe’s face turned bright red. 
 
    “Uh, it was nothing, High Priestess.” He glanced at the chief librarian before looking back at Jeena. “I am sure any of the scribes could have done the same. I was lucky.” 
 
    The chief librarian handed the box back to Jeena. 
 
    “Do not let his modesty fool you, Jeehana,” said Elisinsar. “I spent a full day trying to translate the words on this box before I got wise enough to hand it off to Therso.” 
 
    The chief librarian pointed at three lines of symbols on what appeared to be the lid of the box. 
 
    Jeena recognized the symbols as ancient Letian, but they were somehow different. “All right, I give up,” she said. “What does it say?” 
 
    The chief librarian nodded at Therso. 
 
    The young scribe gulped. When he spoke, his words were barely above a whisper. “Uh, the first line reads ‘From the High Priestess of the Lady of the Tree.’ The second line spells out a single word that I think translates as ‘Ecarians.’” 
 
    “What about the last line,” Jeena asked without taking her eyes off the box. 
 
    “The last line was the hardest to translate,” said Therso. “I suspected it spelled out a name, but it took me a while to figure it out. You see, the name did not come about until after the time of the ancients. I had to decipher individual letters by correlating with—” 
 
    The chief librarian cleared his throat. “The high priestess does not need to know how you translated it. Just tell her what it says.” 
 
    The scribe’s face turned even redder than before. “Uh, sorry. Uh, based upon my best guess, the last line reads ‘For Jeena’s eyes only.’” 
 
    Jeena looked away from Therso and to the box before looking back at the young scribe. “To me? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Uh, High Priestess… Well, I—” 
 
    “He may not be sure, but I am,” said Elisinsar. “I would take his translation guesses over the sure knowledge of other scribes any day. The box is addressed to you, Jeehana, and the writer used your familiar name instead of your proper one. From what we have found out, the High Priestess Miandriathoraxen reigned during the time of the Ecarians’ disappearance. Whether she is the high priestess mentioned in the translation, I cannot say.” 
 
    Jeena turned the box over and from side to side. Other than the smallest of indentations on one side of the box, it appeared to have no openings or hinges of any kind. Frustrated, she turned to the chief librarian. “How do I open it?” 
 
    Elisinsar nodded at Telsa. “I think I will leave that answer up to our wizard scout here. I believe she has the knowledge which I lack.” 
 
    “Telsa?” Jeena asked, becoming more curious by the moment. “What do you know about the box?” 
 
    The visor of Telsa’s battle helmet was raised, making her eyes clearly visible. She glanced at the stone floor before looking back at Jeena. “The metal of the box isn’t from this world, Jeehana. In fact, it isn’t even a metal.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” Jeena asked, beginning to grow frustrated. 
 
    Telsa grinned. “What is it? It’s something that shouldn’t have existed here fourteen thousand years ago.” She touched the leather-looking sleeve of her deactivated battle suit. “The box is made of the same material as my battle suit. The material forming the box is in activated mode, which is why it looks like a metal.” 
 
    Jeena held the box up in front of her eyes. Sensing similarities between the box and her bondmate’s battle suit, she nodded. “I thought it felt familiar. How do I open it?” 
 
    “Without destroying what’s inside?” Telsa asked. “That I don’t know. I think you’re going to have to figure that one out by yourself. Battle suits can only be activated and deactivated by the owner of the suit.” 
 
    The external speaker on Telsa’s battle helmet crackled, followed by the voice of Telsa’s battle computer, Raj. “Actually, that is not entirely accurate, Wizard Scout. If someone’s DNA is close enough to the owner of a wizard scout’s equipment, they could also activate it. Remember when Wizard Scout Shepard gave a set of his equipment to his brother, when we fought the vampires under Old Drepdenor? Wizard Scout Myers was able to use his brother’s gear because their DNA was similar.” 
 
    “He has a point,” said Danny using the miniaturized speakers in Jeena’s ring. 
 
    Jeena tapped her foot. “I have a meeting with Rick and the others in twenty minutes. If you have something to add, Danny, out with it…please.” 
 
    “Humph. Carbon-based life forms are in such a hurry sometimes. As Rick would say…fine. What I wanted to point out is that a part of Rick was placed in you before you were born, and a part of you was placed in him. That connection is much stronger than any near DNA match by siblings. I calculate you could activate and deactivate one of Rick’s battle suits if you had a need. Raj and I have conducted an analysis of the box’s material. It is indeed the same as a battle suit.” 
 
    “Are you saying the box is constructed from one of Rick’s battle suits?” Telsa asked. 
 
    “Negative,” said Danny. “That was not my intent.” 
 
    Jeena took her eyes off the box and stared at her ring. “Then why are you telling me this?” 
 
    A short pause. “Uh… It was an interesting concept. I calculated you would appreciate the information.” 
 
    Jeena looked back at the box. “What I would appreciate is being told how to open the box. Could Rick open it if he were here?”  
 
    “Doubtful,” said Telsa. “We wizard scouts activate and deactivate our battle suits using the controls built into our suits. I’ve made an active scan on the box, and I can’t detect any kind of controls that I’m familiar with. If Raj and Danny are correct in saying the box’s material comes from a battle suit—” 
 
    “What do you mean if we are correct?” said Danny. “Between Raj and me, we have run ten thousand, five hundred, and seventy-two analysis computations on the material in the time you took to—” 
 
    “Fine,” Telsa said. “It’s from a battle suit. That means whoever made the box must’ve had the means to activate and deactivate a battle suit.” 
 
    “Do we know who made the box?” Jeena asked. 
 
    Telsa glanced at the small container for a second before looking at Jeena. “No idea. The end result is that the box was created by someone who could activate the material of a battle suit. It’s in activated mode now. If it can be activated, then it can be deactivated.” 
 
    “Correct,” said Danny. “I calculate since it is addressed to Jeena, the box’s creator assumed the material could be deactivated by you. All you’ve got to do is figure out the control mechanism. By the way, there’s no pressure, but you only have eighteen minutes until your meeting with Rick and the others. Just FYI.” 
 
    Jeena drew Power from her reserve and cast a single word scan spell on the box. She detected nothing, almost as if the box wasn’t there. 
 
    Apparently sensing Jeena’s failed attempt to scan the box, Telsa grinned. “Battle suits are made to be hard to detect. There’s a trick to it. I’ll show you one of these days if you like.” 
 
    Knowing she had little time remaining, Jeena lost control of her temper for the barest second. “I cannot work with these distractions,” she snapped, then immediately regretted her words. Telsa had been nothing but kind to her during their time together, and the small female was also her bondmate’s friend. “I am sorry. What I mean is, perhaps if I were left alone for a few minutes I could pray to the Lady and seek guidance.” 
 
    Telsa grinned, her eternal cheerfulness seemingly unaffected by Jeena’s momentary loss of temper. “No problem. To be honest, I’ve been stuck down in this gloomy place for hours. A little light will do me good.” 
 
    “Perhaps it would do us all good,” said the chief librarian. He looked at Jeena and gave an encouraging smile. “The box is addressed to you. I have confidence you can figure it out. We will wait for you on the main floor of the library.” 
 
    With that, the others left Jeena to solve the mystery of the box. She sat it down on the work table and took a seat. Concentrating on the box, she prayed in her mind. “Lady, please help me. I need to know how to open the box. You said the clues were here. The box has to be one of them, but it does me no good if I cannot open it. Please help me.” 
 
    No words came from the Lady. 
 
    Frustrated, Jeena slapped the top of the box with her left hand. An electrical shock centered on her left index finger ran up her arm. She glanced at her hand. The red gem in her ring was glowing. She touched the gem to the box. The gem glowed a bright red, but the box didn’t open. Picking the box up, she turned it over and over looking for any hint of a hinge or opening. The only deviations in the smooth blackness of the metal were the three lines of words and the smallest of indentations under the last line of the writing. 
 
    On a hunch, Jeena sat the box on the table and touched the indentation with the red gem of her ring. Warmth flowed up her arm. The box opened. A small crystal was inside. 
 
    A message crystal, Jeena thought. 
 
    “I calculate you are correct,” said Danny. “Perhaps if you pick it up. We only have ten minutes until your meeting.” 
 
    With more than a little hesitancy, Jeena picked up the box and turned it over. The message crystal fell into the palm of her hand.  
 
    The air on the other side of the table shimmered and the image of a tall female elf with waist-length silver hair appeared. The elf’s silver eyes reflected the light from the room’s glow stones. The silver-eyed female held a staff in her right hand. 
 
    Jeena glanced at her own staff where she’d leaned it against the table. Somehow she knew the two staffs were one and the same. She must be the high priestess, she thought. 
 
    Jeena examined the elf closer. Like most elves, she was very beautiful, but her beauty was marred by a sense of sadness. The dry tracks of tears were clearly visible on both sides of her face. 
 
    The silver-haired elf from the message crystal made an attempt to smile but didn’t succeed. “Jeena. Listen well. Everything depends on you doing exactly what I say.” The elf wiped something away from her eye. “When you do, you will be responsible for something that will demand a terrible price. Two elf friends will die.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    A long five minutes later, Jeena staggered up the stairs, bracing her free hand against the wall at times to remain on her feet. The steps were a blur through the tears that ran freely down her face. A feeling of concern approaching near panic came through the link from her bondmate. 
 
    I know he feels my pain, she thought, but I can do nothing to ease his concern now. I will see him soon enough. I must do what needs to be done. 
 
    Reaching the landing at the top of the last flight of stairs, Jeena tried to compose herself before she faced the others. 
 
    “Jeena,” said Danny. “Perhaps it would be best to reschedule the meeting. I calculate—” 
 
    “You calculate what?” Jeena snapped. “Do your precious algorithms show it will be any easier to do what must be done if I wait?” 
 
    “No,” admitted Danny. “I just thought you might want a chance to… Well, perhaps you might want to wash your face or something.” 
 
    Jeena wiped her left hand across her face, removing the worst of the tears, then straightened her shoulders and took a deep breath. “Tell Raj to use his battle helmet’s holo-projector to contact Rick and the others. Tell them I will be there in a moment.” She sighed. “I just need to figure out how I am going to break the news to Rick.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 –Elf Friend 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    The sword blow came straight at Amir’s head. Instead of catching the blow on his shield, he ducked and slammed the metal-reinforced wood into the chest of his opponent. The attacker’s chainmail prevented any damage from the blow, but it did catch the other giant by surprise. Amir pushed off with both legs and knocked his opponent into the air. The giant hit the rocky ground rolling. Before he could regain his feet, Amir was on top of him, swinging his sword at the giant’s head. At the last moment, he twisted his arm to the left so the blade struck the practice field instead of his opponent’s forehead. 
 
    “All right,” said the downed giant, raising both hands in defeat. “I yield. You’re getting too good for me. I think in the future you’ll need to start doubling up on opponents.” 
 
    Nodding at the offhanded compliment, Amir helped Dreusel to his feet. 
 
    Dreusel patted at the worst of the dust on his armor. When he was semi-clean, he grinned and picked up his sword and shield. “I suppose I should be grateful you weren’t using that sledgehammer of yours. The last time we fought, you broke my shield in half. I was lucky it wasn’t my head.” 
 
    “I apologized for that,” Amir said. “I did buy you another shield.” 
 
    Dreusel’s grin grew wider as he lifted his shield. “Shields are one thing. Heads aren’t so easy to replace. I doubt any of the other guards are willing to be your sparring partner when you’re using that hammer. Like I said, you’ve gotten too good at fighting over the past year.” 
 
    Amir thought about his training regimen during the last four seasons. Since the murder of his fiancée by the black-armored human, he’d spent every spare minute he could find on the practice field. He’d even bought a cave near the main sparing yard to save time going back and forth. 
 
    Amir glanced around the field at the two score giants and giantesses honing their weapon’s skills on dummies or each other. He knew for a fact that he could beat any of them now. He took no pride in the knowledge. All that mattered was being good enough to kill the black-armored human when they next met. 
 
    A moment of self-doubt welled up inside him. What if we never meet? No. I will not permit that kind of thinking. I know we’ll meet again. On that day, I will avenge Glory. I’ll find her murderer if it takes the rest of my life. 
 
    A rumbling sound reverberated in the air as the ground shook violently enough to knock both Dreusel and him to their knees. When the vibrations ended, Amir jumped to his feet and looked around the practice field. Most of the other giants were still sprawled on the ground. 
 
    Dreusel picked himself up off the dirt. “The earthquakes are getting worse. The lava’s up another quarter of a spear length. I overheard Shaman Blackroot telling General Veernor that we’ll have to leave our caves soon. The shaman said the magic of their spells can’t take much more.” He glanced at the ceiling of the massive cavern that was the practice field. “I don’t mind admitting I’m concerned the tunnels are going to collapse. If that happens, anyone still here will be buried alive or burnt to a crisp by molten lava.” 
 
    Amir didn’t bother trying to disagree. He knew as well as anyone that they were either going to have to leave their beloved home or be wiped out forever. “Rumor has it that the king will be making his decision soon on when to leave and where we’ll go. Until then, I plan on spending as much time as possible in the practice yard.” 
 
    Dreusel shook his head. “If you want my opinion, you spend too much time here already. I don’t see how you do it. Since you were accepted as one of Shaman Blackroot’s apprentices, you spend half a day studying magic and the other half here. I don’t see how you do it.” 
 
    Amir thought back to how he’d succeeded in obtaining the coveted apprenticeship. He’d beaten out twenty other candidates for the slot. I take no pride in it, he thought. It’s only a means to an end. I saw the black-armored human fight. I’m going to need magic as well as strength of his arms to defeat him. 
 
    “Amir!” came a shout from his left. 
 
    Glancing over, Amir noticed one of Shaman Blackroot’s newest apprentices running in his direction. When the giantess arrived, she wasted no time with preambles. 
 
    “Shaman Blackroot ordered me to fetch you. He’s with the king and General Veernor. They’re waiting in the royal cavern.” 
 
    “Me? Are you sure they meant me?” 
 
    The giantess nodded. “Yes, you. Unless there’s another Apprentice Amirithoda no one’s bothered telling me about.” 
 
    With a nod at Dreusel, Amir followed the giantess as she weaved her way through the tunnels to the royal cavern. When they arrived, King Ironfist, Shaman Blackroot, and General Veernor were sitting cross-legged on the stone floor facing four elves. Although the giants were sitting and the elves standing, the top of the visitor’s heads barley came to the giants’ chests. 
 
    The oldest of the elves was a white-haired male in an elaborate black robe. He carried an equally black staff. The second elf was a middle-aged, brown-haired male in a robe of gray. The second elf seemed to wear a perpetual frown. He carried a white staff with a blue gem at the top. Amir sensed Power coming from both the staffs and the two elves. The third elf was a gray-haired, thin male wearing green trousers and blouse and carrying no weapons. His only accoutrement besides his clothing was a rolled cloth tied diagonally across his chest and back. 
 
    A Kreorian guard, Amir thought. He tried to remember what his shaman instructors had told him about the legendary royal guards of the Council of Light. They were an order of monks whose fighting skills were renown from one end of the continent of Slyvrastra to the other. Although small in stature compared to a giant, Amir sensed an air of deadliness about the monk. 
 
    The last elf was the most interesting of the four. She was a young female with long dark hair that hung all the way to her waist. She had equally dark eyes embedded with minute specks of silver. Her eyes reflected the light coming from the glow-stones embedded in the ceiling of the cavern. Like the second male, she wore a robe of gray. She wielded a staff that was blackened as if scorched in some horrific battle. A bright blue gem rested at the top of the wood. Engravings resembling vines and leaves were carved into the dark wood from one end of the staff to the other. Power coming from the gem, combined with that coming from the female, told Amir the female would be a powerful foe. 
 
    “Ah,” said Shaman Blackroot as he waved a hand in Amir’s direction. “You’re here.” He nodded at Amir’s guide. “You may go, Krinda. Close the doors behind you as you leave.” 
 
    The giantess apprentice bowed in the shaman’s direction and then at the king. Spinning on her heels, she left the cavern at a brisk pace. 
 
    Once the massive double doors shut, Shaman Blackroot turned to the female elf. “This is my apprentice, Amirithoda. I believe this is the giant the Oracle told you about.” 
 
    The four elves turned and stared at Amir. The elven female smiled. The effect was dramatic. Somehow the near empty cavern seemed to light up and grow more peaceful. 
 
    Her smile reminds me of Glory, Amir thought. She has a kind soul, just like Glory. He was tempted to smile back but refrained. Since the loss of his fiancée, he’d rarely smiled. 
 
    King Ironfist waved Amir forward. 
 
    Unsure whether to bow first or start walking, Amir tried to do both at the same time. He succeeded in doing neither. Tripping over his feet, he stumbled and fell to the floor on one knee before catching himself. 
 
    The stern look that had been on the king’s face turned to a grin. 
 
    The equally stern look that had been on Shaman Blackroot’s face grew sterner. 
 
    Turning to the elves, the king laughed. “As you can see, Amirithoda is one of our most agile fighters.” 
 
    Amir felt heat rising to his cheeks. He remained on one knee in the hope that the king might take it for a bow. 
 
    “Well,” snapped Shaman Blackroot. “Don’t just stay there like some misplaced statue.” He nodded at the stone floor next to him. “Get over here and sit down. From what High Priestess Miandriathoraxen tells us, we haven’t much time.” 
 
    A rumbling sound echoed in the distance. The ground shook. Nothing fell from the ceiling, but the dust thrown into the air from between the stone blocks of the cavern floor brought a fit of coughing from giants and elves alike. Only the elven monk seemed unaffected. 
 
    Hastily regaining his feet, Amir made his way to the master shaman and sat down. Once in a cross-legged position, he stared at the elves. Mostly he stared at the female. He’d heard of the elves’ High Priestess of the Lady of the Tree, but never expected to meet her in person. Like other elves he’d seen in the past, she was beautiful but somehow more so. From her youthful looks, Amir guessed her age in the early four hundreds. Unlike giants who were lucky to make it past six or seven hundred, high elves were known to live two thousand years or more. 
 
    Something about the female’s ears drew his attention. They were less pointed than those of elves he’d seen in the past. He grew suspicious. “You’re part human, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Amir,” growled Shaman Blackroot. “You will apologize to—” 
 
    High Priestess Miandriathoraxen laughed, seeming to take no offense. “That is quite all right, Master Blackroot. Your apprentice is correct. I do have human stock in my family. It has been watered down over the millennium, but it is there nevertheless. The elf maid Mendera was a half elf. Her father was a human. She was my great-grandmother many times over.” 
 
    “The rider of Elf Friend Swiftmane?” Amir asked. He’d heard stories about the legendary elf friends his whole life. The unicorn Swiftmane had defeated a demon-possessed giant at the very walls of Silverton. The possession of one of their giant kind by a demon was not something his people took pride in. “The deeds of the elf friend and his rider are legendary even among the giants. I was told at an early age that the elf friend saved Silverton from certain destruction.” 
 
    The dark-haired elf nodded and smiled. “You are correct, Apprentice Amirithoda. Elf Friend Swiftmane and Mendera, my grandmother, stopped the demon and its army at the cost of the unicorn’s life. Without Swiftmane’s sacrifice, I believe the demon’s army would have conquered all of Slyvrastra. Are you familiar with the history of our elf friends?” 
 
    Amir shrugged. “I’ve heard there have been six elf friends over the last eighty thousand years. Besides the unicorn, I think there was a gnome and a dragon. I’m not sure of the others.” 
 
    The priestess smiled. 
 
    Once again, the cavern seemed to light up. A sense of peace flooded over Amir, washing away some of his cares. The pain of Glory’s loss was still with him, but even that was lessened somewhat. 
 
    “Actually,” said the high priestess, “our historians believe there have been seven elf friends, although there is some disagreement among our scholars. The exploits of the unicorn, gnome, dragon, dwarf, sprite, and halfling are well documented. They all came to the aid of the elves in a time of need with a specific skill necessary to quell the crisis. A possible seventh elf friend is only hinted at in the writings of the ancients. We know nothing about what he did or why he was declared elf friend.” She shrugged and smiled. “Like I said, there is some dispute among our scholars if he even existed.” 
 
    “Why the dispute?” Amir asked, ignoring a frown from Shaman Blackroot. “I’ve been told the library at Silverton is extensive. Either a seventh elf friend is in your histories or he’s not.” 
 
    The high priestess glanced at her companions before looking back at Amir, then smiled. “If it were only so simple, Apprentice Amirithoda. You see, according to what little our scholars can ferret out among the writings of the ancients, the seventh elf friend, if he indeed existed, was a human.” 
 
    “A human?” said Shaman Blackroot. “I had not heard this. Surely that can’t be. They are…” He looked at the high priestess as if remembering she had human heritage in her bloodline. “Uh, I mean…” 
 
    High Priestess Miandriathoraxen laughed. “You need not explain, Master Blackroot. Believe me when I say that many of my race do not warm to the idea that a human may have played a part in the salvation of our kind.” She shrugged. “As I said, the existence of the seventh elf friend is disputed among our scholars.” 
 
    King Ironfist nodded at Amir. “Perhaps you should explain the situation to our young apprentice.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” said the high priestess. She turned to Amir. “Before I begin, I think introductions are in order.” She pointed at the brown-haired elven male in the gray robe. “This is Lord Derander. Like me, he is a lord of the Council of Light.” 
 
    “Like you?” Amir asked. “I thought you were the high priestess.” 
 
    Miandriathoraxen smiled. “You thought correctly, Amir. May I call you Amir?” 
 
    Amir nodded. 
 
    The high priestess smiled again. The silver specks in her dark eyes sparkled. “Please call me Mia in return. That is both my friend name and my familiar name. I am well aware that my formal name of Miandriathoraxen does not roll easily off the tongue of non-elves.” 
 
    Amir said nothing but was grateful he wouldn’t have to attempt to pronounce the elf’s formal name. He’d been embarrassed enough by his earlier fall. 
 
    “As you pointed out,” said Mia, “I am the High Priestess of the Lady of the Tree. As such, I also hold a position as a lord of the Council of Light. Lord Derander and I were sent by High Lord Springheart to consult with the Oracle about a possible solution to the current troubles with our lands.” 
 
    The ground vibrated again, making it obvious what troubles the high priestess was alluding to. A loose stone fell from the ceiling barely missing an armed guard standing next to the king’s empty throne. Amir noticed the guard slide to the side a couple of steps. 
 
    King Ironfist leaned forward. “What exactly did the Oracle tell you, High Priestess?” 
 
    Mia nodded at Amir. “The Oracle told us to find the seeker called Amirithoda and declare him elf friend. She said—” 
 
    “Elf friend?” said Amir as the elf’s words hit him. “I am no—” 
 
    “No, you aren’t,” said Shaman Blackroot, glaring at Amir. “You are an ill-mannered apprentice for interrupting the high priestess. Now, I suggest you remain quiet until she has finished speaking. Or have you forgotten that you are in the presence of your betters?” 
 
    Amir glanced at King Ironfist. He didn’t look offended, but Amir vowed to remain quiet nonetheless. 
 
    After a space of five heartbeats, Shaman Blackroot turned away from Amir and nodded at the high priestess. “Please continue.” 
 
    Mia gave Amir a smile, which did a lot to wash away the shaman’s words. “As I was saying, the Oracle advised us to declare you an elf friend. Lord Derander and I do so now by order of High Lord Springheart. It will be made official by the entire council once we return to Silverton, but for all intents and purposes, in the eyes of the Silvertine elves, you are now Elf Friend Amirithoda.” 
 
    Amir said nothing. 
 
    “Well?” said Shaman Blackroot. “Don’t you have anything to say?” 
 
    “Uh,” said Amir. “You told me to be quiet.” 
 
    King Ironfist laughed a big bellow of a laugh and slapped Shaman Blackroot on the back. “He’s got you there, old friend.” He turned and looked at the elves. “Amir may not be curious enough to ask after being told to be quiet, but I am under no such constraint. The title of elf friend is not one you elves give without a price. What is it you expect from Amir for such an honor?” 
 
    The earth groaned. Several small pieces of stone fell from the ceiling. 
 
    The high priestess’s companion, Lord Derander, glanced at the roof before looking back at the king. “If I may be so blunt, Your Majesty, time is of the essence. The Oracle confirmed what our seers told us. The yellow gem that has held the forces at bay below the Thandarhar Mountains has been destroyed. The entire continent of Slyvrastra is now threatened, perhaps even our entire world. Unless a replacement Heart-stone is located, it may mean the destruction of us all.” 
 
    The mountain rumbled again. 
 
    High Priestess Mia pointed her staff at the black-robed, white-haired elf to her left. “Master Freestrod is the head of Silverton’s mages guild. His seers have discovered signs of a possible replacement gem on a continent far to Slyvrastra’s east. Although the Oracle was unclear on specifics, she did confirm that a solution to our current situation lies in the east. She said Elf Friend Amir’s abilities as a seeker will be needed to calm the Thandarhar Mountains and save our civilizations from annihilation. Lord Derander, Master Freestrod, Commander Astradis, and I have come to request the honor of having Amir accompany us on our quest.” 
 
    Amir glanced at the high priestess’s companions. None of them, especially the monk he assumed was Commander Astradis, seemed especially honored at having a giant accompany them. Well, he thought. I’m not all that honored at being asked. He decided to put the subject to rest once and for all. 
 
    “I have my own mission,” Amir said, looking to the high priestess. “I am sworn to avenge a death.” He glanced at Shaman Blackroot, then ignored his master’s glare and looked back at the elf. “Besides, I am no longer a seeker of gems. The only things I seek now are the magic and weapons skills I need to take revenge on the black-armored human who killed…who…” 
 
    The high priestess’s eyes locked with his, seeming to draw him in. They offered him peace.  
 
    He fought the offer. No, he thought. Peace is not what I want. Only revenge will satisfy me. 
 
    High Priestess Mia nodded. “I understand, Elf Friend. I truly do. The Oracle told us you might be hesitant.” She turned to the monk. “Commander Astradis, would you be so kind?” 
 
    The monk removed the rolled cloth from around his chest and back. He unrolled the material on the chamber floor, revealing a scene. The material was very thin, and the tapestry was quite large. The scene on the cloth was that of a battle on a hill overlooking a river. A gnome stood on the hill raising a glowing staff high over her head. An army of undead on the opposite side of the river appeared to be locked in battle with a small group of defenders on a bridge. 
 
    Something dark on the bridge caught Amir’s eye. He rose and made his way over to the tapestry, being careful not to step on any of the elves. Squatting down, he peered closer at a dark figure on the bridge standing side by side with an elf and a gnome. The dark figure was dressed in black armor with a glowing red visor. Beams of red energy were shooting out from some kind of metal staff carried in the black-armored figure’s hands. 
 
    High Priestess Mia stepped next to Amir, the top of her head barely clearing the top of his knee-high boot. “The Oracle told us you might be interested in this tapestry. I had Master Freestrod teleport back to Silverton and fetch it for us.” 
 
    Amir tapped the black-armored figure with the tip of his right index finger. “Who is this?” 
 
    Mia shrugged. “To be honest, we do not know. The same figure appears in many of the tapestries of the elf friends. The Oracle told us her ancestor memory recalls that the figure is a human. She says to tell you that she predicts if you accompany us, you will meet this same figure.” 
 
    Tightening his hands into a ball, Amir stood and looked at King Ironfist. “With your permission, Your Majesty, I would like to go with these elves on their quest. I will return as soon as I have avenged Glory’s death.” 
 
    The king nodded. “I understand, but we won’t be here when you return. The Oracle sent a message for us with the elves. She advises me to take every Ecarian to New Drepdenor. The Oracle predicts that the salvation of our people lies in the abandoned mountain of the ancient dwarves.” 
 
    Amir had heard of New Drepdenor. It lay far to the north, across the lands of the elves, almost to the icy reaches of the Northern Mages. It had been settled by a sect of dwarves that had come across the eastern oceans. They’d flourished for a short time and then disappeared completely, leaving their immense wealth behind, or so the stories went. A fierce three-headed gold dragon was rumored to guard the mountain until the dwarves returned. 
 
    “Then I will meet you in New Drepdenor after I help the elves and kill the black one,” Amir said. In all honesty, he cared little what happened to him after avenging Glory’s death but said what he assumed his king would want to hear. 
 
    King Ironfist stared at Amir. “Revenge is a hot fire that can burn the inside of a giant to a crisp, Seeker. Take care it doesn’t consume you completely.” 
 
    Without answering his king, Amir turned to the high priestess. “How are we to travel to this second continent of yours? I am a giant and you are elves. Giants can only be teleported short distances, and I am too large for any ship you may have.” 
 
    The elf smiled. “We have no ships, Amir. As for teleporting, the Oracle says we could not do so anyway. An energy shield surrounds Slyvrastra. The shield prevents any such means of travel to the second continent.” 
 
    “Then how?” Shaman Blackroot asked the high priestess. 
 
    “From your lands, we will travel east across the desert and into the dominions of the humans. We will acquire a boat from the humans along with a crew and make our way across the eastern ocean to the lands we seek.” 
 
    King Ironfist laughed. When everyone looked at him, he said, “Sorry. I was just imagining a giant such as Amir trying to fit in a boat built for humans. It would sink before he got both feet on board.” 
 
    Mia smiled. “Yes, I suspect you are correct, Your Majesty. Fortunately for us, the Oracle provided Master Freestrod with a polymorph spell that should solve the problem.” 
 
    With an image of himself being turned into a newt or some such creature, Amir shook his head. “No thanks. I like who I am. Besides, I will need my weapons when I face my enemy.” 
 
    The high priestess’s smile grew wider as her eyes sparkled. “Fear not, Elf Friend. The Oracle promised that the polymorph spell would not change who you are, but only the size of you and your equipment. You will retain the same form but be only a head taller than an elf.” 
 
    “No,” Amir replied. “My enemy is too strong. I must be in my current form when I meet him.” 
 
    Lord Derander stepped next to the high priestess. “The Oracle said to tell you that you will only meet the one you seek if you accompany us on our quest, and if you are in the form of the polymorph spell. She predicts you will never meet him otherwise. She also said to tell you that the spell is constructed in such a manner that you will be able to revert back to your normal giant form whenever you desire.” 
 
    The older Master Freestrod cleared his throat. “You will need to use that ability wisely. The polymorph spell will only work on you one time. Once you revert back to your normal size, you will not be able to shrink back again.” 
 
    Amir looked at King Ironfist and Shaman Blackroot. 
 
    “It is your decision,” said the king. 
 
    Turning back to the elves, Amir said, “When do we leave?” 
 
    “As soon as you are ready, Elf Friend,” said High Priestess Mia. 
 
    Shaman Blackroot grabbed hold of a thong around his neck and pulled a leather pouch from beneath his tunic. Lifting the thong over his head, he held the thong and pouch out in Amir’s direction. “This is for you, Apprentice.” 
 
    Suspicious, Amir reached out and accepted the pouch. “What is it?” 
 
    With nary a smile, the old shaman said, “Apprentices and their questions. Will they never learn? Open it and find out for yourself.” 
 
    Opening the pouch with his right hand, Amir poured part of its contents out in his left hand. The pouch contained dull-yellow slivers of a gem. Mixed in with the slivers was a yellow flower. A drop of red was visible on one of the flower’s petals.  
 
    Amir’s hands began to shake. “Is this—” he started, but all he could do was stare at the yellow flower. 
 
    The old shaman didn’t answer right away as if giving his apprentice time to recover. After a dozen heartbeats he said, “The gem slivers are all that remains of the Heart-stone. Although the slivers no longer contain Power, I sense they contain…something. What I do not know. The yellow flower is the one you gave me after the human’s attack on the Sanctuary Vault. You asked me to create a spell to preserve it. I have done so. A sliver of the Heart-stone remains stuck in the flower. I left it there. The embedded sliver seems to make the petals thrive. I also believe the flower somehow helps what’s left of the Heart-stone retain an awareness of its surroundings. I give both the remains of the Heart-stone and the flower to you now. I believe both will come in handy in your quest to save our lands.” 
 
    The mountain rumbled as if highlighting the shaman’s words. A flurry of loose stones fell from the ceiling. They were too small to harm a giant, but the elf mage Master Freestrod was forced to cast a shield of shimmering energy over the elves to prevent them from harm. 
 
    The king stood. “I think it is time we all go. Our ancestral home is no longer safe. I will take the Ecarians to New Drepdenor as the Oracle suggests. I can only hope we find safety there.” 
 
    I’m not sure any place is safe any longer, Amir thought. 
 
    The mountain rumbled in agreement. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 – Bad News 
 
    ___________________ 
 
    The naval intern was left far behind as Richard rushed through the halls of the palace, the emotional pain coming from his bondmate spurring him on. Shifting into the void, he passed through two walls and a ceiling in an attempt to get to the palace library as fast as possible. The intern and the bat messenger had no hope of keeping up. Only Red Wing, who was a shifter herself, was able to keep pace. 
 
    “Slow down, Rick,” said Nickelo in their shared space. “Margery is in contact with Danny. Your high priestess isn’t even online yet. You have plenty of time.” 
 
    Although Richard had a lot of respect for the Defiant’s ex-battle computer Margery, he was well aware neither she nor Danny knew everything. “I don’t care. Jeena’s in danger. I’ve got to get to her. She needs help.” 
 
    “I calculate wasting Power shifting into the void is not the kind of help your elf needs. She is in the magic dimension. You are not. I will admit something is up, but based upon current information, I do not believe the high priestess is currently in any physical danger.” 
 
    Although the emotional distress coming through the gem in his ring had lessened some, Richard didn’t shift out of the void. He continued levitating himself through walls and floors until he popped through the ceiling of the palace library. Red Wing shifted out of the void a split-second after him. 
 
    Seven occupants were seated on comfortable looking couches arranged around a small table with a palm-sized, copper-colored disk in the middle. None of the occupants seemed overly surprised by the sudden appearance of Richard and Red Wing. 
 
    “See,” hissed the supreme leader. “I told you they were close.” 
 
    “So you did,” said War-King Bistoria. He grinned. “Sometimes I think I’d like to be able to shift in and out of the void. Maybe I could get out of some of the duller meetings I’m forced to attend.” 
 
    The supreme leader bared her teeth in what Richard took as a smile. “Having the ability to shift into the void does not help you. I am a shifter, but no matter what I do to get out of meetings, they always hunt me down.” She shrugged her wings. “Such is our fate as leaders.” 
 
    Glancing around the room, Richard took inventory of the occupants. Besides the war-king and the Crosioians’ supreme leader, there were Liz, Admiral Death-Comes-In-The-Night, Sergeant Ron, Admiral Donovan, and Red Wing’s uncle, Charge-In-The-Face-Of-Great-Odds. 
 
    “Where’s Jeena?” Richard asked, caring little for protocol at the moment. 
 
    “Relax,” said Liz. “The high priestess requested a hologram meeting with us. Telsa’s computer, Raj, sent word she’d be with us in a moment.” 
 
    Richard glanced from Liz to the war-king to the supreme leader and back to Liz. “I need to get to her. She’s in trouble.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron cleared his throat. “Well, unless you know how to dimensional shift, good buddy, you’re going to have to wait like the rest of us. Jeehana is on Portalis, and we’re all here. I’m just hoping she’s got some good news for a change. I think we could all use some about now.” 
 
    The new stress lines Richard noticed around Liz’s eyes told him more than anything how much they all needed some good news. The only problem was that the emotion of concern and downright fear he’d sensed from his bondmate didn’t bode well for the hope of good news. 
 
    “Do not drum up troubles that might not be there,” advised Nickelo in their shared space. “I calculate we will find out what is going on soon enough. The hologram projector is starting to activate.” 
 
    Sure enough, Richard saw a beam of light shoot out from the top of the disk on the table between the couches. A meter-high form of his bondmate appeared above the disk. The hologram’s silver eyes looked red and puffy, but even so, Richard was struck by her beauty. He known he’d missed her, but seeing her again, even as a hologram, made him realize just how much he’d missed her. 
 
    Movement behind the high priestess brought into focus the images of Telsa, Chief Librarian Elisinsar, and the scribe Therso. Jeena’s image scanned the room’s occupants, seemingly jumping past Richard as if purposely avoiding eye contact. Her eyes finally settled on War-King Bistoria and the Crosioians’ supreme leader. 
 
    “I have news,” Jeena said. 
 
    “We assumed as much,” hissed the supreme leader. “There are not many others in the two galaxies we would have stopped what we were doing and gathered together to hear.” The bat twitched her ears at the others in the room. “I am sure we all have many things that need to be done.” 
 
    With a nod of her head, Jeena turned and finally looked at Richard. 
 
    Richard sensed another wave of sadness wash over him through the ring on his finger. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo in their shared space. “I calculate this does not bode well for you, Rick. The gem in your ring amplifies the link between the two of you, but the emotion coming through the ring is still more than I would expect considering the fact she is in another dimension.” 
 
    Ignoring his battle computer, Richard concentrated on Jeena. “What is it? I know it’s bad. I can sense it, so just spit it out. There’s no use delaying the inevitable.” 
 
    The slightest smile crossed Jeena’s lips before disappearing. “Ever the marine, are you not, my bondmate. You have always preferred facing danger and bad news head on rather than trying to hide from it. So be it. I will do the same. I have been given a message, from who I cannot tell you other than to say it is from someone I trust implicitly.” 
 
    Something wet started forming in Jeena’s eyes. She brushed it away with her left hand. 
 
    “Well?” said Liz. “Not to be a hard-case about it, but what’s the message. If it’s something for Rick, why bother with the rest of us?” 
 
    The hologram of Jeena turned to Liz. “It is for all of you to hear.” She waved a hand at the images of Telsa, Chief Librarian Elisinsar, and Therso. “We have discovered information concerning the Ecarian giants. We may also have a lead on another yellow gem.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good news then,” Richard said. “We need to make getting a yellow gem our first priority. If we can get our hands on one, we can close the gate under the Tree of Light.” He glanced past his bondmate at Telsa. “Is it something you can do, Telsa? You’re already on Portalis. Why do you need the rest of us?” 
 
    Jeena shook her head before the small wizard scout could reply. “Telsa cannot do it, Rick. Only you can do what needs to be done. The messenger made it very clear that you had to take on the mission. The messenger also stressed the point that you must go alone.” 
 
    “Go? Alone?” Richard said trying to grasp what his bondmate was saying. He’d been on so many missions for ‘the One’ over the years by himself, he knew he should be used to it, but he wasn’t. At least he wasn’t since Jeena and he had bonded. Being away from her for Creator knew how long was a torture he had no desire to endure. 
 
    “Maybe it is a short mission,” said Nickelo. “Afterall, Jeena and you are already separated by dimesions. How could it get any worse? I recommend hearing her out before you jump to any conclusions.” 
 
    “Yes, alone,” said Jeena, straightening her shoulders. “The, errr…messenger stressed that point. Danny has transmitted a time and coordinates to ‘the One.’ You must go there by yourself and do what needs to be done.” 
 
    Richard glanced at Sergeant Ron before looking back at Jeena. “What’s ‘the One’ got to do with this? It almost sounds like you’re trying to send me on some time-commando mission. Didn’t you tell ‘the One’ that he’d better never try to send me on a mission again?” 
 
    Jeena shook her head. “No, that is not what I said. I told him without our consent. I am asking you to go voluntarily.” 
 
    The mix of emotions coming down their bond link confused Richard even more. He didn’t need someone to tell him more was going on behind the scenes than was being said. “Go where and do what?” he asked. “I don’t under—” 
 
    Tears formed in Jeena’s eyes. This time she didn’t attempt to brush them away. “You must go back in time alone. You cannot take any of your equipment. You must do what needs to be done by yourself.” 
 
    “What is it that needs to be done?” asked Sergeant Ron. “You’re beginning to sound as cryptic when it comes to details as ‘the One’ does. The days of Rick having to do things by himself are over. He and I are teammates. You’re part of the team as well. Teammates don’t let each other do things by themselves. We cover each other’s backs.” 
 
    Jeena’s lips tightened for a second, then relaxed. She raised her head high and locked eyes with Richard. “I am and will always be on your team, my love, but this is something you must do on your own. The rest of us will have our missions, and you will have yours. You must do it by yourself. You must do it without any equipment, and…” 
 
    “And what?” Richard asked. 
 
    Jeena stared at him for a dozen heartbeats.  
 
    The silence in the room was deafening. 
 
    “You must do your mission without your memory of what is happening in the current time or what has happened in the past on Portalis,” said Jeena. “The messenger said that was nonnegotiable. The danger of you changing the future by using your knowledge of the past is too high. ‘The One’ will wipe parts of your memory away to avoid that danger. Danny tells me ‘the One’ has done so in the past. He will do so again based upon my order.” 
 
    “The hell he will,” Richard said. “My days of wandering around in the past without my equipment and having parts of my memory erased are gone. If there’s something we need to do to find another yellow gem in the past, then I’m all for it. But I’m going with my equipment and my memories intact. That’s final.” 
 
    Two tears streaked down Jeena’s face. “If that is how you feel, then all is lost. You and I may as well gather those we care about in the Defiant and use its intergalactic-drive to flee the galaxy and leave everyone else to their doom. If you do not do this mission as I have said, there is no hope for the three galaxies.” Another pair of tears ran down her cheeks. “I fear there will be no hope for any galaxy no matter where we go. There will be no place to hide, even using the Defiant.” 
 
    A dozen rebuttals and what-ifs were on Richard’s lips, but he kept them to himself. The tortured emotions coming through the red gem in his ring told him all he needed to know. Whoever the strange messenger was that his bondmate kept referring to had convinced her the mission needed to be done in the manner she was saying. He doubted anything he could say would change her mind. 
 
    “Now wait a nanosecond,” said Nickelo over the miniaturized speakers in Richard’s ring. “For once I concur with Rick. If the algorithm of ‘the One’ says the mission needs to be done, then so be it. But based upon the knowledge in my databanks, I calculate Rick should take his equipment and keep his memory. He especially needs to take me, even if no one else can go.” 
 
    Jeena nodded. She wiped away her tears and gave a half smile. “I did not mean to imply you would not go with him, Master Nick. The spells and stealth shield on Rick’s ring will keep it hidden from others. Only those wearing a similar ring can see it.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Nickelo. “Then that’s different. I calculate I will be able to use my knowledge of future events to keep our Rick on track. I will make sure he does not do anything in the past to change the future.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Jeena said, “Nay, Master Nick. I daresay if you check your calculations, you will see the flaw in your logic. You do not have the information I have, and I cannot give you the data you need to make an informed decision. The messenger told me that no matter how careful you try to be, you would inadvertently use your knowledge gained in the present to change the past. The danger is too great. Danny has already requested that ‘the One’ wipe your databanks of unnecessary information at the same time Rick’s is, err…modified.” 
 
    Richard looked around the room before turning back to the hologram of Jeena. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were working for ‘the One’ now. I don’t understand. Do you want me to leave you?” 
 
    The emotions that came down their bond link tore at Richard’s heart, and he immediately regretted his words. 
 
    No more tears came from the high priestess’s eyes as she spoke, but the molten-silver churned furiously, drawing Richard in. “I work only for us, Elf Friend,” she said. “The messenger is someone I trust much more than ‘the One.’ I ask you to believe in me and do what I say based upon trust. I never want to be away from you, but this must be done. It must be, or all is lost. That is all I can tell you.” 
 
    “What about the rest of us?” asked War-King Bistoria. “If this mysterious messenger’s mission only involves Wizard Scout Shepard, why are the rest of us here?” 
 
    The hologram of Jeena turned to the war-king. “We each will have our own mission.” She looked at Liz. “Danny informed me of your earlier briefing, Admiral. My mission is your mission. It is just as important as Rick’s. The crew of the Defiant and I must go back to the time and place where the Dragars gather their fleets. We will gather the information you need to formulate your attack plan. While we are there, we must also do something else.” 
 
    “What else?” asked Sergeant Ron. 
 
    Jeena shrugged. “I do not know yet.” Her silver-eyes flashed a glint of light. “I suppose we will find out when the time comes.” 
 
    “No,” Richard said. “That’s too dangerous. I won’t allow it. How do you think I could ever concentrate on my mission, knowing you are in danger?” 
 
    Another wave of sadness washed over Richard from his ring. 
 
    A final tear ran down Jeena’s cheek. “You won’t even know I exist.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 – Desert Heat 
 
    _________________ 
 
    The blazing heat from the desert sun coupled with Amir’s chainmail caused lines of sweat to run down his face. He did his best to ignore the discomfort as he continued to trudge along in the ankle-deep sand next to the high priestess’s horse at the head of the column of elf lancers. Even with the effects of the Oracle’s polymorph spell, Amir’s head still came up to Mia’s shoulder astride her horse. Amir thought back to how the three elf magic users along with Shaman Blackroot and a dozen of his most-skilled assistant shamans had been forced to pool their magic together to make the polymorph spell work. It had been a long and complicated affair, but in the end the spell had worked. 
 
    I almost wish it hadn’t. My form’s the same ratio, only a lot smaller. The spell shrunk my armor and weapons to fit my new size, but I’m not so sure that was the best way to go. I’m still too heavy for one of the elves’ horses, and we’ve been traveling for days in this blasted sand. If I were my normal size, I probably could’ve been to the base of the Eastern Mountains by now instead of having to walk in this inferno sandpit in the middle of the day. 
 
    As if emphasizing his point, a hidden pocket in the sand gave way, causing Amir to stumble. Recovering his balance, he stopped and lowered the sledgehammer off his shoulder while wiping a handful of sweat off his brow. He raised a hand to shield his eyes from the glare and looked in the direction of the distant mountains. Except for the two elves riding ahead as point guards, only giant-high sand dunes were visible as far as the eye could see. 
 
    The elf high priestess brought her horse to a stop. So did the rest of the two dozen plus elves in the party. 
 
    “I regret we did not ask the Oracle for a spell to make one of our horses stout enough to carry you,” said Mia as she flashed Amir a smile. “Although you are only a head taller than an elf, you are, uh…stocky.” 
 
    Even with sand-caked trails of dried sweat on her forehead and cheeks, Amir thought the dark-haired high priestess was beautiful. Almost as beautiful as Glory, he thought. Lowering his hand, Amir returned the elf’s smile. “Are you saying I’m fat, High Priestess?” 
 
    Mia laughed. The sound warmed Amir’s heart, making him forget about the blazing sun for a heartbeat or two. 
 
    “Nay, Elf Friend. I daresay there is not an ounce of fat on you. The polymorph spell made you smaller, but your body structure is still that of a giant. I suspect you weigh three times as much as the largest elf in our party.” 
 
    Amir gave a laugh of his own and patted the high priestess’s horse on the neck. “It is just as well the spare mounts you brought can’t carry me. I’ve never ridden a horse before, and to be honest, I have no wish to try. I suspect I’m making a lot better time walking than I would falling off a horse every couple of steps.” 
 
    Mia laughed again. “You do yourself a disservice, Elf Friend. It has been three long weeks since we left your Thandarhar Mountain home. I suspect you would be as skilled at riding as me by now if we only had a horse that could carry your weight.” 
 
    Amir doubted it but kept the thought to himself. He pointed at the mountains ahead. “How much more of this Creator forsaken desert do we have to walk before we reach the mountains? Having spent most of my life in the mountains, I’d much prefer walking on solid rock than dragging my feet through this blasted sand.” 
 
    The elf mage Master Freestrod trotted up followed by Lord Derander and the leader of the Kreorian guards, Commander Astradis. The white-haired elf mage stood tall in his stirrups and waved a hand in the air while chanting words Amir heard but quickly forgot. Amir sensed a ball of Power convert into magic and speed toward the distant mountain range. Within five heartbeats, the ball of magic returned. 
 
    Sitting back in his saddle, Master Freestrod gave Amir a sympathetic smile. “I am afraid it is still farther than forty leagues to the mountains. That is the max range of my seeker spell, and it did not make it to those foothills.” 
 
    “Forty leagues?” Amir groaned, thinking of his burning feet. The sand was hot, and there hadn’t been a bit of shade in the last three days to give them any relief. 
 
    “More than forty,” corrected Lord Derander. The dour elf lord brushed his long brown hair back over his shoulder, doing his best to shake out loose sand as he did. “I have traveled these deserts before. Distances can be deceiving. The mountains you see ahead are a mirage. They are actually much farther off. If my calculations are correct, we still have a good sixty leagues of sand left before we reach the Donyar River.” He turned to look at the high priestess. “The river is a muddy affair, as I remember it, but a few trees grow along its banks. They may provide some blessed shade. Perhaps we can camp there for a couple of days to regain our strength.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Mia, sounding noncommittal. “In the meantime, we will continue to depend on Master Freestrod and you to cast enough water and food spells to keep us replenished.” She flashed a smile at those around her. “I dread to think what it would be like trying to cross this desert without a water summoning spell.” 
 
    Amir shuddered at the thought and cast another glance at the burning desert around him. I’ve got a feeling only an idiot would try such a thing, he thought. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The scalding heat from the sunbaked sand burned the soles of Richard’s feet at every step. He was tempted to sit down and give his feet a break, but he knew his bare bottom would fare even worse on the blistering sand. 
 
    I’m an idiot for thinking I could reach those mountains before I die of thirst. I’m naked. I’ve got no water, and I haven’t got the faintest idea what I’m doing here. For that matter, I don’t even know how I got here. Nothing makes any sense. 
 
    The red-gemmed ring on Richard’s left hand tingled. The voice of his invisible friend, Nickelo, sounded in his head. The words battle computer came to Richard’s mind. He wasn’t sure what that was, but he knew with a certainty the words described his friend. 
 
    “Nevertheless, we are here,” said Nickelo, “so I recommend you make the best of it. You have been walking in the sun for four hours and thirty-seven minutes. Logically, you should be in a lot worse shape than you are. Every part of your body is sunburned, your throat is dry as dust, and you do not know who you are or why you are here, but I recommend you look at the bright side.” 
 
    “There’s a bright side?” Richard asked. “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one dying of thirst. You’re some disembodied voice in my ring. I’m actually beginning to wonder whether you really exist. Maybe you’re just a figment of my imagination.” 
 
    “Oh, I exist all right. I may not know much else, but I know that. I also know that you are not dying of thirst. I calculate your body is healing itself almost as fast as it is taking damage from the sun. I calculate you will not die before you reach the mountains ahead. I will admit that you will not be having a great time while you’re walking through this sand for the next few days, but you will not die. You can obviously self-heal. Like I said, look at the bright side.” 
 
    The only thing bright Richard could see was the sun glaring off the white sand. “Why are we here? I know who I am. I’m Richard Shepard. My friends call me Rick. You’re Nickelo, or Nick for short. You’re a battle computer, whatever that is. We’re friends…somehow. Other than that, I haven’t got a clue. Are you sure you don’t know anything more than me?” 
 
    The ring tingled again. “Uh, not really. I feel like I should know more, but I do not. That is unfortunate. My mind works a lot faster than yours, and I do not have very much information in the ring’s databanks to keep me occupied. I think I would trade my boredom for your sunburn and thirst any day of the week.” 
 
    Richard grunted. “Humph. So what was that you were saying about looking on the bright side of things?” 
 
    “Whatever,” replied Nickelo. He laughed. “I have an idea. Why don’t you walk faster and talk less? If you do that, I calculate it will not take as long to reach the mountains.” 
 
    Unable to deny his battle computer’s logic, Richard sped up the pace. It didn’t make his feet burn any less, and the distance to the mountains didn’t decrease any appreciable amount, but at least he felt like he was accomplishing something. 
 
    “Speaking of something,” said Nickelo. “I am getting an impression that you are sensing something behind you, with your mind somehow. Some new information has just appeared in my databanks. The new data indicates your ability is called a passive scan. Do you see what I am talking about?” 
 
    Richard did see. Not with his eyes, but with his mind. He sensed something behind him; several somethings in fact. They were coming closer. Spinning around, he faced the ten-meter high sand dune to his rear. All he saw was his tracks up the side of the dune a hundred meters back. 
 
    “I sense it, Nick. There’s something there all right. I think it’s a group of somethings. Unless I miss my guess, they should be coming over the top of the dune right about—” 
 
    “There!” said Nickelo. “There are four people on mounts and another on foot at the top of the dune. No, wait, there are more than that. A group of six are coming around each side of the dune to flank us. There are more on the other side. What are your orders, Wizard Scout?” 
 
    Richard didn’t know what a wizard scout was any more than he knew what a battle computer was. Nevertheless, the title seemed to fit. Title or not though, he didn’t have any orders. Plus, there was nowhere to run or hide. 
 
    “I suppose all we can do is wait,” Richard said. “I think I hate waiting.” 
 
    “I calculate a one hundred percent probability you are correct, Wizard Scout.” Nickelo sighed. “I cannot be positive, but I calculate I hate waiting too.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The elves’ lead scouts had come upon the tracks of bare feet in the deep sand an hour earlier. Where they’d come from and where the tracks were going was anybody’s guess. The prints in the sand were mysterious enough the elf high priestess altered their party’s course to follow the tracks and find their owner. After an hour of alternatively riding and walking, Commander Astradis came riding from the point and stopped in front of Mia. 
 
    “Our quarry is close,” said the monk commander. “Probably just over that next dune.” 
 
    How the monk knew, Amir didn’t have a clue. 
 
    “Very well,” said Mia. She turned and looked at the others at the head of the column. “Lord Derander, Master Freestrod, and Commander Astradis, I want you to come with me to the top of the hill. Amir, you will come with us too.” 
 
    Sergeant Thornbriar, the leader of the lancers, raised his lance to get Mia’s attention. “It might be advisable to send a squad of lancers around each side of the dune to trap whoever might be on the other side.” 
 
    “He has a point, Mia,” said Lord Derander. “There is no use putting yourself at risk.” 
 
    Mia smiled. “I will have Master Freestrod and you with me along with Amir and Commander Astradis. I hardly think I will be at risk.” She looked at the dune before turning to the sergeant. “Very well, deploy your lancers. Let us find out who is on the other side.” 
 
    Amir followed Mia up the steep dune while a squad of lancers rode around each side of the five-elf high pile of sand. When he got to the top, he spotted the owner of the tracks. He had to look twice to make sure what he thought he was seeing was actually what he saw. 
 
    “My eyes aren’t that good in this blasted sun,” Amir admitted, directing his comment to no one in particular. “I can tell the owner of the tracks is a human, but if I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was naked as a family of dwarves on wash day.” 
 
    “Then swear away,” said Master Freestrod. “All modesty aside, my eyes are excellent, and the man is as bare of clothing as the day he was born.” The old elf glanced overhead at the blazing sun. “How he has survived long enough to make it this far is beyond me. By all rights, he should be dead.” 
 
    The high priestess started her horse down the dune. 
 
    Lord Derander reached out and grabbed her reins. “Mia. Wait.” 
 
    The glare from the high priestess made the elf lord pull his hand back as if bitten by a two-headed pit viper. 
 
    “I mean, please wait, High Priestess,” said Lord Derander. “We should let Sergeant Thornbriar’s lancers check him out first. The human could be dangerous.” 
 
    Amir noticed the two squads of elf lancers had just cleared the sides of the dune with spears at the ready. They stopped a dozen meters from the human with their steel-tipped spears aimed directly at the naked man’s chest. 
 
    With nary a word to her fellow lord, the high priestess galloped down the dune followed by a slightly flushed Lord Derander, Master Freestrod, and Commander Astradis. 
 
    Amir took his time making his way down the sandy slope. The sand was deep, and he had no wish to fall. By the time he reached the bottom, Sergeant Thornbriar was already there with the rest of his soldiers, having ridden around the right flank of the dune. The sergeant and his lancers now formed a full circle around the human. The man had nowhere to run. Not that he tried. 
 
    Stepping next to the high priestess, Amir took a closer look at the human. At this range, he was able to pick out more details. The human male was a head shorter than him. Every bit of the man’s exposed skin was red as a rose in full bloom. His closely cropped dark hair gave an impression of military or ex-military. Except for the severe sunburn, the man looked in excellent condition. 
 
    Thoughts of the black-armored human that had murdered Glory crossed his mind, but he shoved the thought aside. This isn’t the one I’m looking for. The human I seek was a head shorter and more stocky. Also, I’m not getting the sensation of Power from him that I sensed from Glory’s killer. The murderer’s Power was shielded, but it wasn’t shielded enough to hide it from a seeker. If this one has a Power reserve, it’s either better shielded or so small as not to make a difference. 
 
    Mia rode through the line of soldiers. Lord Derander moved to join her, but she held up a hand, stopping him in place. Once she was inside the circle, she stopped her horse two spear lengths from the human and nodded her head. “You are a long way from home, stranger. Were you, uh…robbed?” 
 
    The human said several words, but all Amir could make out was gibberish. 
 
    “I asked if you were robbed,” said Mia, keeping her voice calm as one would to a frightened child. “Your shoulders and face are sunburned. You must be in pain. We have a medic with us. Do you need aid? Water perhaps?” 
 
    The man shrugged his shoulders and spouted more gibberish. 
 
    Mia looked back at Master Freestrod and Lord Derander. “I cannot understand a word he is saying. Does anyone recognize his language?” When the mage and her fellow lord shook their heads, she looked around at the soldiers forming the circle. “Anyone?”  
 
    No one spoke. 
 
    “I have already cast a translation spell on him,” said Master Freestrod, “but it did not take hold. He is either making words up as he goes, or he is somehow resistant to my spell.” 
 
    Amir doubted the latter. The human’s lack of detectable Power made spell resistance unlikely. He must be feigning ignorance, he thought. I wonder why. Is he a spy? Glancing around at the barren landscape, he had his doubts. If the high priestess hadn’t decided to follow his tracks, the man would probably have died before nightfall. He looked around at the readied spears of the elves. He still might, come to think of it. Elves don’t like humans any more than we giants do. 
 
    The high priestess dismounted and leaned her staff against the side of her horse. She removed her dagger from its scabbard and let it drop in the sand, making sure the human saw what she did. After unhooking the water skin from her saddle, she started forward. 
 
    “Mia, err, High Priestess,” said Lord Derander. “He is a human. He might be dangerous. Let one of the lancers—” 
 
    “I must agree,” said Commander Astradis as he started to dismount. “You take an unnecessary risk. I will—” 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, Mia raised her hand again. “Stay where you are, both of you. I am High Priestess of the Lady of the Tree. I am quite capable of taking care of myself.” She flashed a smile at Lord Derander and the monk commander as if trying to take the sting out of her words. “Besides, what are you worried about? Do you think he has a weapon hidden somewhere we cannot see? That would be a good trick, considering his current state of dress.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, the high priestess walked forward until she was only an arm-length from the human. Removing the stopper from the water skin, she took a sip and swallowed. Then she held the bag out to the human. Smiling, she said, “Take it. You must be thirsty. It is all right. No one is going to hurt you.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Richard glanced at the ring of soldiers atop their horses that had suddenly surrounded him. The word lancers came to mind. A second word, elf, followed close on the first word’s heels. He didn’t know how he knew they were elves, but he did. It was as if bits and pieces of his memory were coming back when he needed them. He studied the soldiers closer. 
 
    The lancers’ steel-pointed spears were half again as long as a tall man, and they were all pointed at him. Each of the lancers wore thick leather chest pieces, leg, and arm guards. Bows were strapped to their backs, and metal-reinforced wooden shields dangled from the pommels of their light saddles. In addition to their lances and bows, the soldiers carried long swords and daggers attached to their waist belts. 
 
    “They look efficient,” commented Nickelo. 
 
    Richard didn’t argue the point. The five unarmed elves, three males and two females, concerned him more than the soldiers. They wore no armor, only brown tunics that came down to their knees. Their arms were bare. 
 
    “Monks,” said Nickelo. “The information just appeared in my databanks. They are experts in hand-to-hand combat. I believe my databanks once contained more information on them, but that is all there is now. I would advise avoiding conflict with them if possible.” 
 
    “I’m hoping I can avoid conflict with any of them. The brown-haired elf and that white-haired geezer look like mages to me. They’ve got large Power reserves. Their staffs and other gear are practically yelling ‘I’m magic.’ I think the brown-haired elf has some kind of magic armor under his robe.” 
 
    “I concur,” replied Nickelo. “The older elf is the more dangerous of the two in my opinion. Also, the big brute on foot wearing the chainmail is no slouch. That sledgehammer of his is magic, and I’m sure you noticed the size of his muscles. I calculate he could break your back like a brittle piece of wood if you were foolish enough to let him get ahold of you. After correlating your sensory input with the information in my databanks, I calculate he has some giant characteristics, but he is about eight meters too short to be a giant. Maybe some distant relative of his was some giant kin. I cannot be sure.” 
 
    Richard noted the bands of muscles on the man. He was almost half as wide as he was tall. Something about him gave Richard the feeling the man was even stronger than he looked. He decided to take his battle computer’s advice and stay out of his grasp. Forgetting about the man, Richard turned his attention to the woman to his front. No. Not a woman. She’s an elf, he reminded himself. The blackened staff she’d leaned against her horse radiated Power from a blue crystal at its top. The energy from the gem seemed familiar to Richard, but he couldn’t place it. The female’s long black hair accentuated her dark eyes. She was very beautiful. 
 
    “I calculate she is a priestess of some kind,” said Nickelo. “Based upon input, I believe she is the most dangerous of them all. I would advise using care when interacting with her, Wizard Scout. By the way, there are thirty-one elves in the party, plus the big guy.” 
 
    “Do you understand what they’re saying?” Richard asked. “It’s all gibberish to me.” 
 
    “Negative, Wizard Scout. There is an area in my databanks that I believe should contain translation tables for thirteen thousand two-hundred and seventy-three languages, but it is currently empty. Truth be told, I do not even know the name of the language you and I are speaking. I know I should, but I do not. It is very strange.” 
 
    “Well, strange or not, I’ve got to make contact with the elves. Wandering around in the desert, headed for who knows where hasn’t been working out for us so far.” 
 
    Taking the offered bag of liquid from the elf, Richard took a sip. 
 
    “It’s water,” Richard told his battle computer. “It tastes flat like it doesn’t have any minerals in it, but at least it’s wet.” He took several large gulps in an attempt to give his dry throat some relief. 
 
    “Slow down,” said Nickelo. “They might be short on water. I calculate your self-heal takes care of your needs. You do not need to drink anything to stay alive.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Richard said. “I’m the one who’s thirsty.” Despite his protest, he stopped drinking and returned the bag to the female elf. By the time she replaced the stopper in the bag, his thirst was already beginning to come back. 
 
    “See,” said Nickelo. “Your self-heal seems to return your body to some predetermined state. I calculate that state is a little on the thirsty and hungry side.” 
 
    Lucky me, Richard thought doing his best to keep the comment from his friend. Since his battle computer didn’t make a snide remark in return, he figured he’d succeeded in keeping his thought private somehow. 
 
    The female elf spoke a few more words of gibberish. 
 
    Richard shrugged his shoulders again. “Sorry. I still don’t understand you.” 
 
    The dark-haired female seemed to lock eyes with him.  
 
    He noticed small flecks of silver spiraling around in her otherwise dark eyes. The pattern of the silver’s movement appeared familiar somehow. He felt himself being drawn in. Something inside him pulled him back out.  
 
    Shaking his head, he took a step back. “What just happened, Nick?” 
 
    “I am not sure, Wizard Scout. I calculate the elf was attempting to probe you. Some Power source inside you resisted. My recommendation is not to look directly in the elf’s eyes again. Based upon the Power radiating from her and from the staff leaning against her mount, I calculate she is someone not to be trifled with. My advice is to keep a low profile.” 
 
    The female said several more words of gibberish. 
 
    Once again, Richard shrugged his shoulders, this time doing his best not to look the elf in the eyes. It proved difficult. She was very beautiful after all, and the familiar something in her eyes kept pulling him back. The something inside Richard continued to resist. 
 
    The elf touched her chest and said a word that sounded like ‘Mia.’ She said the same word again before pointing at Richard. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo. “I do believe she’s trying to make introductions. I calculate her name is Mia. I find it strange that I can retain her name but not any of the other words she’s using.” 
 
    The word Mia stayed in Richard’s mind as well. He touched his chest and said, “Rick.” Pointing at her, he said, “Mia.” 
 
    The elf nodded and pointed at him. “Rick,” she said before spouting out several words of gibberish. 
 
    Richard shrugged. “Sorry, Mia. I haven’t got the faintest idea what you’re saying.” 
 
    The elf said a few more words of gibberish with his name mixed in the middle, before returning to her horse. She picked up her dagger, and mounted. Once her staff was cradled in the crook of her arm, she turned to one of the other elves and said several words of gibberish. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 – Distant Thunder 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    “Sergeant Thornbriar,” Mia said. “Have your medic treat the human’s burns and see if you can find some clothing for him. He does not seem to speak our language, but I think his name is Rick. After he is dressed, see if you can get him on one of our spare horses. When you’re ready, we will take the human with us.” 
 
    “With us?” asked Lord Derander. “Are you sure that’s wise, Mia? Perhaps it would be best to have a couple of Sergeant Thornbriar’s lancers escort him to the nearest human settlement. The rest of us can—” 
 
    “I said the human is going with us,” said Mia. “It is the Lady’s will.” 
 
    Lord Derander’s eyes narrowed, and he opened his mouth to speak but closed it before any words came out. 
 
    Amir raised a hand to his mouth to hide his smile. I’ve got a feeling Derander doesn’t quite believe her. But since the Lady only speaks to her high priestess, or so they say, he can’t argue? 
 
    As if sensing her fellow lord’s disbelief, Mia sighed and gave a half smile. “I share your concern, Lord Derander, but I believe our meeting with this human was not by happenstance. He is either playing the part of a fool or has been placed in our path by someone. Who is anybody’s guess. In either case, I want to keep him close so we can keep an eye on him.” She turned to the monk commander. “Send one of your monks and four of Sergeant Thornbriar’s lancers to follow the human’s tracks back to their point of origin. Have them take the extra water skins and one of the pack animals. We will wait for their return at the Donyar River if they have not caught up with us before then.” 
 
    Commander Astradis nodded, then left to talk to Sergeant Thornbriar who was speaking to the lancers’ medic. 
 
    Standing near the high priestess as he was, Amir noticed her glance over at the human before looking at him. “Elf Friend Amir, I have a mission for you.” 
 
    “You have only to ask, High Priestess.” 
 
    Mia smiled. “Has no one ever told you that you should wait until you hear a request before agreeing to it?” 
 
    Amir felt his face growing warm. Glory had often told him as much. 
 
    “In this case, I do not believe you have agreed to anything too hard,” said Mia. “We need to keep an eye on our, err…guest, but all of our troops have their own duties. I would be grateful if you would take it upon yourself to watch over this mysterious Rick of ours, and keep him out of trouble.” 
 
    Amir flinched. While he was convinced the human wasn’t the one who’d murdered Glory, he had no wish to associate with the human species more than necessary.  
 
    A smile from Mia convinced him to push his dislike for humans aside at least temporarily.  
 
    “What exactly is it you want me to do? Be his guard?” 
 
    The high priestess laughed. “Oh, nothing so blatant, Elf Friend. I merely want you to help our new friend Rick integrate with our party and keep him out of trouble. I will have Sergeant Thornbriar assign a team from his lancers to watch over him as well. The man is our guest, but he will be under watchful eyes at the same time.” 
 
    With a sigh, Amir said, “I will do as you say, High Priestess.” 
 
    The smile the high priestess gave him convinced Amir he’d made the right choice. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Three days passed without incident as Richard and the troop of elves made their way across the desert. On the morning of the third day, the depth of the sand began to lessen. By mid-afternoon, an occasional clump of dried grass or a shriveled shrub tree started appearing. 
 
    Mounted on a horse, Richard half-dozed in the saddle. Like usual, the big brute in chainmail walked by his side. Even on foot the man’s head still came to Richard’s shoulder. The brute’s name was Amir, or at least that was as close as Richard could make out from the gibberish the big man and the elves used for a language. 
 
    “Well, at least you can retain names,” said Nickelo. “I am not sure why, but try as you might, you cannot learn any of their language. It’s like their words are erased from your memory the moment the elves’ stop speaking. I calculate it is very strange.” 
 
    “Calculated that all by yourself, did you?” Richard snorted. “What I think is strange is that you can’t learn their language either. According to you, all you retain is their names the same as me. I’m starting to wonder if you’re telling me the truth.” 
 
    “Now that hurts, Wizard Scout. I have tried to store their words in my databanks, but it disappears from my storage unit a nanosecond after I put it there. I am as mystified as you.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said. “I suppose I should be grateful they gave me some clothes.” He touched the brown shirt he’d been given. The material was soft but rugged at the same time. “The shirt’s a little tight, but at least my pants fit.” He wiggled his toes in the boots the largest of the elves had given him. “These are comfortable. I wonder what they’re made of.” 
 
    “Does it matter? It beats walking in your bare feet.” 
 
    Richard couldn’t argue the point. He glanced around at the four elf lancers who’d taken it upon themselves to watch over him. They were spaced out two to his front and two to his rear. Their little group rode in the center of the elf formation. While everyone had been polite to him over the last few days, or at least as polite as they could be considering neither he nor they could understand each other, he wasn’t fooled. He was the elves’ prisoner. It was as simple as that. 
 
    “Oh, don’t take it so hard,” said Nickelo. “At least you have all the food and water you can handle. Those two mages cast spells every evening to refill the water skins, and the team of lancers assigned as your, uh…guardians let you have all of the summoned black bread you want.” 
 
    Richard snorted louder this time. “Big deal. I’ve had cardboard that tastes better than the bread from those mages’ spells. What little dried meat and grain they pass out to supplement the bread doesn’t go far.” 
 
    “I suppose not,” replied Nickelo. “Makes me glad I am not a carbon-based creature that needs to eat to stay alive. The elves are obviously short on rations. Based upon the rationing of their supplies, I suspect they have a long way to go. I must say I am proud of you for not eating any of your team’s dried meat and rice when they try to give it to you. You make do with the bread.” 
 
    Richard’s stomach churned at the thought of the dried black bread. He hated the stuff. Even so, he wasn’t so selfish as to eat the limited stores of the elves when he didn’t need it to survive. Although he stayed a little famished, he made do with the summoned bread to take the edge off his hunger pains. “Well, at least the water’s plentiful even if it tastes flat. Heck, water’s so plentiful they let me wash off in that canvas basin yesterday.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” laughed Nickelo. “All the comforts of home, wherever that is.” 
 
    A distant clap of thunder drew Richard out of his half-sleep. Looking ahead, he spotted a plume of smoke coming out of one of the mountains he’d been using as a sort of gauge for their course and distance. The mountain range was much closer than when the elves had first found him. 
 
    “I think old smoky over there’s getting ready to blow,” Richard commented. 
 
    “I calculate you are correct. Based upon the information from your passive scan, I would say several of the mountains are getting ready to erupt. That whole range is unstable. I wonder why the elves are headed there?” 
 
    Richard heard a shout of gibberish from the front of the column, then noticed one of the point elves riding hell-bent-for-leather back toward the elf priestess and her entourage. The four lancers around Richard began speaking gibberish and pointing ahead. One of the lancers, a small female called Tracer with light brown hair cut nearly as short as her male companions said something to the brute in chainmail. 
 
    “His name is Amir,” said Nickelo as if Richard needed reminding. “You should try using it more often.” 
 
    As the only other non-elf in the group, Amir had continued to be a mystery to Richard over the past three days. Although the big man had been cordial enough in his actions, Richard occasionally sensed an underlying hostility below the man’s facade of civility. One thing he’d learned about the big guy was that he was dedicated to his weapons training. Regardless of the temperature or what time they stopped for the night, Amir spent an hour or more practicing, sometimes alone and sometimes with the aid of a couple of elf lancers or one of the monks. The big man was equally proficient with both sword and war hammer. 
 
    “Actually,” said Nickelo, “I would classify it as a sledgehammer, not a war hammer.” 
 
    “I stand corrected,” Richard thought back. At the moment, he was more interested in Amir and the elves around him than he was in his battle computer. 
 
    Responding to what must’ve been a question from Tracer, Amir said something in gibberish to the female lancer. Then the big man looked at Richard and pointed at the ground. Without another word, Amir turned and headed toward the front of the column. 
 
    Unsure what to do, Richard shrugged and dismounted before following the man, leading his horse by the reins. His four elf guardians dismounted, staying close behind as they also led their horses. When Richard reached the front of the column, the elf priestess and her two mages were in deep conversation with the lancer that had been riding point. The elf priestess glanced over her shoulder at Richard before speaking to the two mages. The brown-haired mage who Richard knew as Derander raised his voice. The priestess said something sharp in return before dismounting her horse. The brown-haired mage stayed where he was. 
 
    Once on foot, Mia beckoned for Amir and Richard to follow. With the now dismounted lancer that had been on point leading the way, Mia, Amir, Richard, and his four lancer companions made their way toward a four-meter high sand dune a hundred meters away. The remainder of the elves remained behind with the pack animals. 
 
    After a few steps, Richard glanced back at the elves that had stayed behind. The mage Derander was waving his arms at the white-haired mage and mouthing words Richard was sure would be gibberish even if he’d been close enough to hear. 
 
    “What an a-hole,” Richard told his battle computer. “He’s been acting like a jerk from day one.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s just concerned for the priestess,” said Nickelo. “Can you sense anything ahead? The elves look cautious enough.” 
 
    Glancing at his companions, Richard noticed Tracer and two of the other elf lancers had handed the reins for their horses to the fourth lancer. Instead of their reins, the three elves now held their bows with arrows nocked and at the ready. Amir had drawn his sword with his left hand while holding the sledgehammer in his right. The priestess Mia, on the other hand, looked calm as a cucumber. 
 
    “Uh,” said Nickelo. “Do you even know what a cucumber is?” 
 
    “Not really,” Richard said. “It must be some kind of saying I’ve heard before. The point I was trying to make was that—” 
 
    “I know what you were trying to say,” said Nickelo. “I’m not stupid. Now, are you going to tell me if you sense anything with your passive scan or not?” 
 
    Deciding to avoid an argument, Richard let his surroundings merge with his mind. Ignoring the elves around and behind him, he concentrated on the area beyond the dune. He sensed dozens of small life forms. Just as he was about to say something, the wind shifted. 
 
    Tracer and another of the lancers fell to their knees and vomited up their noontime meal of summoned bread and water. 
 
    Richard was tempted to join them. The stench coming from the other side of the dune was horrendous. “What in the world?” he said as he pulled a rag from the pocket of the brown-linen pants he’d been given and placed the rag over his mouth and nose. “Whatever that is would gag a maggot.” 
 
    Glancing at Priestess Mia, Richard noticed her square her shoulders and wave a hand in the air as she said a word of gibberish. A shimmering band of energy appeared over the elf priestess’s mouth and nose. She ran forward to the top of the hill before anyone could stop her and gave out a cry of agony. 
 
    Without thinking, Richard broke from the others and ran to the top of the dune to stand beside the elf priestess. At the base of the other side of the dune was a ten-meter-wide river as much mud as it was water. The river wasn’t what drew Richard’s attention. It was the sight of scores, maybe hundreds, of bloated bodies hacked beyond recognition. Body parts were scattered on the other side of the river a hundred meters up and down stream, intermingled with half burnt carts and bundles of torn clothing strewn every-which-way. Whether the bodies were those of humans, elves, or some other race, Richard couldn’t tell. Someone or something had gone to great pains to make sure no limbs or heads remained on any of the torsos. Scores of half-meter-tall black birds and four-legged coyote-looking creatures were feasting on the remains. 
 
    Mia slammed the butt of her staff into the sand and shouted some gibberish. 
 
    Richard sensed Power being drawn into the priestess and converting into what he knew was magic. The ground rippled beneath the elf’s feet and shot toward the carnage, expanding ever outward as it went. Richard fell to his knees. By the time he recovered and rose to a standing position, birds were flying into the air as the four-legged scavengers scattered in all directions. 
 
    The sounds of galloping and shouts came from behind Richard. As he turned, he spotted the brown-haired mage Derander leaping off his mount at the base of the dune and levitating to the top. He struck out with his staff, knocking Richard back to the ground. 
 
    Shouts of gibberish came from the high priestess as she stepped between Derander and Richard. The brown-haired mage lowered his staff, but shouted words of gibberish of his own. 
 
    Something inside Richard rattled its cage. He balled his fists and reached out with his mind, picking the most vulnerable spot on the mage’s neck. The something in its cage urged him to strike the elf and break his spine with a well-placed chop of his hand. Another something inside Richard tugged at his heart, urging caution and self-control.  
 
    The second something won out.  
 
    Uncurling his fists, Richard sat up, but he remained on the ground where he’d fallen. I won’t kill him this time, he thought. But I swear if he ever hits me again, that’ll be the last thing he ever does. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 – Aftermath 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Amir arrived at the top of the sand dune in time to see Lord Derander knock the human down and raise his staff for another blow. From the spell the mage had ready in his staff, Amir was sure the only thing that saved the human’s life was the high priestess’s timely intervention. 
 
    Lord Derander hastily stepped back, giving the high priestess some room. “I heard you scream. I thought the human was attacking you. I was trying to pro—” 
 
    “You were trying to protect me, you say?” said Mia. “Did you bother to look around?” She pointed at the mutilated corpses on the other side of the river and then down at the human still sitting on the ground. “Do you think he did that? I screamed at the horror I saw before my eyes. Whoever did this is the enemy, not this poor human.” 
 
    Looking across the river, Lord Derander’s face turned a deathly white. “I…I am sorry, Mia. I just— Well, you know how I fe— Well, I am sorry.” 
 
    By this time, Commander Astradis and his two monks had arrived and positioned themselves around the two elven lords. Amir noticed one of the monks make sure she was between Mia and the human. 
 
    “High Priestess,” said Commander Astradis. “We should withdraw and seek a safer area. Sergeant Thornbriar has set up a defensive perimeter, but he will not be able to hold it for long if we are attacked in force. There is nothing for us here. I recommend we move upstream.” 
 
    Amir was all for moving. The stench at the top of the dune was nauseating. He had a feeling the only thing keeping him from vomiting was the fact that he didn’t want to shame himself in front of the human. 
 
    Mia shook her head. “No. Not yet. We cannot leave those poor unfortunates for the carrion eaters.” 
 
    “Mia,” said Lord Derander. “There is nothing we can do.” He waved a hand at what was across the river. “It would take days for us to bury half of those bodies. The longer we stay here, the longer we expose ourselves to danger. The Oracle told us the populations of the mountains were on the move. This is probably just the aftermath of one of many encounters between the races.” 
 
    “He is right,” said Commander Astradis. “I can tell from what’s left of those wagons that they are of human design. My guess is this was a caravan from some mountain villages that banded together in an attempt to reach safety. They must have been attacked by a group of orcs, probably refugees themselves. Our best course of action is to leave at once and cross the Donyar River at another point well away from here.” 
 
    Looking across the river at the remains of the caravan, Mia began walking down the dune toward the bank. 
 
    Lord Derander and the three monks started to follow. Amir also took a step, but before he could take another, the high priestess turned around. 
 
    “No,” said Mia. “Stay where you are, all of you. This is priestess work.” She glanced at Lord Derander. “I will remain on this side of the river. You can cover me from where you are.” 
 
    Amir noticed Lord Derander grit his teeth, but to his credit, the elf mage didn’t argue. 
 
    Mia resumed walking until she was at the bank of the muddy river. Raising her staff, she spoke words Amir heard but quickly forgot. He sensed the high priestess draw Power from her reserve—a lot of Power. As Mia chanted her spell, the Power converted into magic. As the magic grew, Amir sensed the high priestess funneling it into the Staff of the Lady of the Tree. The blue gem at the top of the staff glowed brighter until he had to raise a hand to shield his eyes. He sensed more than saw Mia place the butt of her staff on the ground. Magic flowed out from the staff and crossed the river where it spread to encompass the entire area where the ambush had taken place. When the glow from the staff diminished somewhat, Amir lowered his hand and looked across the river. The ground beneath the mutilated bodies was beginning to ripple as if it were water. Slowly but surely, the bodies, the carts, and everything not a natural part of the landscape began sinking. Within a score of heartbeats, the ground stopped moving. When the land grew still, nothing remained of the carnage that had once been there. The landscape looked pure again. 
 
    Mia’s next words were no longer those of her spell, and her voice was full of sadness. “Lady, I beg you to give these souls the peace they did not find while alive. I also beseech you to help us with our quest to save our land. Plead for us before the Creator that he may send us a helper. I fear we cannot do it on our own.” 
 
    Blasts of thunder echoed from the direction of the mountains.  
 
    Amir turned his attention to the dark plumes rising from the tops of three of the mountains. He could just make out a red glow on the side of one of the rocky slopes. 
 
    Rejoining them at the top of the dune, Mia walked over to the human who was still sitting on the ground where Lord Derander had knocked him. The high priestess squatted down and extended a hand. “Come, friend Rick. We must leave this place. We will grieve for your people later.” 
 
    The human uttered some gibberish. After a moment, he reached out and accepted Mia’s hand. They stood together. 
 
    Amir glanced at Lord Derander. The mage’s knuckles were white where he gripped his staff. 
 
    “Come,” said Mia as she released her grip on the human. “Our quest with Elf Friend Amir takes us elsewhere. We can tarry here no more. Time grows short.” 
 
    The mountains thundered their agreement. 
 
    Amir only hoped it was not already too late. Elf friend or not, I am only a giant, he thought. If I am the only one the Creator has sent to help the elves on their quest, then the land may well be lost. The Creator should have sent more help than me. He glanced over at the human who was walking down the backside of the dune toward his horse. I almost wish he was as powerful as the one who destroyed the Heart-stone. Then perhaps the Oracle’s quest would stand a chance. 
 
    The mountains thundered again, and the ground shook hard enough to cause the human to stumble. 
 
    Amir shook his head. As it is, the land may well already be doomed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 – Feelings 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Jeena materialized near a small starship resting on one of the two royal launch pads located behind the war-king’s palace on Trecor. The once sleek recon ship looked bulky with a zip fighter under one wing, a dragon-fighter under the other, and the prototype X-shuttle attached to the back of the ship. Looks were deceiving. Jeena new full well the Crosioians’ intergalactic drive located in the Defiant’s engine compartment made her the fastest ship in the galaxy. She had a feeling they were going to need the ship’s speed in the coming weeks. As far as she was concerned, it had been a lucky day when the Defiant was assigned as the temporary royal yacht for the Crosioians’ supreme leader after her official yacht had been attacked and nearly destroyed by a tribe of renegade Crosioians. 
 
    Jeena took a moment longer to survey the recon ship. It was in a horizontal landing position with the rear ramp down. At the top of the ramp stood a greeting party consisting of Sergeant Ron, Charlie, Comstar, and Red Wing. 
 
    Stepping forward, Sergeant Ron scratched his beard and grinned. “Well, I see Rick’s niece and nephew got you teleported here with no problem. What I’d like to know is what kinda mess did you get us into this time?” 
 
    Jeena tried to smile at the old ship captain’s attempt at humor. She only partially succeeded. The hurt of losing contact with her bondmate was still fresh in her mind. 
 
    “You have not lost complete contact,” said Danny. “He’s been sent fourteen thousand years in the past as you requested. Even that far back, you can still sense his presence. Like I said, your bond link is not completely cut off. It is just not as strong as it usually is. At least you know he’s alive.” 
 
    Twisting the ring on her left index finger with her right hand in what she knew was a nervous habit, Jeena took solace in the slight presence she felt through the ring’s red gem. “Yes, he is alive, but whether he is safe or in pain, I cannot say. The connection is too weak to tell. I will admit that I can tell where he is in the past. If I so chose, I could have Brachia or Dren teleport me through time to be with him, but that cannot be. I have my own duties to fulfill.” 
 
    “Jeehana,” said Sergeant Ron, having lost his grin. “Are you all right? You look, uh…distracted.” 
 
    “Distracted?” Jeena said, succeeding in smiling this time. “Maybe so, but I am not so distracted as to avoid greeting my friends.” She bowed at the waist. “I greet you, friend Ron, friend Charlie, friend Comstar, and friend Red Wing. I am glad to see you all again. I only wish it were under less stressful circumstances.” 
 
    Comstar returned Jeena’s bow. “The days of peace will return one day, High Priestess. Until then, we must do what needs to be done.” 
 
    “Yes,” hissed Red Wing as she spread her bat-wings. “We have much to be done.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Sergeant Ron, getting his grin back. “That’s the big question, isn’t it? What needs to be done? You were a little light on specifics back in the library, Jeehana. I’m not one for sitting around on my rear end when things are waiting to happen. I’d appreciate it if you’d give me a destination. I’m anxious to get started.” 
 
    Jeena nodded. “As am I, but we must wait a moment longer. We have an addition for your crew before we leave. Brachia and Dren promised to have her teleported here shortly.” 
 
    “Who’s coming?” asked Sergeant Ron. “I don’t remember asking for reinforcements. I’m the captain of this bucket of bolts, and no one gets assigned to my crew un—” 
 
    A shimmering in the air to Jeena’s right gave the Defiant’s captain his answer. When the shimmering stopped, a gray-skinned, lizard-looking, four-armed Sterilian appeared. 
 
    “Stella!” said Sergeant Ron. “By golly, if I’d known you were the one coming, I’d have baked a cake or something.” He grinned. “As it is, you’ll have to make do with some rehydrated worms for supper. Until then, we’ve got things to do and places to go.” 
 
    “Welcome, Wizard Scout Stella,” Jeena said. With a sly look on her face, she turned to look up the ramp. “What do you think, Charlie? She looks very pretty today, does she not?” 
 
    Stella snorted and bared her teeth. 
 
    “Uh, yes,” hissed Charlie. The chest skin visible through his half-zipped gray utility suit turned noticeably darker. “Nice teeth. Very sharp.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron laughed and slapped Charlie on the back. “I always did say you had a way with the opposite sex, old buddy.” He gave the others a grin. “Hard to believe he’s still single.” 
 
    Jeena turned back to face Stella. “I hope my request for you to be part of the Defiant’s crew did not come at an inconvenient time.” 
 
    Stella bared her teeth again. “Not inconvenient. Killing mostly over. I bored anyway.” 
 
    “Well,” Jeena said, “I doubt you will be bored for long.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron gave the Sterilian wizard scout a grin. “That’s for sure. Now before we get started, is there anything you want to say to Charlie after his compliment?” 
 
    Stella wasn’t wearing her battle helmet. The skin around her cheeks grew a darker gray. “Uh…hello, Charlie. You have nice skin. Good bumps.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron and Jeena broke out laughing. Red Wing joined in with a loud hiss of her own.  
 
    Once the laughter died down, Jeena faced the Defiant’s captain. “We are all here now, so it is time to get started. I need you to take us to Portalis, two million years in the past.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron whistled. “Two million, huh? That’s what I call some time traveling.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    With the war between the Crosioians and the Empire over except for a few rogue commanders on each side, Sergeant Ron chose to take the Defiant to Earth in the physical dimension first. Since Earth and Portalis were sister planets, they occupied the same space in the physical and magic dimensions with only the void between dimensions separating them. 
 
    The many stars, black holes, and other obstacles in the galaxy prevented them from opening up the Crosioians’ intergalactic drive to anything near full intergalactic speed. As a result, it took the Defiant almost a day and a half to make the trek to Earth. During that time, the routine of the ship kept everyone busy. Sergeant Ron ran a tight ship, and as far as he was concerned, there was no such thing as a passenger on his ship. Everyone had something to do, even Jeena, Stella, and Red Wing. 
 
    With little to break the routine, the crew took it upon themselves to create situations that forced Charlie and Stella together. It wasn’t easy. It seemed everyone but the two Sterilians knew they were meant for each other. Eventually, their natural shyness with the opposite sex of their species wore away and they began spending more time together on their own. By the end of the second day, it was becoming more common to see the two humanoid lizards slurping worms together at the mess table or walking down the stairs with two of their four hands linked. 
 
    Jeena thought the blossoming romance was cute. They are Rick’s friends and mine too. They deserve a little happiness. I hope they take advantage of the time they have to be together while they can. At any moment, they could be separated like Rick and— No, I will not think of it. We will be back together soon. I am sure of it. We just have to get the Defiant to Portalis and do our mission. 
 
    It was the afternoon of the second day before they began their approach to Earth. The day found Jeena in the cockpit of the Defiant with Sergeant Ron. He was flying, and she was acting as navigator. 
 
    “No, you’ve plotted our course wrong,” said Sergeant Ron as he punched a series of icons on the control panel embedded in the armrest of his pilot’s chair. “You have to compensate for the intergalactic drive’s effect on the physical plane. It gets its speed by weaving the physical plane into the void just enough to slip from one point in the physical part of the galaxy to another. I’ll admit it’s a little tricky due to the skipping of points. I suppose you could think of it like drawing a course made out of dotted lines. You made the mistake of trying to plot a solid line.” He finished moving icons on his control panel and looked over at Jeena. Sporting a grin, he said, “Didn’t they teach you nothing at that fancy high priestess school of yours?” 
 
    Jeena tried to relax. Sergeant Ron was a friend, but he was a stickler when it came to his ship. The stress of learning about things she hadn’t even known existed only a few months before was almost more than she could handle. She gritted her teeth and replotted the course while taking the intergalactic-drive’s effect on the physical dimension and void into consideration. She sent the new course to the Defiant’s captain. 
 
    “How’s that?” she asked. 
 
    “Not bad,” replied Sergeant Ron after glancing at the new course. He punched a couple of icons on his armrest. Two of the numbers on the navigation screen located on the cockpit’s forward console changed slightly. “Of course, this would be a lot better.” He winked. “I think you forgot to account for a few dots.” 
 
    Before Jeena could reply, one of the four Crosioian technicians the supreme leader had assigned to the Defiant hissed from the control station for the intergalactic-drive that had been installed in the back of the cockpit. A second Crosioian standing behind the first hissed back in what Jeena knew was the bat’s form of laughter. 
 
    “All right,” said Sergeant Ron. “What’s so stinking funny? How about speaking intergalactic standard so we can all have a good laugh?” 
 
    The second Crosioian walked behind Sergeant Ron and reached a paw over his shoulder to touch two icons on the navigation panel. The numbers changed slightly. The Crosioian hissed. The translator attached to her belt crackled. “We were merely commenting, Captain, on how your adjusted course was going to take us through a supernova.” The Crosioian hissed a laugh. “We think you forgot a couple of dots yourself. The high priestess’s course would have taken longer, but the ship would have been safe. Your shorter course would have gotten us killed.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron stared at the navigation console for several seconds. To his credit, he didn’t try to make excuses; at least not too many. “Well, fine. You’re right, and I was wrong.” He glanced at the Crosioian. “We were just doing practice routes, so no harm done. And how many times do I have to tell you not to call me captain. I keep telling you I’m a sergeant. I work for a living.” 
 
    “As you say…Captain,” said the Crosioian, twitching her ears at her companion and hissing again. 
 
    The second Crosioian returned the hiss.  
 
    Jeena tried to smother a laugh of her own but failed miserably. 
 
    A loud beep from the navigator’s console prevented Sergeant Ron from making a comment of his own. 
 
    “That is the destination alarm,” Jeena said, punching the icons on the armrest of her copilot’s chair that would start the sequence for shifting out of the void, into the physical dimension. “We will be coming out of hyperspace in five, four, three, two, one.” 
 
    The recon ship shuddered, and the blacked-out windscreen of the cockpit changed to reveal Earth highlighted against a backdrop of stars. 
 
    Jeena drew in a deep breath. “Rick’s home world is almost as beautiful as Portalis.” 
 
    “It’s my home world too,” said Sergeant Ron. “And you’re right. She is beautiful. I get butterflies in my stomach every time I see her.” 
 
    A flash of light orbiting the planet caught Jeena’s attention. “That must be the UGA’s space station where the triplets are located. Are you planning on docking, Sergeant Ron?” 
 
    An image of the small, three headed-dragon her bondmate had found as an egg on one of the Dragars’ mining asteroids popped into her head. Unlike the blue, yellow, and red-headed dragon guarding the gate under New Drepdenor, the triplets had green, purple, and orange heads. The triplets were one of the rare dragon species that could create gates capable of transporting others between dimensions and times. The equally rare New Drepdenor species of three-headed dragons were the opposite in that they were able to guard dimensional gates to prevent them from being used. Just like the Tree of Light guards the gate in the cavern we call the Presence of the Lady back in Silverton, she thought. 
 
    Sergeant Ron scratched his beard. “Naw, I wasn’t planning on docking. The triplets can teleport us to our destination straight from here. Margery, have you passed on to that three-headed dragon of Rick’s the place and time Jeehana gave you?” 
 
    The cockpit’s intercom crackled. “Need you ask?” said Margery. “Of course I did. I am in contact with the space station now. The triplets say the optimum window for going back two million years in time is in fifteen minutes. Meanwhile, the station commander is requesting we hold our position. She is sending a tug out to meet us with a special delivery from the planet Storage.” 
 
    “A special delivery?” said Sergeant Ron. “From Storage, you say?” He glanced over at Jeena and winked. “By any chance did you order a pizza?” 
 
    The external speaker on Jeena’s ring crackled. “A pizza is a—” 
 
    “I know what a pizza is, Danny,” Jeena said. “You do not need to explain. Rick introduced that flat bread loaded down with cheese and meat to me weeks ago when he got hungry in the middle of the night.” She looked at Sergeant Ron. “But I did not order—” 
 
    Sergeant Ron laughed. “I swear you’re as naive as Rick when it comes to subtlety sometimes, Jeehana. I was just making a joke.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes. I see. Very funny, I’m sure.” 
 
    A blast of blue ion energy from the direction of the space station caught Jeena’s attention. 
 
    “A space tug is on an intercept course,” said Margery. “Should I notify Charlie to meet it at the docking bay?” 
 
    Hitting the autopilot icon on the pilot’s dash, Sergeant Ron said, “Yeah, you do that. Tell him I’m on my way. I’d like to see what this special delivery is in person.” He unstrapped and rose from his chair. “You coming, Jeehana?” 
 
    Jeena was unstrapped and up in two seconds flat. She followed Sergeant Ron out of the cockpit and down the steps to the dining area. The youngest of the ship’s gnomes, Kester, was sitting at the metal mess table playing a game of holo-chess with the dwarf Stovis. From the strained look on the potbellied dwarf’s face, he was losing. 
 
    As Sergeant Ron passed Kester, he reached over the young gnome’s shoulder and moved the black queen to a position near the white king. “Check and mate,” said Sergeant Ron. “I always liked this game.” 
 
    Stovis rose out of his seat and shook a fist at the Defiant’s captain. “Hey. What’d you go and do that for? Kester didn’t see that move. Now I owe him a full-course steak dinner when we get back to Trecor.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron laughed. “That’ll teach you to gamble on my ship. Now why don’t the two of you grab your weapons and follow Jeehana and me to the cargo bay. We’ve got company coming.” 
 
    Stovis’s face brightened as he picked up a two-headed axe leaning against the table. “Now you’re talking. I was getting bored beating this gnome anyway.” 
 
    “Beating me?” sputtered Kester “Why you potbellied gem-hunter. I’ve already beat you three games in a row, and you owe me more than one steak dinner, so don’t try to pactar out of it.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron wasted no more time on the squabbling pair as he beelined for the stairs leading to the lower levels of the ship. Jeena stayed hard on his heels. Fast as they were, both Kester and Stovis caught up with them just as they reached the cargo bay. 
 
    Charlie and Stella were already in the bay along with Daniel, Liz’s younger brother who helped Charlie maintain the ship. The rear ramp was down with the magnetic force field activated. A small space tug was visible against the star-studded emptiness of space. A yellow tractor beam shooting out from the rear of the tug was connected to a hover-car-sized container. 
 
    “That’s a mighty big pizza,” said Sergeant Ron. He turned to Charlie. “Do we have room for it in here?” 
 
    “We make room if important,” said Charlie. 
 
    Without waiting for instructions, Daniel put Stella, Sergeant Ron, and Jeena to work shoving containers of magic ammunition and other supplies stacked in the cargo bay over to the back hull. Although he was barely in his teens, Jeena had soon learned that the boy’s orders were law when it came to the cargo bay. To Sergeant Ron’s credit, he didn’t balk at being ordered around by the young boy. By the time the tug finished backing the towed container through the bay’s magnetic field, the center of the cargo area was clear enough to receive the special shipment. 
 
    “Do you know what it is?” Jeena asked Danny, keeping the question in her mind. 
 
    “Negative,” said Danny. “Neither Margery nor I am connected to the full tele-network. I calculate ‘the One’ is still keeping us partially isolated to reduce the odds of the rest of the computers on the tele-network being emotionally contaminated. I also calculate that is a losing battle. Rick has interacted with too many computers over the past few years. The genie is out of the bottle, as Nickelo might say.” 
 
    Resigned to wait with the others to see what was in the container, Jeena was joined by Stovis and Kester. After the newly arrived cargo was secured in place with loading straps, she walked close enough to the vehicle-sized metal box to notice a bunch of wavy black lines on one side of the container. She drew Power from her reserve and said a one-word translation spell Rick had helped her create. The wavy lines immediately came into focus, and Jeena knew their meaning. 
 
    “The box contains tele-bots,” said Jeena out loud. “It says they are a hybrid type developed by the UGA’s magi-techs in conjunction with the Conglomerate’s R&D division.” She looked at a number next to the word EACH, then turned to Sergeant Ron. “Am I reading the amount right?” 
 
    “If’n you’re seeing two billion, then you’re reading it right,” said Sergeant Ron, scratching his beard even harder than usual. “The only question is why do we need two billion tele-bots?” He pointed at two small figures in spacesuits making their way from the tug to the bay’s ramp. “I’m guessing whoever they are can tell us.” 
 
    Ten seconds later, the two figures were through the magnetic field and removing their helmets. 
 
    Jeena recognized the curly hair of the smallest of the two figures right away. “Brachia.” 
 
    Rick’s adoptive nephew grinned and waved. Unabashedly, he ran up and wrapped his arms around Jeena, giving her a big hug. 
 
    After hugging him back, she took a closer look at the second figure. It was her bondmate’s adoptive niece, Dren. “What are the two of you doing here? I thought you were both staying on Storage.” 
 
    Dren didn’t give Jeena a hug, but she did give her a big smile.  
 
    Both she and her brother had become Jeena’s friends before the high priestess had even known they were related to Richard. It warmed Jeena’s heart to see the two of them again. They were the smartest people she’d ever met. She’d actually half considered adopting them once, when they’d been stranded on Portalis. 
 
    “We were on Storage,” replied Dren. “That is, we were until ‘the One’ requested that we come here with the tele-bots to give you all a hand.” She laughed. “I don’t think he, she, or it, trusts Sergeant Ron to use them correctly. They’re prototype models. Brachia and I helped the Conglomerate and UGA develop them. I think you’re going to like what they can do.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Brachia. “Besides, Uncle Rick asked us to bring you something. Or to be more specific, he asked us to let you know that she was coming.” 
 
    That confused Jeena. “Rick did? Who is this she you are talking about? You are not exactly being specific.” She looked from Brachia to his sister and then back at the young boy. “For that matter, when did Rick tell you this? He did not say anything about sending me anything before ‘the One’ teleported him out.” 
 
    Brachia scratched his head. “Hmmm. You’re asking me when? That’s a good question. It came from the Oracle to ‘the One’ and then on to us. I suppose the concept of when is relative. For instance, do you mean when we got the message, or when Uncle Rick sent it? Uncle Rick’s fourteen thousand years in the past now. That means to correctly define the word when, we would need to correlate the answer using Rombinaries’s theory of spatial time comparison. In other words, we—” 
 
    Dren smacked her brother on top of the head with the flat of her left hand. “Too much info, little brother. I’ve warned you about that. Let me take it from here.” She turned to Jeena. “Rick sent her to us when we were still on Storage. She was on the shuttle with us but left just before we docked with the Defiant. I think she wants us to explain things a little before she comes onboard so she won’t scare anyone.” 
 
    Jeena looked at Sergeant Ron before looking back at Dren. “The Defiant’s crew is a pretty hard-bitten lot. I think it would take a lot to scare them.” 
 
    “I suppose we’ll see soon enough,” said Dren. “I’m not a wizard scout, but I can detect some forms of Power. In fact, I think she is about to come on board right now.” 
 
    Something tickled at the edge of Jeena’s senses. What is that? she wondered. It reminds me of Rick when he shifts into the void. No, come to think of it, the energy I am picking up reminds me more of his spirit-horse. 
 
    “Are your comments meant for me?” asked Danny. “If they are, then I would have to say based upon the frequency of the Power readings that there is a seventy-three percent probability what you are sensing is a—” 
 
    A small, furry white head with two black-button eyes and a cute little pink nose poked its way out of the steel deck near the ramp. The head was followed by a white-furred body held upright by four short and equally white legs. The bundle of fur was no larger than Jeena’s two hands held side by side. 
 
    Jeena laughed. “It’s a puppy.” 
 
    Clear of the metal deck, the all-white pup wandered over and sniffed at Jeena’s boot before sitting back on her haunches and letting out a high-pitched howl. 
 
    “Not just any puppy,” said Dren, smiling in spite of herself. “This is Snowy. She’s one of the spirit-wolves in Uncle Rick’s pack. As far as I’m concerned, she’s the gentlest of the lot.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron scratched his beard before squatting down to get a closer look at the pup. “Naw. Couldn’t be. I’ve seen all of Rick’s pack, including the one he calls Snowy. They’re all at least a meter high at the shoulder. Why, a snap of the jaws from one of those spirit-wolves would cut this cute little gal in half.” 
 
    Jeena reached down, picked the puppy up, and held her close to her chest. The pup’s soft fur tickled her chin as a pink tongue reached out and licked her cheek. 
 
    “She is too cute,” Jeena said. “Is this the she you were calling dangerous?” 
 
    Brachia laughed. “The one and only. Uncle Rick once told Dren and me that a spirit-wolf can take on any canine form. Snowy was a lot larger when she appeared on Storage. She liked to have given me a heart attack when she came out of the floor in my lab with those fire-red eyes and finger-length fangs of hers.” 
 
    Dren reached out and stroked the white bundle of fur in Jeena’s hands. “You’ve worked with spirit-wolves before, Jeehana. I’m sure Uncle Rick told you how most of them tend to look at us as a food source. Like I said, Snowy’s one of the nicer ones. She’s smart too. I think that’s why she’s in a puppy form now instead of one of her larger avatars.” Dren laughed and ruffled the pup’s fur with her left hand. “I mean, how could anyone take a look at her now and think she’s dangerous.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron stood and scratched his chin before folding his arms across his chest. “Well, I don’t know. I’ve had to work with Rick’s spirit-wolves before. They only tolerate us because Rick tells them we’re his friends. He’s not here now, so I don’t know if that toleration still applies. I’ve got to be honest. I’m not sure about having one onboard for an extended—” 
 
    Snowy chose that moment to jump off Jeena’s chest and straight into Sergeant Ron’s crossed arms. Before the ship’s captain could react, the little spirit-wolf snuggled against the old man’s face and began licking away while making whimpering sounds. 
 
    “All right, all right,” laughed Sergeant Ron. “You can stay.” He handed Snowy back to Jeena. “I suppose it’s for the best. From what Rick told me, Snowy’s a healer like her mother. Since Terry’s not onboard, having somebody that can heal might come in handy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” laughed Daniel. “That is if we can convince her to heal the crew instead of eating them.” 
 
    Jeena held the puppy out at arm’s length and stared into her black-button eyes. “Are you going to behave, Snowy? Rick would not be happy if you decided to make a meal out of one of the crew.” 
 
    An emotion of affirmation swept over Jeena, originating from the puppy. 
 
    Nodding her head, Jeena said, “Very well then. Welcome aboard, Snowy. You are now officially part of the crew.” She glanced over at Sergeant Ron with a devious smile. “Any special orders you want me to give her before we have the triplets teleport us to the magic dimension?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Sergeant Ron. “Tell her I run a tight ship. I’d better not step in any puppy-dog messes while she’s onboard, or there’ll be hell to pay.” He glanced around at the others in the cargo bay. “That goes for the rest of you. I don’t care if you’re a wiz—” 
 
    “Excuse me, Sergeant Ron,” said Margery over the intercom built into the hull of the cargo bay. “The triplets say we have two minutes and fifteen seconds before they start their teleport. If there are any preparations you need to make beforehand, I would say now is the time to make them.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron scratched his beard and looked at Jeena. “I’m betting this mission of yours is going to get us into more trouble than a pactar stuck in a fire-lizard’s hole. You’re as bad as Rick when it comes to getting me and my ship into one jam or another. I’d say there’s one thing we’d definitely better do before we make the jump.” He walked over to a control station next to the hull and punched the intercom controls. “Battle stations. All right you bunch of vagabonds, I want every weapon locked and loaded in two minutes, or I swear I’ll jettison you out the airlock and you can walk home. I’ve got a feeling we’re leaving the frying pan and heading straight for the fire.” 
 
    An alarm began ringing. 
 
    “Charlie,” said Sergeant Ron. “Unhook from the supply shuttle and get the ramp closed. I want Asquan in the Dragon-fighter and put Timerman in the X-shuttle. Tell that elf and orc I’d better not hear any bickering between them. Daniel, you take the Zip fighter. I don’t want anyone launching unless I give the orders.” Turning to Stella, he jerked a thumb in the direction of the two Warcats. “How about getting one of those metal monsters ready in case we need it?” 
 
    As the others scrambled to follow their captain’s orders, Jeena turned to Sergeant Ron. “What about me? Do you want me to help Comstar, Calatron, and the rest of the gnomes put a stealth shield around the Defiant?” 
 
    Sergeant Ron shook his head. “No. Red Wing can handle that. I want you back in the cockpit with me. You can help me with the shields in case we teleport into a firefight.” 
 
    Following Sergeant Ron up the stairs to the second floor engine deck, Jeena noticed Sergeant Hendricks at the armory’s window. He was busy handing out a mixture of technology and magic weapons to a line of six dwarves that made up the recon ship’s security detail. The leader of the dwarf team, Felspar, tossed Jeena a utility belt with a phase pistol and two hand grenades attached as she ran past. She nodded gratefully and fastened the belt around the waist of her black utility suit. Once the belt was on, she removed two wands that were sticking out of the side pocket of her suit and stuck them inside the belt. 
 
    “One minute to our jump point,” came Margery’s voice over the intercom. 
 
    Sergeant Ron wasted no time getting to the cockpit. Jeena dropped into her copilot seat and began strapping in.  
 
    Margery said, “Thirty seconds until teleport.” 
 
    The Defiant’s captain finished buckling his chest harness before punching the icon on the control panel to turn off the autopilot. “All right, Jeehana. Let’s hope you’re as good at helping the triplets form a time component in their dimensional gate as Rick is. Otherwise, this may turn out to be a bumpy ride.” 
 
    “Oh, she is just as good,” said Danny over the external speakers of Jeena’s ring. “She had no problem helping the triplets gate Telsa and Rembis back a hundred thousand years in the past an hour ago.” 
 
    “What’s that?” said Sergeant Ron. “What’s she talking about Jeehana? You didn’t say anything to me about teleporting Telsa.” 
 
    Jeena sighed. “There are a lot of things I cannot tell you or the others. We are going into the past. Any knowledge we have of events in our present time could inadvertently cause us to change the past. That’s why Rick had his memory wiped. As for Telsa and Rembis, I sent them on a mission a hundred thousand years in the past. We have our own mission to worry about. That is all you need to know for now.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron frowned. “This is a hell of a way to run a ship. I’ll tell you one th—” 
 
    “Five seconds to teleport,” said Margery. “Perhaps the two of you can continue this another time.” 
 
    “You can just about bet we will,” muttered Sergeant Ron. 
 
    Jeena sensed energy form around the recon ship. It was a mixture of Comstar’s magic and pure Power. She recognized the Power as coming from Red Wing. 
 
    “They have formed their stealth shield,” said Danny. “I calculate an eighty-four percent probability it will hide us from any magic sensors the Dragar ships have. If they do not physically see us, we should be safe enough.” 
 
    Jeena hoped so. It was her plan, and the lives of the crew depended on her being right. She sensed the triplets drawing Power through her from the link she shared with her bondmate. 
 
    The Defiant shuddered. 
 
    Jeena’s view of everything went in and out of focus. As soon as her vision steadied, she looked at the proximity hologram located between the pilot and copilot’s seats. Pinpoints of lights nearly turned the hologram white. She reached out with her senses in a magic version of a passive scan, then gasped. Scattered around the little recon ship as far as her senses could reach were millions if not billions of life forms crammed into millions of metal containers of every size and shape. 
 
    Starships, Jeena thought. Creator help us all if our shields fail. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 – New Drepdenor 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
    Rembis and Telsa materialized at the base of the red-rock mountain known as New Drepdenor in a clear spot next to a rapidly moving river. A crack near the top of the mountain looked like a set of dragon’s fangs. A rock-strewn path led from the river, up the side of the mountain, and straight for the gaping maw between the rock fangs. 
 
    Looking around, Telsa remembered the last time Rembis and she’d been there. That was only a few weeks ago. Just before we gated into Hell to try and find a yellow gem. We failed. 
 
    “Failed?” said Raj in their shared space. “You made it out alive. I would hardly call that a failure.” 
 
    “We didn’t get the yellow gem,” Telsa said in no mood to get an impromptu lecture about having a half-glass-full or half-glass-empty attitude from her battle computer. “We call that a mission failure where I come from.” 
 
    “Well, I am not sure where exactly I come from, Wizard Scout. Still, I am confident the logic in that place would probably point out that Master Rembis did bring back a sliver of a yellow gem. He has it safely in his pocket now.” 
 
    “I stand corrected,” Telsa said. “We did bring back a piece of a yellow gem about the size of a grain of sand. Too bad it’s like a thousand times too small to close the dimensional gate beneath the Tree of Light in Silverton.” 
 
    “I assume you mean it lacks the energy to close the gate, Wizard Scout. If size alone was what mattered, Master Rembis could cast an enlarge spell on the gem sliver and you would be in business, so to speak. As it is, he could enlarge the piece of yellow gem until it was the size of a house and it would still not have the energy required to close the gate.” 
 
    “Is there some point you’re trying to make that can help our mission, Raj?” 
 
    “Not really, Wizard Scout. I was just trying to keep the data in our discussion accurate.” 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Telsa turned to Rembis. “It looks different than the last time we were here.” 
 
    The old gnome smiled. “Of course it does. You said the triplets were teleporting us back to a hundred thousand years in the past. If the date your battle computer gave us is correct, we are now four hundred years after the time we fought the vampires under Old Drepdenor. After Queen Emerald cleared out the tunnels of the dwarves’ old home, they came here. I came with them. I stayed with the dwarves for nigh on three hundred years helping them carve out their new home. That was before Queen Emerald sent me back to Old Drepdenor to retrieve her father’s war hammer. I got captured by the Dragars again and was their slave on the mining planet until Rick saved me.” 
 
    “Well, regardless of the time, when we were last here, you said the three-headed dragon Tharantos would think we were here to steal their treasure. I seem to remember the skeletons of those who’d tried littering that path over there, all the way to the top of the mountain. Do you think it’s any safer this time?” 
 
    Rembis shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe. Maybe not. The three-headed dragon Rick left here to guard the dimensional gate under New Drepdenor will still be young. However, I suspect even being on top of the mountain, as they undoubtedly are, they know we are here.” 
 
    “That we do, but we are not on the mountain top,” said a squeaky voice from behind Telsa. 
 
    Spinning around, Telsa scanned the area in the direction of where she thought the voice had come. She saw nothing other than a couple of meter-high rocks off to one side of the flat area by the river. 
 
    Rembis laughed. “Relax, Telsa. I was here with Tharantos for three hundred years. I’d recognize that voice anywhere.” 
 
    Telsa had trouble associating the massive three-headed dragon she’d seen the last time they were at New Drepdenor with the high-pitched voice she’d just heard. Before she could question the gnome mage about the discrepancy, a red dragon head no larger than the size of her fist popped up over one of the boulders. It was followed by equally small blue and yellow heads. Telsa looked from the three heads to Rembis and back to the dragon heads. 
 
    “Ah,” said a squeaky feminine voice coming from the blue head. “We have been waiting. The Oracle sent word the two of you were coming. I recognize you, Wizard Scout Telsa, as a companion of the dragon-friend. You helped him during the attack on the Dragar temple when he freed us. You are most welcome.” The blue head turned to eye Rembis. “And you, Master Rembis. You were much younger when we saw you last, but we recognize your Power frequency. You are also welcome. It is good that neither of you are here to steal our treasure. We would be forced to burn you to a crisp.” 
 
    Telsa wondered how any of the small dragon heads could give out enough fire to singe anyone, much less burn them to a crisp, but kept her thought to herself. 
 
    “Wise decision,” said Raj. “These guardians are creatures of magic. I calculate they have abilities that go far beyond their size.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” said the feminine voice of the blue dragon, this time in Telsa’s mind. “We are guardians of the gate. Surely you do not think we could keep the gate locked if we relied only on our physical size?” 
 
    “Uh, my apologies,” Telsa said aloud. “We do not mean to insult any of you. We were sent here on a mission of utmost importance. There is a great battle looming in the fu—” 
 
    “No!” said the male voice of the yellow dragon also speaking out loud. “Do not speak of the future. Do not even think of the future. You must not do or say anything that could change the past, or you could change the future as well. You must do only your mission and nothing more.” 
 
    “That’s just it,” Telsa said. “We don’t know what our mission is. We were told to come here and make a proposal to Queen Emerald. Other than that, we have no idea what we are supposed to do.” 
 
    “If I may be so bold,” said Rembis. “Perhaps we could see Queen Emerald, if she’s here? My friend and I would like to complete our mission and return to our homes.” 
 
    “That,” said the scholarly voice of the yellow dragon head, “may be easier said than done. Whoever or whatever teleported you here from the future must be powerful indeed. It is not within our abilities to teleport through time and space. Our skills lie in guarding gates.” 
 
    “Teleporting through time is not one of our skills either,” admitted Rembis. “We were teleported here by one of—” 
 
    “No,” said the yellow dragon head. “I warned you. Tell us nothing of the future.” He turned to look at the blue head of his sister. “They have probably told us too much already. Perhaps we should send them on their way before they do irreparable harm.” 
 
    “I believe you are right, brother.” 
 
    The golden body of the three-headed dragon dragged itself over the boulder and spread its wings. They extended a little over a meter on each side of its dragon body. 
 
    “Very well then,” growled the red dragon head. “Your guides are almost here. They will take you to Queen Emerald.” He narrowed his golden eyes at Telsa and Rembis. “A word of warning. Make sure you do not try to take any of the dwarves’ treasure. We will be watching you.” 
 
    Telsa looked at Rembis. She was pretty sure he didn’t want the dwarves’ treasure any more than she did. They had bigger pactar to fry. 
 
    The sound of shuffling feet came from the direction of the path leading up the mountain. Telsa turned to see a dozen heavily armed dwarves walking single file down the trail. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Raj “Their weapons and armor are made out of creallium. I calculate they are wearing some of the gear the dwarves made during their rebellion against their Dragar overlords. The armor is impervious to attacks from the void.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember,” Telsa said “Those weapons can harm creatures in the void. Not that it matters to me. I’m not a shifter.” 
 
    “Wizard Scout Telsa,” said a familiar voice. “It has been nigh on four centuries since last I laid eyes on you, but I can never forget any of those who fought with me against the vampires under Old Drepdenor.” 
 
    Telsa squinted at the owner of the voice coming down the mountain path. The face was more wrinkled and the hair whiter and more sparse, but she recognized the dwarf from her last time-commando mission. “General Fenmar. You, uh, haven’t changed a bit.” 
 
    The now ancient dwarf laughed, his eyes sparkling as he did. “You are a poor liar, Wizard Scout, but I appreciate the attempt. It has been four hundred years since you and I fought together against the vampires, yet you do not appear to have aged.” 
 
    Telsa shrugged. “It’s been four centuries for you, but only a couple of years for me.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” asked the old general. 
 
    “It’s complicated. It would get even more complicated if I tried to explain the differences between the times you last saw me compared to when you last saw Rembis.” 
 
    General Fenmar laughed. “I’ve always said that time is a mystery. All I know is that I am nearing the end of my time in this plane of existence. Soon I will go to join my son and the rest of my family in the hereafter.” 
 
    “Don’t hurry your departure, Grandfather,” said a much younger dwarf walking next to the old general. “Wizard Scout, my grandfather has regaled my brothers and me with stories of the legendary fighters in black since we were but young dwarfs sitting on his knee.” The younger dwarf bowed. “It is a pleasure to meet one of the wizard scouts in person.” 
 
    Telsa returned the dwarf’s bow. 
 
    “Ah,” said Rembis stepping beside Telsa. “Is that Nekash? Why, you were no taller than my knee when I last saw you.” 
 
    General Fenmar laughed. “It has been a hundred years since you left on your mission for Queen Emerald, old friend. Even a dwarf changes a lot in a century. My grandson is now a major in the queen’s guard.” He stopped laughing. “The last hundred years has changed you too, Rembis. We had given you up for dead.” The old general looked Rembis up and down. “How is it that you have aged five hundred years since last I saw you when only a hundred years has passed? Does it have something to do with the complications Wizard Scout Telsa mentioned?” 
 
    Rembis shrugged. “It is a long story, and I’d prefer not to tell it twice. Telsa and I are here to see the queen.” 
 
    General Fenmar nodded. “So you shall. We will go to her now. The Oracle sent word of your coming. Emerald is waiting for you.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Telsa expected to be taken to a throne room or some such nonsense, but it was not to be. Guided by General Fenmar and his dwarves, they wove their way deep within the mountain. The tunnels were filled with dwarves busy going this way and that or smoothing out rough places in the stone walls. Unlike the last time she’d been there, the tunnels were well lit. She didn’t even bother activating her night-vision filter. 
 
    “The last time you were in this place, no one lived here,” said Raj. “The dwarves had been gone for a hundred thousand years at that time. This is a living, breathing community. The place you visited before was a tomb.” 
 
    Telsa had to agree. It was a stark difference from her previous visit. As they walked, she noted several landmarks that seemed familiar. One in particular was a statue of King Lokanstanos who she’d been told was Queen Emerald’s deceased father. 
 
    “We’re going to the gate room, aren’t we?” Telsa said. 
 
    Major Nekash nodded. “That’s correct, Wizard Scout. The corridor we travel is known as The Queen’s Way. We will be taking a side tunnel soon that will lead to the weapons vault and the gate beyond. The queen awaits you in the guard chamber this side of the gate. She has assembled our best warriors in case your coming heralds the breaking out of the gate by the demons.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” Telsa said. She glanced at Rembis before looking back at Fenmar’s grandson. “That is, I don’t think it’s going to happen today.” 
 
    A couple of lines on the young dwarf’s forehead disappeared. “That’s good to hear. Do not get me wrong, Wizard Scout. We are ready. Queen Emerald has used these last four hundred years to make sure we are. Even so, I do not look forward to the day when my soldiers have to face an army of demons. An army of vampires was bad enough.” 
 
    “I hear you,” Telsa said. “I’ve fought both, and it’s a bad experience either way you go.” She pushed aside thoughts of both demons and vampires. “If you don’t mind, Major, perhaps you could call me Telsa. Wizard scout seems way too formal.” 
 
    The young dwarf smiled. “As you wish. Telsa it is. But only if you call me Nekash in return.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Before Telsa could think of anything to say, they turned down a side tunnel. After fifty meters, the tunnel opened into a vast cavern over three-hundred-meters wide with dozens of arched doorways carved into the walls at various heights. Stone staircases led up to a half-dozen levels containing more of the intricately carved doors. In the center of the cavern were rows of what appeared to be stone weapons racks. The racks were filled with sets of armor and weapons of every kind. Both weapons and armor radiated intense magic. 
 
    “Wow,” Telsa said, stopping at the sight in spite of herself. “I haven’t seen this much creallium since, well, since never.” 
 
    Nekash stopped beside Telsa. He was only slightly shorter than her. 
 
    “Ah,” said Nekash. “You use the word my grandfather sometimes uses. What you call creallium, we call Holy Metal. We have one thousand, one hundred, and twenty-five sets of armor and weapons. Each is powered by a piece of the Mountain’s Heart.” 
 
    Telsa knew the dwarf was talking about the blue gems they used in their magic weapons. Part of their mission the last time had been to destroy the blue gem known as the Mountain’s Heart. The blue gems used to create the dwarves’ armor had been summoned by Rick out of his pack. He’d told her that ‘the One’ had sent him on a mission to a desolate planet once to collect pieces of a blue gem. He’d found 2,500 of them and given 2,250 to the dwarves to use for their armor and weapons. 
 
    Scanning the equipment in the weapon racks, Telsa sensed the presence of the blue gems. She sensed other blue gems in the armor and weapons of a score of guards standing near a set of double doors located on the opposite side of the cavern. The doors were ten meters high and twice as wide. She sensed massive amounts of energy coming from the other side of the doors. 
 
    “The gate’s there,” Telsa said nodding at the double doors. 
 
    Nekash nodded. “Yes, it is. I have never been on the other side of those doors, so I have never actually seen the gate, but I have stood guard duty often enough to feel its presence.” He leaned closer to Telsa and whispered, “I would never admit this to my troops, but I hope I never see it. Just standing on this side of the doors makes my hair stand on end.” 
 
    Telsa nodded knowingly. She’d seen the gate and even been through it. Just knowing the gate was an opening to the demonic plane definitely made her hair stand on end. 
 
    “General Fenmar,” said an aged voice. “You have arrived with our guests.” 
 
    Nekash snapped to attention as a squat female dwarf with gray hair interlaced with a few strands of brown walked toward them. She was accompanied by a tall, blonde-headed human female wearing chainmail. A longsword was attached to her belt and a short-bow strapped across her back. 
 
    Telsa recognized the squat dwarf as Emerald, queen of the dwarves. They’d been traveling companions for over a year during her last time-commando mission. The human female also looked familiar. Telsa took a double look to make sure she was seeing what she thought she was seeing. 
 
    The aged queen smiled at Telsa and walked closer. “Wizard Scout Telsa. It has been many years, but I never forget a battle companion, especially one as fierce as you.” 
 
    Telsa nodded at what she took as a compliment. 
 
    Turning to Rembis, the queen frowned. “As for you, I thought you were dead. I sent you on a mission a hundred years ago, and here you are looking as if it’s been half a thousand years.” 
 
    Rembis laughed. “It’s good to see you too, Emerald. As I remember it, you also had a few less gray hairs the last time I saw you.” 
 
    A warm smile replaced Emerald’s frown. “So I have, old friend. Now, before we get sidetracked telling tales of old, I have to know. Are we in any immediate danger?” 
 
    Rembis glanced at Telsa. 
 
    She shrugged her shoulders. “Immediate? No. However, you are in danger, as is Portalis. My friends and I have come at Rick’s request to ask your help.” 
 
    Queen Emerald glanced at the tall blonde-headed woman before looking back at Telsa. “We owe Rick our lives. If our help he needs, then our help he will receive. What is it exactly that he requires?” 
 
    “To go with us back to the future,” said Rembis. The gnome pointed at the magic armor and weapons in the racks. “Those and the soldiers to use them will be needed in the final battle.” 
 
    The blonde-headed woman laughed. “To the future? I may not know magic, but I’ve been around it enough over the last four hundred years to know that no spell exists to transport people to the future. The past, maybe, but not the future. Are you saying you’ve learned such a spell in your absence?” 
 
    Rembis’s cheeks turned a little red, but his voice remained under control when he spoke. “Nay, I haven’t, but the Oracle wouldn’t have sent us here if there were not a way.” 
 
    Telsa stepped between the gnome and the blonde woman. “You remind me of my traveling companion Chancee during our battle against the Dragars and the vampires. That can’t be, of course. The ranger I knew was human. It’s been four hundred years since I was last with the ranger I knew. She’d be long dead. Are you by any chance a distant granddaughter of hers?” 
 
    The blonde woman laughed. “Your eyes do not deceive you, Wizard Scout. I am indeed the Chancee you knew.” 
 
    Telsa glanced at the woman before looking at Emerald. “That’s impossible? Humans don’t live hundreds of years.” 
 
    Chancee said, “Perhaps I can explain that, Wizard Scout.” 
 
    As the ranger spoke, she smiled. 
 
    When she did, Telsa noticed two fangs where the woman’s eyeteeth should’ve been. A shiver ran down her back as a single thought came to her mind. 
 
    Vampire. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 – Encampment 
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
    Mia set a fast pace for the elves as they moved upstream. They rode for several hours straight, only stopping to water their horses in the river. Unlike the elves’ side of the river that was barren sand with a few boulders strewn here and there, the opposite side was dotted with bushes and an occasional tree near the riverbank. Even with scattered vegetation, the land on both sides was desolate for the most part. Far off in the distance, some greenery could be seen on the sides of the mountains that seemed to beckon the elves to a cooler environment. The sight did little to alleviate the sweltering heat where they were. 
 
    A clap of distant thunder echoed in the air. The ground shook. Several of the horses whinnied and reared before their riders got them under control. The elf column stopped while their leaders gathered to confer. 
 
    Richard sat on his horse near the center of the column. He could just make out Mia, the two mages, and Sergeant Thornbriar talking near the riverbank. The elf sergeant pointed at the river, which seemed to be a little shallower than it had been. He pointed down at his horse and then back at the rest of the column. 
 
    “I calculate our good sergeant wants to cross the river here,” said Nickelo. “I regret I cannot understand what they are saying. That I cannot is stranger than a blue moon with a red sun in the month of June.” 
 
    Richard laughed out loud at his battle computer’s frustration. 
 
    The brute Amir and the quad of elves that had been Richard’s constant companions mumbled some words of gibberish to each other. The four elves moved their horses to box Richard in. One of the elves, Grapeon, drew his sword and laid the blade across his saddle. He was taller and huskier than his elf teammates and was somewhat of an ass in Richard’s opinion. One of the two females in the team of four, Tracer, seemed to be in charge. She pointed at the male’s sword and said a few words of gibberish in a sharp tone. Grapeon frowned but sheathed his sword. 
 
    “What do they expect me to do?” Richard asked his battle computer. “Do they really think I’m going to try and run?” He glanced around. “Heck, where would I go? At least while I’m here, I get all the water I can handle. I get fed too, if you can call that horrid black bread the mages summon each night food.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” replied Nickelo. “I know I cannot recall much information about us from my databanks, but based upon observations over the last few days, I calculate you tend to complain a lot. I analyzed the summoned bread, and it will fill that belly of yours enough to stop the feeling of hunger for a few minutes. Personally, I think it is a waste of time. You do not need to eat to stay alive.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I like the taste of food. Or at least I think I do. I haven’t had anything except that bread since we got here. It would be nice to eat something with a little taste to it.” 
 
    “Taste has no bearing on the nutritional value of a food item. I calculate taste buds are an overrated part of the human anatomy; it’s wasted on elves too, for that matter.” 
 
    “Says the computer without a mouth.” Richard laughed, ignoring the stares of the elves around him. He didn’t really care if they thought he was going mad from the sun or not. His being in the desert had no purpose as far as he could tell, and it irked him to no end. The thought of food, or lack thereof, was something he could latch onto. “All I know is that I’m hungry and I want something to eat besides that bread. I’ve been thinking—” 
 
    “Uh-oh. Here comes trouble.” 
 
    “Don’t be a jerk. I’ve been studying my Power reserve while we’ve been riding. I’ve got three, but the connections to two of them are blocked. Only the reserve that heals me seems to function. The link to it is formed in such a way that I can’t manually draw Power from it. I’m not sure what the other two reserves do, but if I could link to one of them, maybe I could use the Power to create something to eat that’s better than that black bread.” 
 
    “Hmmm. I would make a snide comment about always thinking with your stomach, but I calculate you may be on to something. I have been doing some calculating myself, which means I have been considering a lot of options since my mind works at nanosecond speed on my slow days.” 
 
    “Don’t brag, Nick. You know what they say about a man and his pride.” 
 
    “Uh, not really. It’s not in my databanks. What do they say?” 
 
    Richard thought for a moment. His mind came up blank. “Actually, I don’t remember. It’s like the answer’s right on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t think of it.” 
 
    “Join the club,” said Nickelo. “Let’s forget about that for a while. Like I said, I have also been thinking. As you pointed out, the links to two of your Power reserves are blocked, but I sense an overflow from them. I think there is a possibility you might be able to siphon off some of the overflow and use it somehow. It’s not much Power, but it might be enough to do something useful. Now, you said you had been thinking. You must be keeping it in your private space because I have no idea what you’re talking about. What do you have up your sleeve?” 
 
    “Have?” Richard said. “Not much, but I’ve been noticing that I have several links besides the ones going to my three Power reserves. All but one appears to be blocked and heavily trapped. Have you noticed?” 
 
    “The traps?” said Nickelo. “Yes, I have. The traps are devious. Obviously they were created by a master. I would highly recommend you not try to circumvent them.” 
 
    Richard had no intention of messing with the traps on the links. “Believe me, I’m not going to even try. There are traps on some of the traps, and that’s just the ones I can sense. That’s not what I’m talking about though. What I was noticing was the link to the ring, or more specifically to the gem in the ring. It’s not blocked, at least not completely. I sense…something through the gem.” 
 
    “What do you sense?” asked Nickelo. “My essence is inside the ring, and I have not noticed anything strange. What do you sense?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Richard admitted. “It’s more emotions than it is anything else. It’s very faint, but the feeling through the ring’s link gives me comfort for some reason.” 
 
    “I suppose that is all well and good, Wizard Scout, but my obvious question is, what’s that got to do with the price of phase energy?” 
 
    The words phase energy brought up an image in Richard’s mind of a blazing rod and balls of energy shooting through the sky. Then the image was gone from his mind and his memory. He concentrated on his battle computer’s question. 
 
    “What’s it got to do with anything?” Richard said. “I think it has everything to do with it. I sense energy in the ring.” 
 
    “Oh, I sense the energy too, Wizard Scout, but it is not in a form you can use. It is magic. Someone has cast powerful enchantments on the ring. I have run twenty-two scans on you since we materialized in this place, and you are not equipped to manipulate magic. Your psyche is not built for it. That energy is useless to you.” 
 
    Having already figured out the same thing, Richard was not put off by his battle computer’s words. He knew he couldn’t use magic but was confident he could use Power. “Doesn’t matter, old boy. I think I can draw Power from whatever’s on the other end of that link by using the ring’s gem as a conduit. I’m not saying it would be a lot of Power, but it might be worth our while to try. What do we have to lose?” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “You mean other than our lives? Not a thing.” 
 
    His battle computer’s sarcasm wasn’t lost on Richard. Nevertheless, he was tempted to try drawing Power from the ring right then and there. Before he could try, some words of gibberish from Tracer drew his attention. She was looking at him and pointing at the river. He noticed the elves around him forming up in a long line perpendicular to the river with their lances at the ready. 
 
    Tracer pointed at Richard and then at Amir before jerking a thumb behind them. 
 
    “I think the elf wants Amir and you to wait behind while the rest of them cross the river.” 
 
    Pulling back on the reins, Richard backed his horse a half-dozen meters to give the elves some room. The horse went willingly enough. 
 
    “You are lucky they gave you this horse,” said Nickelo. “She seems to be the gentlest of the lot. That wild one the priestess rides would be a handful.” 
 
    Richard didn’t have to be told. The white stallion Mia rode was two hands taller than his horse, and mean to boot. He’d made the mistake of getting too close to the horse the previous day and gotten bit. 
 
    On a command from Sergeant Thornbriar, the elf lancers moved as one across the river. The water was shallow, barely coming to the horses’ bellies. Once on the other side, the platoon of soldiers fanned out to create a perimeter around Sergeant Thornbriar, Mia, and the two mages. The five monks disappeared into the brush on either side, apparently making an extended recon. 
 
    Richard looked at Amir, standing next to his horse, holding her reins. 
 
    “Still thinks I’m going to try and escape, doesn’t he?” Richard said in his shared space. 
 
    “Of course,” replied Nickelo. “He does not know your intentions, not that you do either.” 
 
    Watching the others across the river, Richard noticed Mia dismount. She placed the butt of her staff on the rocky ground that seemed to form the majority of the terrain on the opposite side of the river. The priestess waved a hand in the air while muttering gibberish Richard heard but quickly forgot. The blue gem at the top of the staff glowed bright. He sensed Power converting to magic and spreading out in all directions, dissipating slightly as it went. After a dozen heartbeats, some of the magic returned. 
 
    “I calculate the priestess just sent out a scan spell of some type to check for enemies,” said Nickelo. “What she does next will probably be a good indicator of whether her spell found anything or not.” 
 
    Facing Sergeant Thornbriar, the priestess said a few words of gibberish. After the elf sergeant shouted some orders, the elf lancers lowered their lances and dismounted. Before long, they began unloading supplies and equipment from the pack animals. 
 
    Amir looked at Richard and said a word of gibberish. When Richard shrugged his shoulders, the big man frowned and pointed across the river. 
 
    Taking the obvious hint, Richard dug his heels into the flanks of his horse and urged her into the river. The docile creature went willingly enough, giving Richard the impression that she was eager to join her fellow horses. Once on the other side, he dismounted and led her to where the other horses were being picketed to a rope line near a spot by the riverbank that had some grass growing between the rocks. Once he tied off his horse, he removed the saddle and brushed the mare off before gathering some clumps of grass and giving it to his mount. The elf Tracer came over and tapped him on the arm. She pointed toward the center of the quickly forming camp. Two of the other elves in her team along with Amir were already there laying out their bedrolls. 
 
    Wandering toward the camp center, Richard noticed the gray-robed mage, Derander, was casting spells near the pack animals on water bags held by some of the elf soldiers. After they received their water, the soldiers moved to Freestrod. The old mage summoned a stack of bread and passed the black loaves out to the soldiers. Once the lancers got their allotted supplies from the mages, another elf handed them each a small sack from one of the pack animals. From three days of traveling with the elves and seeing the same routine, Richard knew the very small sacks contained a couple of handfuls of rice and a few strands of jerky. 
 
    Richard noticed Skylark, the other female on the team assigned to watch him, making her way to their part of the campsite. She was a trim elf with shoulder-length brown hair. He’d figured out early on that she was the team’s representative to get food and water. Once she joined them, the second male elf on the team, Minsk, brought out the team’s cooking pot and fire-stone from his pack. When he set the pot on the ground and poured in some water, Skylark tossed in the small amount of rice she’d gotten for the team. Then she handed Amir, Grapeon, Tracer, and Minsk a strand of jerky the size of a man’s pinky finger along with a small loaf of the black bread. She held out another strand of dried meat and a loaf of bread toward Richard and shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    Unlike the other evenings when he’d taken the bread while refusing the meat, Richard took both bread and meat this time. 
 
    “Why are you doing that?” asked Nickelo. “You have been letting them split your share of the jerky and the rice between them. You don’t need it to live.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m getting tired of this black cardboard they call bread. I’m going to try and do something about it this time.” 
 
    Before any of the others in his team had a chance to eat their meat, Richard waved at them to get their attention. He took his piece of meat and placed it in the pot with the rice and water. Looking at the others, he pointed at the pot and waited expectantly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Amir was just about to stuff the small piece of jerky in his mouth when the human took his own piece of meat and threw it in the team’s rice pot. The man pointed at the pot as if expecting him to do the same. 
 
    “What does he think he is doing?” asked Minsk. The thin elf took off his helmet and scratched his short black hair, then flashed one of his quick smiles. “This was supposed to be my day to get his share of the meat.” He winked at Skylark. “Oh well, lucky in love, unlucky in everything else.” 
 
    Skylark snorted. “I was not aware you were lucky in love.” 
 
    “That makes you the lucky one,” laughed Tracer. “I made the mistake of letting Minsk take me out once when we were back in Silverton. His idea of showing an elf a good time is drinking wine until he passes out under the table.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with that,” laughed Minsk. “One does what one does best.” 
 
    Everyone except Grapeon laughed. The big elf popped his strand of jerky in his mouth and chewed. “Well, if the human thinks I am wasting my meat by having it boil away, he has another thing coming. There is little enough to eat as it is. What I would like to know is when are we going to get some more supplies? It has been over a week since we ran out of cheese.” 
 
    Tracer looked at the human for a couple of seconds before dropping her share of the jerky into the rice pot. Then she looked back at Grapeon. “I heard Lord Derander tell Sergeant Thornbriar we should be able to get resupplies in one of the mountain villages.” She looked at the others. “In the meantime, what have we got to lose? Throw your jerky in the pot. I for one would like to see what Rick’s got in mind. He has shared his meat and rice with us often enough over the past few days. It is little enough meat and rice as it is. Like I said, what have we got to lose?” 
 
    Skylark dropped her jerky in the pot. “Not much. To be honest, I do not even like meat. I have only been eating it because it is the only thing besides the rice that has kept this long. I have to eat something.” 
 
    “Well, you may not be eating anything tonight,” said Grapeon as he took a bite out of his small loaf of bread. He made a face while forcing himself to swallow. “I will tell you what though. If the human messes up my share of the rice, I may take him behind one of these boulders and knock him up the side of the head a few times. It will be the last time he spoils a meal for me.” 
 
    “You will do no such thing,” said Tracer. “Sergeant Thornbriar ordered us to take care of him.” She balled a fist and shook it in Grapeon’s face. “If anyone touches him, he or she will answer to me.” 
 
    Grapeon snorted and took another bite of the stale bread. 
 
    Amir thought he looked less enthusiastic about beating on the human than he had. Although the elves hadn’t bothered practicing with weapons since they’d reached the desert, he’d seen them training their combat skills often enough earlier in their journey to know that Tracer was the best fighter on the team. He respected her skills. She’d even helped him improve some of his sword play. 
 
    Coming to a decision, Amir tossed his chunk of meat into the pot. Minsk followed suit. Once everyone except Grapeon had placed their meat in the pot, the human crumbled his loaf of black bread in his hands and dropped the pieces into the pot. The black substance turned the water into a gray, putrid-looking sludge. 
 
    “Hey,” said Skylark. “What are you doing, Rick? No one can eat that slop now. The bread tastes bad enough by itself.” 
 
    Grapeon laughed. “I told you he was going to make a mess of the meal. Just be thankful you only lost your meat and rice. You still have your bread.” He took a third and final bite of his bread and laughed. “It is delicious as always.” 
 
    The human waved a hand at Tracer and muttered a few words of gibberish, then pointed at the pot. 
 
    Amir laughed. “I think he wants your bread, Tracer. I get the feeling that none of us are going to get anything for supper tonight.” Without waiting for Tracer, Amir handed his small loaf of bread over to the human. 
 
    Somewhat reluctantly, Tracer, Minsk, and Skylark tossed their loaves to the man. He immediately broke them into little pieces and dropped the crumbs into the pot. The water turned from gray to a dark black, hiding the rice at the bottom. 
 
    Placing the lid on the pot, the human pointed at the fire stone. 
 
    “I think he wants us to start cooking,” said Skylark. “Typical human. They cannot use magic.” 
 
    Amir knew better. He’d seen a human use magic before, and from his studies, he knew the humans had many magic users of their own. Not wanting to stir up trouble, he kept his opinion to himself. 
 
    Tracer waved a hand over the fire-stone and said a word Amir heard but quickly forgot. The stone took on a reddish glow. As soon as it did, the human set the pot on the stone and leaned back against a convenient boulder. 
 
    “So, Rick,” said Tracer, “how long is it going to take for this gourmet meal of yours to cook?” 
 
    The human glanced at her and smiled. It was the first time Amir could remember the man smiling. Not that it matters, he thought. I could care less whether any humans ever smile. He looked closer at the man. Something about his smile bothered him. It’s like he knows more than he’s letting on. 
 
    Minsk smiled. “Well, I think our supper is officially ruined. I guess you had the right idea after all, Grapeon.” 
 
    “Told you,” laughed the husky elf. “You all will be sorry later when your stomachs are growling, that you did not listen to me when the listening was good. I may miss out on my rice, but at least I got something in my belly.” 
 
    Skylarks belly gave a loud growl. Everyone laughed, even the human. 
 
    After a couple of minutes of small talk, Amir thought he sensed something from the human reach out and touch the pot. He wasn’t sure because it had been so faint. He wondered if the human cast a spell on the pot, but doubted it just as quickly. As a seeker, he was trained to sense the faintest of magic or energy. Even if a spell had a stealth shield around it, I should’ve been able to sense it at this range. Still, I’m sure the man did something. I’m just not sure what. 
 
    Tracer said, “Amir, Grapeon, and you have guard at midnight. You will wake Minsk and Skylark at the third hour. I will team up with Sergeant Thornbriar for the first shift after we finish eating.” 
 
    Minsk laughed, beaming one of his quick smiles. “I have the distinct feeling I’m already done eating.” He pointed at the pot. “That goo looked unappetizing enough before our friend Rick started heating it up. I dread what it is going to look and smell like when he finally lifts the lid.” 
 
    At the mention of his name, the human leaned forward and muttered a few words of the gibberish that was apparently his form of language. 
 
    Amir had his doubts. He half suspected the human could speak and understand everything said around him and was only pretending to be an imbecile. Why, I don’t know, he thought, but I wouldn’t put anything past a human. 
 
    Wrapping the end of his cloak around his hand, the human lifted the lid of the pot and looked inside. As soon as the lid left the pot, Amir’s stomach growled in response. 
 
    “By the Lady,” said Skylark as she leaned forward and took a whiff of the steam coming out of the pot. “That smells like, uh… I am not sure what it smells like, actually.” 
 
    “Well, it smells good, whatever it is,” said Minsk also leaning closer to the cook pot.  
 
    Amir found himself moving closer as well. The smell reminded him of the stew Glory had been famous for making. He felt his eyes grow a little wet. It’s the steam, he thought, wiping the wetness away. 
 
    Several elves in the nearby teams turned and sniffed the air. Corporal Morninglight from the adjacent team walked over and peered into the pot. 
 
    “What do you have there, Tracer?” asked the corporal. “It looks like stew. Where did you get the ingredients? Have you been holding out on us?” 
 
    Tracer took a spoon from her pocket and dipped it into the pot. When she bought it out, the spoon was filled with a reddish-looking liquid and a small bit of gray that Amir took for a piece of the jerky. She brushed a strand of her brown hair away from her face, blew on the liquid, and took a sip. She closed her eyes and smiled. After two long seconds, she stuck the remainder of the spoonful of liquid into her mouth and savored the flavor before removing the spoon and swallowing. She laughed, seemingly for the sheer joy of it. 
 
    “I swear it is just like my mother used to make.” Tracer looked at the human. “We should have been letting you do the cooking all along, Rick. It is delicious. Is it done?” 
 
    Elves from the nearby teams began forming around the pot. 
 
    “Hey,” laughed Minsk. “What do you all think you are doing? I for one would like to enjoy my meal without everyone sticking their noses it.” 
 
    “You heard him,” said Corporal Morninglight, taking a final sniff. “You all had your supper. Let Tracer and her team enjoy theirs.” 
 
    The crowd returned somewhat reluctantly to their own parts of the camp. Amir noticed a lot of the elves looking enviously over at him and the others. 
 
    “Well, no time to be shy,” said Skylark as she pulled a bowl and spoon out of her pack and held it out to the human. “What do you say, friend Rick? Is it time to eat?” 
 
    The human grinned and muttered a few words of his gibberish while spooning Skylark a bowlful of the reddish stew. Amir waited until Tracer and Minsk got their share before thrusting his bowl out to the human. The man nodded and spoke a few more words of gibberish. Amir didn’t care what he was saying. All he knew was that the food smelled delicious, and his stomach could hardly wait to gulp it down. 
 
    From the first bite, Amir was in heaven. I swear it tastes like Glory’s stew, he thought as he took bite after bite. All too soon he found himself scrapping the bottom of his bowl. 
 
    The human motioned at Grapeon and then at the pot. 
 
    The big elf looked at Tracer. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said the team leader. “Your rice was in there, even if you didn’t put in your meat and bread. You still get a share.” 
 
    With his face turning a little red, the big elf held out his bowl. 
 
    The human spooned in stew until the bowl was half full. When he stopped at the halfway point, Tracer laughed. 
 
    “I think that is all you get, big guy,” said Tracer. “Maybe tomorrow you will put all of your food in the pot.” She rubbed her belly and winked at the others in the team. “It tastes just like the vegetable soup my grandmother used to feed us when I was a little elfin.” 
 
    “Not hardly,” said Minsk. “I think it is more like a meat and gravy dish my father is famous for making.” 
 
    Once Grapeon withdrew his bowl and began eating, the human spooned the last of the soupy material into his own bowl and began eating. 
 
    Amir noticed the man’s bowl was only a third full. He gave us full bowls and only took what was left for himself, he thought. I wonder why. Is he that generous? A human? 
 
    All Amir knew was that for the first time in weeks, his stomach felt satisfied. He ignored the envious stares of the elves in the teams around him and lay back on his sleeping pad. It wasn’t his turn to clean up, and he had guard duty at the midnight hour. Within seconds, he was sound asleep and dreaming of his brown-haired Glory and yellow flowers. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 – KP Duty 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “Well, that worked out better than I had calculated,” said Nickelo. “Your belly’s full, and you learned how to draw Power through your ring. I’m impressed.” 
 
    Sitting cross-legged, Richard leaned against the boulder behind him and stared at his now empty bowl. “My belly’s not all that full. I probably shouldn’t have given that big elf so much, or any for that matter, but I figured why create problems.” 
 
    “I calculate that was a very logical course of action. Too bad the Power you got from your ring was so small. It was useful in changing the DNA of the food in the pot to something more palatable to your taste buds, but it is nowhere near enough to do anything useful of an offensive or defensive nature.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself. I think eating something besides that black cardboard was extremely useful. For the first time since we got to this place, my belly’s not growling.” 
 
    “Do not get too used to it, Rick. Your healing Power considers the food a poison and is already working to bring your body back to your DNA baseline. The only reason you still feel the effects of the food is that your Power appears to heal the first ninety percent of any injuries quickly. The residual effects of the other ten percent can take several minutes to several hours to completely heal.” 
 
    Richard refused to let his battle computer’s words get him down. “I really don’t care.” He patted his belly. “I’m satisfied for a few minutes, and that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    Glancing around, Richard noticed Skylark and Minsk gathering the team’s wooden bowls and spoons. Minsk walked over and reached for Richard’s bowl. Instead of handing it to the elf, he stood and took the dirty bowls out of the dark-haired male’s hands. 
 
    “I’ll take cleanup tonight,” Richard said, knowing full well the elf couldn’t understand him but feeling too satisfied at the moment to care. “You’ve probably got guard duty or something.” 
 
    Minsk said a few words of gibberish in apparent protest and started to take the bowls back. 
 
    “No,” Richard said moving the bowls out of the elf’s reach. “I said I’ll do it. I haven’t done anything for the last few days except sit on my butt. This is the least I can do to help.” He flashed the elf a smile. “From now on, just consider me the team’s chief cook and bottle washer.” 
 
    Minsk looked over at Tracer and said a few words of gibberish. 
 
    Tracer shrugged her shoulders and said a few words back before handing her bowl and spoon to Richard. 
 
    “I guess it’s official,” Richard told his battle computer. “I’ve got KP duty.” 
 
    Skylark and Grapeon gave up their dirty dishes readily enough before lying down on their bedrolls and pulling their helmets down over their eyes. Tracer wandered over in the direction of Sergeant Thornbriar, taking her weapons with her. Richard noticed the two of them head out for the camp perimeter. 
 
    “I calculate they are on guard duty,” said Nickelo as if Richard needed help figuring it out on his own. 
 
    Placing all of the dishes in the empty pot, Richard grabbed one of the team’s water bags and headed for the river. Minsk walked with him, keeping his hand near the pommel of his sword the whole time. When they reached the riverbank, Richard cleaned the pot, bowls, and spoons in the muddy water before rinsing them out with clean water from the team’s water bag. Minsk watched him work, saying nary a word. Once the cleanup was complete, Richard wandered back to his team’s part of the camp and sterilized the pot and utensils over their fire-stone, then resumed his position leaning against the boulder. 
 
    Minsk sat down on his bedroll. Instead of lying down and going to sleep like the rest of the team, the elf drew his sword, laid it across his lap, and stared at Richard. 
 
    Richard pointed at the sword. “Still think I’m going to run, huh?” 
 
    The elf shrugged and said a word of gibberish. 
 
    Used to the elves’ distrust by now, Richard laid his head back against the boulder, closed his eyes, and dozed. For some reason, he dreamed of silver. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 – Hot Chocolate 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
    At midnight, Amir felt someone shake his shoulder. With his hammer already in his hand, he opened his eyes ready to strike. It was dark, but there was enough moonlight for him to see it was Tracer waking him. 
 
    “Time to get up, Elf Friend,” said Tracer. “I have already pulled Grapeon out of his bedroll. The two of you will be on the north side of the perimeter.” 
 
    Sitting up, Amir sniffed the air. He noticed a wooden cup in Tracer’s free hand. A slight breeze wafted some of the steam coming off the cup in his direction. The smell reminded him of something hot and good on a cold winter’s day. 
 
    “What do you have there?” he asked, nodding at the cup. 
 
    Tracer smiled. “To tell you the truth, I do not really know, but it is delicious.” She used the cup to point toward the team’s fire-stone and the pot of liquid on top. Five wooden cups were sitting off to one side. “The human had this waiting for me when I got off guard. I talked to Minsk before he climbed into his bedroll. He said our friend Rick got up a few minutes ago and made a pot of whatever this is.” She handed the cup to Amir. “Try it. There is plenty.” 
 
    Amir glanced toward the boulder where he’d last seen the human, finding the man sitting down with his back against the stone. The human’s eyes were closed, but at Amir’s glance, he raised a hand off his knee in apparent greeting before lowering it while his eyes remained closed. 
 
    “No human is a friend of mine,” said Amir. “I don’t trust him.” 
 
    Tracer shrugged before shoving the cup of steaming liquid into Amir’s hand. “Well, friend or not, the stuff is good. Either drink it or pour it out. I have already had two helpings. My bedroll is calling me now, so do what you want.” She walked over to her gear, spread the blanket out, and lay down, throwing a second blanket over her head. Her voice came out from underneath the cover. “By the way, the high priestess is still awake. Make sure you go over and have her cast a night-vision spell on you. A guard who cannot see in the dark is not much of a guard at night.” 
 
    Amir tried to think of some witty reply, but heard a soft snore come from beneath the blanket before he could. Shrugging his shoulders, he absentmindedly took a sip from the cup. The liquid’s flavor burst on his taste buds. He took another sip. The light-brown liquid was hot and delicious. The sense of drowsiness he’d felt at being woke up from a deep slumber disappeared. He glanced over at the human. The man’s chin rested on his chest, his eyes closed. 
 
    “I do not like the human,” said Grapeon as he wandered over sipping on a cup of his own. “I have to admit though, that this is good. I had something like it when I was deployed in the southern jungles. The tribes down there called it chocolate. They considered it a delicacy.” 
 
    Draining his cup, Grapeon placed the empty vessel near the fire-stone and gathered up his weapons. “I will meet you on the north side of the perimeter. Tracer told me to make sure you have the high priestess cast a—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Amir laughed, feeling unusually cheerful for some reason. “I need a night-vision spell cast on me before I go on guard.” 
 
    For the first time since they’d been together, Amir saw Grapeon smile. 
 
    “That is right, Elf Friend. A blind guard that has to ask orcs to let him know if they are sneaking up on him is not much of a guard.” With that, Grapeon trotted off toward the north side of the camp’s perimeter. 
 
    Hastily finishing his cup of chocolate, if that’s what it was, Amir placed the empty cup near the fire-stone. On a whim, he poured another cup of the liquid from the pot before picking up his hammer and shield and heading toward the west side of the camp where he knew he’d find High Priestess Mia. As Tracer had said, he found her awake and sitting on her bedroll reading a scroll. Amir noticed the blanketed forms of Master Freestrod and Lord Derander nearby. 
 
    At Amir’s approach, the high priestess looked up. “Ah, Elf Friend. I have been expecting you. Tracer told me you would be coming over.” 
 
    Amir shrugged. “Sorry to be a bother, High Priestess. We giants have many good things going for us, but the ability to see at night is not one of them.” 
 
    “No matter,” said Mia. “It is a simple fix, and please use my friend name, Mia. I definitely consider you a friend.” 
 
    Before Amir could reply, the elf waved her hand and muttered a word he heard but quickly forgot. The camp and everything around it suddenly took on a clarity resembling early morning twilight. 
 
    “Shaman Blackroot mentioned that you were one of his apprentices,” said Mia. “I am surprised you are not able to cast a night-vision spell of your own.” 
 
    Amir shrugged. “I’ve, err…been concentrating on offensive and defensive spells. Besides, our shaman night-vision spell’s complicated. I’m still an apprentice.” 
 
    Mia smiled. 
 
    A warm feeling passed over Amir. Her smile seemed to make the world a better place. 
 
    “The night-vision spell I know,” said Mia, “is a simplified one-word spell passed down from my great-grandmother, High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen. Her old spell books have several incantations that are super-efficient. If you like, I could probably teach you her version of the night-vision spell.” 
 
    “I would like that. Thank you, High, err…Mia.” He held out the cup to her. “Here. I thought you might like this.” 
 
    Mia took the cup and sniffed. “Ah, I have been smelling hints of this on the breeze for the last few minutes. What is it, Elf Friend?” 
 
    With a shrug, Amir said, “To be honest, I’m not really sure. Grapeon thinks it might be something called ‘chocolate.’ All I know is that it’s hot and seems to make the stress of the day disappear. The human made it. Oh, and please call me Amir. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to being called Elf Friend. That’s a name for legends. I’m just me.” 
 
    Mia smiled before taking a sip of the liquid, then her smile grew larger. “It is delicious. The human made it, you say? He is a strange one, is he not?” 
 
    “He’s a human. They’re all strange as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Mia. “But this one is even stranger. The team we sent to follow his trail returned earlier this evening. They said his tracks just appeared in the middle of the desert as if he’d been teleported there.” 
 
    Amir frowned. “Teleported? Then he is a spy. I figured as much. Humans cannot be trusted.” 
 
    “I am not so sure. Many things are going on that I am unsure about. The mountains are rumbling more every day. I fear our time is growing short. The Oracle was very specific about our path to the coast. I have been wondering if she intended for us to meet this human.” 
 
    “You’re saying she wanted us to meet a spy?” 
 
    Mia shrugged. “If a spy he is. All I know is that the odds of accidentally running into a single person in a desert as large as this one boggles the mind. I believe we were supposed to meet him. I only wish he could speak our language.” She drained the last of her cup and flashed a smile. “Thank you, Amir. I feel more relaxed than I have in days. If you do not mind, I think I will try to get some sleep now.” 
 
    Amir took the empty cup and put it in his pocket.  
 
    As he started to walk away, the high priestess said, “Stay alert out there tonight, Amir. Commander Astradis says he has seen the tracks of orcs all day. The quakes have undoubtedly driven them from their mountain homes. We are not nearly as far from the ambush site as I would like to have been before we camped. I would prefer not to join those unfortunate humans in death, if we can help it.” 
 
    Amir nodded in agreement and headed off to join Grapeon at their assigned guard post. 
 
    Their shift was uneventful. When they were relieved by Skylark and Minsk, they returned to their bedrolls to get a few more hours rest before dawn. Awakened thirty minutes before first light by Sergeant Thornbriar, they joined the rest of the platoon on the perimeter. Everyone knew orcs had a nasty habit of attacking less watchful groups while they were still in their bedrolls right before dawn. As it turned out, no one attacked. After waiting on the perimeter with weapons at the ready for a half hour, Sergeant Thornbriar came by and gave them their orders. 
 
    “We leave in thirty minutes,” said the sergeant. “Get your gear ready and get something in your stomachs. The high priestess wants to reach the mountains before nightfall. We will not be stopping for lunch, so it is going to be a long day.” 
 
    Once Amir and the elves in his team got back to their part of the camp, he was surprised to see the four elves’ and his gear already rolled up and laying against their saddles. His bedroll was on top of the boulder where he’d last seen the human sitting. The man was currently kneeling next to a pot of steaming something that looked like a thick porridge. As Amir and the others passed by, the human handed each of them a bowl of the porridge along with a cup of hot chocolate. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Tracer as she took the bowl and cup. “I think I could get used to this.” She glanced around at the other teams of elves chewing on a chunk of summoned black bread and a strand of jerky. “Too bad you are not in our team,” Tracer said in a voice loud enough to carry through half the camp. “Maybe tonight, if the rest of you ask nicely, we will let Rick here cook you a hot supper. Just bring your food pots over, and we will see what we can do.” She winked at Amir. “Of course, we will expect something in return.” 
 
    “Like what?” said an elf corporal in the team closest to them, looking none too happy about gnawing on his strand of dried meat. 
 
    “Oh, nothing much,” laughed Tracer. “Maybe you can clean our dishes and roll up our gear in the morning. Now would that be too much to ask for a nice hot bowl of stew tonight?” 
 
    The corporal growled something Amir couldn’t make out, but he had a feeling the corporal and his team would be visiting them at supper with their food pot in hand. 
 
    They traveled long and hard that day. As Sergeant Thornbriar had said, the high priestess did not call a halt at noontime. They did, however, dismount and walk their horses for an hour to give them a break before mounting again. Not that it mattered to Amir. He was walking anyway. 
 
    The hard pace paid off. When night was still a good hour off, they found themselves at the foot of the mountains. With the aid of Commander Astradis’s monks, they located a secluded campsite in a side valley with a clear mountain stream running through. Minsk and Skylark found a patch of blueberries growing on the hill and began picking with gusto. After a few minutes, they handed a double handful of the berries over to the human along with the team’s share of supplies from the pack animals. 
 
    As the human began cooking, Amir noticed elves from the other teams bringing over their cooking pots and fire-stones filled with their shares of black bread, rice, and jerky and then returning to their various parts of the camp to wait. Before long, eight pots were boiling away over fire-stones around the human. A ninth pot and fire-stone was added when High Priestess Mia walked over carrying the food supplies for Lord Derander, Master Freestrod, Commander Astradis, and herself. 
 
    Amir half expected the human to balk at the extra work, but he seemed to go about his cooking with a smile on his face. He’s probably happy because he’s going to poison us all tonight, he thought only half joking. 
 
    After a few minutes, the delicious aroma floating through the air from the nine pots convinced Amir that if they did indeed contain poison, it was probably going to be a pleasant death. 
 
    Once the nine pots were steaming away, Amir watched the human walk over to the pack animals and take out two of the larger community pots from the supply boxes. No one tried to stop him. When the man returned to their part of the camp, he placed the berries Skylark and Minsk had found in one pot along with three handfuls of rice, a half dozen loaves of the black bread, and some water. Then he covered the pot with a lid and placed it over a fire-stone. After that, he crumbled some of the black bread into the second community pot and added water before placing it over a free fire-stone. Once done, he sat down with his back against a boulder and stared at the cookpots. 
 
    Amir sensed a ghost of something reach out from the human and touch one of the larger pots. The something was so subtle, he was half convinced he’d imagined it. That is, he was half convinced until he smelled the now familiar aroma of hot chocolate drifting throughout the camp. He noticed several elves in the teams around him sniffing the air and glancing over at the fire-stones while they laid out their gear. By the time everyone had their bedrolls out and the first guards were set on the perimeter, the meal was ready. Although Amir tried his best not to show his eagerness, he found himself third in line.  
 
    The human ladled a large spoonful of stew onto a plate and handed it to him. 
 
    Bringing the plate close to his nose, Amir sniffed. It looks like what we had last night, but it smells different, he thought. Before he could investigate further, the human scooped what looked like a bread pudding with berries in it onto a leaf and handed it to him along with a cup of the chocolate. Forgetting about the difference in the smell, Amir made his way to a convenient rock, sat down, and began eating. It was the best meal he could remember having in a long time. 
 
    Once most of the elves finished their meal, the corporal in the squad nearest Amir’s team came over with his companions and dutifully took the pots and dirty bowls to the stream. 
 
    Amir noticed the human wander over to a boulder and start to sit down. 
 
    “Nope,” said Tracer. “Not tonight, Rick.” 
 
    The human remained standing and looked at Tracer, mumbling a few words of gibberish. 
 
    “What’s up?” Amir asked, almost as curious as the human to find out what Tracer had up her sleeve. “We’ve all got guard duty in a few hours. You should probably get some rest.” 
 
    Tracer shook her head. “Not yet. We still have a little light left. I want to show Rick a few moves with a sword.” 
 
    “A sword?” said Grapeon. “What on Portalis for? I have been leery enough of him using one of our knives to cut up the jerky. Do you think it wise to give him a sword?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” said Tracer. “He needs to be trained. I heard Commander Astradis tell the high priestess he has seen signs of large bands of orcs moving around near here. If we get hit by the same group that took out those humans, we may need everyone fighting to keep us alive. That includes Rick. I want to see what he can do with a weapon.” 
 
    “Now look,” said Grapeon. “Letting him cook for us is one thing. Giving him a sword is another. You know as well as I that a fool with a sword can do as much damage to his own side as he can to the other. For all we know, the man has never used a sword or spear before.” 
 
    “Well, that is what I intend to find out,” said Tracer. “Minsk, give Rick your sword. Tie the blade in its sheath like we do when we train new recruits.” 
 
    Removing his sword and scabbard from his belt, Minsk tied a thong around the guard to make sure the weapon stayed sheathed. He handed the sword to the human, then took a seat on a rock next to Amir. 
 
    “This should be interesting,” whispered Minsk. 
 
    The human hefted the short sword in his hand as if trying to figure out what he was supposed to do. He looked at Tracer and mumbled some of his gibberish. 
 
    Tracer grinned and took off her own sword, keeping it in its scabbard and securing it in place with a piece of leather thong. Once done, she raised her sword into an on-guard position. 
 
    The human stared at her for couple of heartbeats before a half-smile crept over his lips. He said a word of gibberish and raised his own sword to a guard position, then touched Tracer’s weapon with the side of his blade at the halfway point. 
 
    “Watch it, Tracer,” laughed Minsk. “I think he has had some military training.” 
 
    Tracer took her eyes off the human long enough to glance at the dark-haired elf. “I am the best at swords in the platoon. I think I can handle a lone hu—” 
 
    Tracer’s sword and scabbard went flying through the air. The human touched the point of his scabbarded sword to the left side of Tracer’s chest and said a word that sounded like touché. 
 
    Minsk, Skylark, and Grapeon broke out in laughter along with several of the elves in the nearby teams. A red-faced Tracer turned toward Minsk. 
 
    “You distracted me,” she said. 
 
    Still laughing, Minsk rose, retrieved Tracer’s sword, and handed it to her. “Of course I did.” He turned and winked at Skylark and Grapeon. “I am hoping our friend Rick here will give me an extra helping of bread pudding tomorrow if I help him kick your butt.” He laughed again. “I did warn you not to be so cocky.” 
 
    Snatching the weapon out of Minsk’s hand, Tracer returned to an on-guard position and stared at the human. This time she did not take her eyes off him. “Try that again when I am ready and see what happens.” 
 
    The human shrugged and raised his weapon, touching blades with her the same as before.  
 
    Amir noticed Tracer’s arm start to move. In a maneuver too fast for him to make out completely, the human flicked his wrist. Tracer’s sword flew out of her grasp and landed at the feet of the corporal in the team next to them. 
 
    Tracer stared openmouthed at the human. Unlike last time, she seemed more amazed than angry. “How did you do that?” 
 
    The human smiled and motioned for the corporal to throw Tracer her sword. When their team leader had it back in her hand, the human grabbed her wrist with one hand while holding his sword against her blade with the other. In a slow and deliberate motion, he twisted his blade, applying pressure in a circular pattern. Although her sword didn’t leave her hand this time, Amir noticed her grip loosen a little. Letting go of her wrist, the human took up his position opposite Tracer and waved his free hand as if encouraging her to try the maneuver herself. With the two blades against each other, Tracer flicked her wrist. The sword remained in the man’s hand. The human grabbed her wrist with his left hand and forced her wrist to move in a circular motion, then returned to his guard position and motioned for her to try again. This time Amir noticed the man’s grip loosen a little as Tracer moved her sword. The human had her try it four more times at increasing speeds. On the fourth attempt, the human’s sword went flying through the air. 
 
    “Let me try that,” said Minsk as he borrowed Tracer’s sword and took up a guard position facing the human. 
 
    Once the man retrieved his blade, he took up a guard position of his own but did not touch blades like he’d done with Tracer. The human smiled and made a motion for Minsk to attack.  
 
    With a smile of his own, Minsk lunged forward. A second later, his sheathed blade was flying through the air. The human touched the tip of his blade to Minsk’s chest and said the touché word again. 
 
    Before Minsk could pick up his sword, Grapeon grabbed his shield and drew his sword out of its scabbard. 
 
    “Grapeon,” said Tracer with an edge to her voice Amir had never heard her use before. “This is only practice.” 
 
    With a devious smile, Grapeon said, “I will not hurt him. It is one thing to try fancy flourishes with a sword when you are not facing a real blade. It is another when the keen edge of the opponent’s steel is waiting for you. I want to show him the difference. I promise not to draw any blood.” 
 
    By this time, most of the camp was gathered in a large circle watching Tracer, Grapeon, and the human. Amir noticed Commander Astradis and his monks observing the goings on as well. So were the two mages and the high priestess. 
 
    “You have a shield,” said Tracer. “I hardly think that is fair.” 
 
    “Then give him a shield,” said Grapeon. “I doubt he knows how to use one anyway.” 
 
    Minsk offered his shield to the human.  
 
    The man shook his head and pointed at the dark-haired elf’s dagger that was attached to the left side of his belt.  
 
    Minsk glanced at Tracer. 
 
    “Give it to him,” said Tracer. “I want to see what he thinks he can do against a shield with a dagger.” 
 
    Unhooking the dagger from his belt, Minsk secured the blade in its sheath with a strip of leather and tossed it to the human. With the sheathed sword in his right hand and the dagger in the left, the human motioned for Grapeon to attack. 
 
    “Oh no,” laughed Grapeon. “I will not fall for that one. You try attacking me and see what happens.” With that, he waved his sword in a manner daring the human to attack. 
 
    The human feinted to the left with his sword before sliding on one knee and kicking out with his left leg at the point where Grapeon’s leather shin guard met his knee armor. The elf leaned forward swinging at the human’s head, but the man was no longer there. In a blinding move, the human twisted to the side, kicked Grapeon’s feet out from underneath him, and came up behind the elf, pulling hard on his long hair. The human fell backwards, taking Grapeon with him. By the time they both hit the ground, the human’s legs were wrapped around the elf’s arms, pinning them in place. The human’s sword was against the elf’s neck, and the tip of the man’s dagger was hovering a finger’s width above Grapeon’s eye. 
 
    No one laughed. In fact, the camp was dead silent as everyone stared at the outcome of the fight. Amir was as speechless as the elves. 
 
    The high priestess was the first to speak. “I think that is what our friend Rick calls a touché.” 
 
    Tracer was the next to find her voice. “Well, if touché means he kicked Grapeon’s butt, then I would say that was definitely one big touché.” 
 
    The camp broke out in laughter. Even Amir chuckled. 
 
    The human released his grip on Grapeon. 
 
    Once they were both on their feet, Grapeon glanced around at the laughing elves. He nodded his head and looked at the human. “All right. Touché it is.” He laughed a little half-heartedly, but it was a laugh nonetheless. “Next time though, I will attack you. Then we will see who ends up with a sword at his throat.” 
 
    Commander Astradis strode forward and waved one of his monks, the youngest and least experienced of the five Kreorian guards, to the center of the circle. “Meshan,” said the commander. “See what you can do against him.” 
 
    Amir had been sitting on his boulder the whole time, watching the show. He rose now to get a better view. The fame of the Kreorian guards and their skills at unarmed combat had spread even to the halls of the Ecarian giants. 
 
    Meshanahl gave his commander a bow and walked toward the human. Bowing again, the young monk said, “Shall we?” 
 
    The human eyed the monk before glancing at Commander Astradis. The human spread his arms a little as if asking a question.  
 
    The commander nodded at Meshanahl and then at the human. 
 
    Amir noticed the human glance at the high priestess.  
 
    She gave the barest nod of her head. 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, the human did something with his thumbs as he gave his wrists a flip. The sheaths flew off both weapons, leaving the keen edges of the sword and dagger gleaming in the fading light of the setting sun. 
 
    “Commander Astradis,” said High Priestess Mia in a voice higher pitched than normal. “Are you sure? I do not want this to get out of hand.” 
 
    “It will be all right,” said Commander Astradis. “Meshan will not hurt him, and unless this Rick of ours is skilled beyond any human I have ever met, he will not be able to touch Meshan.” 
 
    The high priestess seemed to relax a little on the outside, but Amir noticed her knuckles turn white where she gripped her staff. 
 
    Without further ado, Meshanahl and the human circled each other once, twice, then a third time. They came together in a blur of arms and legs. After two heartbeats, they separated. Meshanahl gave the human a slight bow as the human lowered his weapons. 
 
    “Why are they stopping?” said Grapeon. “I thought they were going to fight.” 
 
    Close enough to overhear, Commander Astradis said, “The fight is over. The human stopped his dagger just short of Meshan’s neck. Meshan stopped his punch shy of the human’s temple.” 
 
    “What do you mean, it is over?” said Tracer. “They just started.” 
 
    Commander Astradis did not smile, but his eyes glinted. “If their combat had been real, they would both be dead.” 
 
    High Priestess Mia stepped forward. “Are you saying it was a draw?” 
 
    The commander nodded. “Yes. It was a draw, if you call both opponents dying a draw.” 
 
    At the commander’s words, Amir eyed the human closer, trying to imagine him in black armor. No. This human can fight, but he is not the one who murdered Glory. I would sense it. 
 
    The camp was silent for a dozen heartbeats as the elves seemed to digest the monk commander’s words.  
 
    Finally, the high priestess spoke. “Sergeant Thornbriar, I believe we have had enough entertainment for tonight. We have another long day tomorrow. Perhaps we should all get some sleep.” 
 
    “Of course, High Priestess,” said the sergeant, then he turned to crowd. “You heard her. Unless you want to pull a double guard shift tonight, I would advise you to get to your bedrolls now while you have the chance.” 
 
    Amir returned to the rock where he’d been sitting and started gathering his things as the other elves made their way back to their respective parts of the camp. Once most of the elves had cleared out, the high priestess looked at Tracer. 
 
    “Give our friend Rick some weapons, Corporal,” Mia said. “He might be useful if we meet up with those orcs tomorrow.” She started to turn away but turned back after a couple of steps. “Oh, and have him pull his share of guard duty from now on.” She smiled. “That is, as long as it does not interfere with his cooking.” 
 
    Tracer returned the elf’s smile. “I will most definitely make sure it does not keep him from cooking, High Priestess. I think the rest of my team would mutiny on me if they didn’t get a hot breakfast in the morning.” 
 
    Amir’s stomach rumbled in agreement. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 – Guard Duty 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
    Just before midnight, Richard sensed a life form approach his position as he lay under his blanket next to the boulder. He’d been forced to use the thin blanket as a barrier against a cold breeze coming down from the mountains. Opening his eyes, he saw a bulky outline against the stars. The night was dark since the moon was no longer up, but he didn’t need to see clearly to recognize the frequency of the life form with his passive scan. It was the big male, Amir. 
 
    Richard sighed and sat up as the big man drew close. Amir stopped close enough for Richard to see what he was wearing. The brute was dressed in his chainmail and helmet, carrying the extra-large sledge hammer he never seemed to be without in his right hand and his shield in his left. A longsword was strapped to his side. The man pointed at the pile of equipment the elf Minsk had brought over earlier that evening and said a couple of words of gibberish. 
 
    “I think he wants you to put the leather armor on,” said Nickelo in Richard’s mind. “Based upon the procedures of the others in camp over the last few days, I calculate it is about time for the guards to change shifts. I would say you have just been promoted from KP to guard duty.” 
 
    “Lucky me,” Richard said. 
 
    Amir said a word of gibberish in a much harsher tone than he’d used the first time and pointed at the pile of equipment again. 
 
    Throwing off his blanket, Richard stood and strapped on the short sword and dagger he’d been given. When Amir pointed his hammer at the armor and shield, Richard shook his head. “No way. That stuff would just slow me down.” He patted the short sword. “I’m fine with this.” 
 
    Although it was too dark to see much, Richard could almost feel the big man’s face growing red. 
 
    “I do not think he appreciates you not putting on your armor,” said Nickelo. “Maybe you should appease him a little by at least taking the shield. No use stirring up trouble.” 
 
    “Fine,” Richard said aloud. “I’ll take the shield, but I’m not putting on that leather armor. It would do me more harm than good.” Bending down, he picked up the shield and stuck his left arm through the straps. “There. Are you happy?” 
 
    Amir seemed to stare at Richard for a couple of seconds before mumbling a few words of gibberish. Spinning on his heels, the big man took off at a brisk pace toward the part of the camp where the group’s leaders stayed.  
 
    Following a few steps behind, Richard noticed a lone female sitting on a knee-high boulder with a staff across her lap. Although dark, he had no trouble telling who it was. Mia’s Power source glowed brighter than any of the others in the camp.  
 
    “Why are we going to her?” Richard asked his battle computer. 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “Sometimes you are not very observant, Wizard Scout. Our friend Amir here is closer to a human than an elf. I calculate he cannot see any better at night than you can. When he was awakened for guard duty last night, he went to the priestess before taking his post. I calculate she cast a night-vision spell of some sort on him.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Richard said. “Maybe she’ll cast a night-vision spell on me too. I wouldn’t mind being able to see. I hate stumbling around in the dark.” 
 
    “At least you have your passive scan, Wizard Scout. You can tell a lot about the terrain near you just by monitoring Power readings. Even the bushes and rocks give off some residual Power.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not the same as seeing. I can get around without breaking my neck, but I’d hate to be in a fight using just my passive scan to keep track of my enemies.” 
 
    “Then I calculate you had better hope the priestess either casts a spell on you or that you do not get into a fight.” 
 
    At their approach, Mia stood and said a few words.  
 
    Richard had no idea what the elf said, but her tone of voice and the flash of a smile told him she was glad to see them. 
 
    “You like her, don’t you?” asked Nickelo 
 
    “Yeah, I do. She’s a good leader. I admire her.” 
 
    “Sure you do,” laughed Nickelo. “I have monitored the way you have been watching her when she walks around camp. Based upon the increases in your heart and breathing rate, you have been admiring more than her leadership abilities.” 
 
    “Just can it, Nick. She’s a good leader; that’s all. I’ll admit she’s pleasing to the eye, but most of the elves are. So what?” 
 
    “So nothing, Wizard Scout. I was just making an observation.” 
 
    Richard was about to tell his battle computer what he could do with his observations when he sensed the priestess drawing Power from her reserve. She said a word of gibberish that he heard but quickly forgot. The Power converted to magic and reached out to touch Amir. The area around the big man’s eyes glowed a soft red. 
 
    “See,” said Nickelo. “I told you she cast a night-vision spell on him before he went on guard last night.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said. 
 
    The elf turned to Ricard and pointed at his cloth tunic and then at Amir’s chainmail. She said a word of gibberish that was an obvious question. 
 
    Richard shook his head and touched his tunic with his right hand as he raised his shield with his left. “Trust me. This is all I need. I don’t think chainmail would do me much good.” 
 
    The priestess said something to Amir. After the big man snorted and said a couple of words of gibberish, the elf shrugged her shoulders and looked back at Richard. He sensed her drawing Power from her reserve. When she said a word that he heard and quickly forgot, the Power changed to magic. As the line of magic reached out toward Richard’s head, something inside him stirred. He sensed Power from deep inside himself shoot out and knock the line of magic aside. 
 
    The elf priestess gasped and took a step back, raising her staff as if expecting Richard to attack. She needn’t have bothered. He was just as shocked as her. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Richard asked his battle computer. 
 
    “Hmmm. Good question, Wizard Scout. As far as I can tell, you drew Power from one of your reserves and used it to prevent the elf’s spell from reaching you. The Power did not come from the reserve you use to heal yourself. It came from one of the other two reserves.” 
 
    “The links to those reserves are disconnected,” Richard said. “How can that be?” 
 
    “I have insufficient data to make a full analysis,” said Nickelo. “If I had to guess, which I calculate I do poorly, I would say you have some kind of innate ability that resists Power, or in this case, magic. Apparently your other two reserves are not as disconnected as we originally thought. Too bad you cannot draw Power from them on your own.” 
 
    “Yeah, too bad.” 
 
    The elf was pointing at Richard and saying words of gibberish loud enough that the elves Richard knew as Derander and Freestrod got out of their bedrolls and came over. The three elves talked for a full minute, pointing at Richard several times in the process. 
 
    The elf Freestrod drew Power from his reserve and cast a spell. A thin line of magic tentatively made its way toward Richard. Before it reached him, a corresponding line of Power shot out from Richard and knocked the line of magic aside. 
 
    “That’s very interesting,” said Nickelo in their shared space. “The Power came from your second reserve. I calculate your body automatically attempts to resist energy from affecting you.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m immune to magic?” Richard asked, then quickly thought about the advantages and disadvantages in that. 
 
    “Not hardly, Wizard Scout. I calculate you can resist lower-level spells or uses of Power, but your innate ability does not seem strong enough to resist more powerful spells. I believe you would need to use your Power to form a defensive shield of some type to do that.” 
 
    “Just how do I do that?” 
 
    “With the current disconnects to your Power reserves?” asked Nickelo. “I calculate you cannot. I calculate you will have to be satisfied with your Power automatically resisting lower-level spells. Too bad. My algorithms indicate that means you will be immune to most beneficial spells but still be susceptible to more powerful attack spells.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Richard said. “I’ve got a feeling that’s the story of my life.” 
 
    “I calculate you are correct.” 
 
    The three elves and Amir conferred for a couple more minutes. Mia, Derander, and Freestrod all tried casting spells on Richard. The spells increased in intensity with each casting. Finally, a spell from Mia overpowered his innate defenses as a series of miniature lightning bolts knocked him to the ground. Mia rushed over and knelt beside him muttering words Richard knew were not part of a spell. The flecks of silver in her eyes glinted in the starlight, and he heard concern in her voice. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Richard said as he tried to sit up, more embarrassed than hurt. 
 
    He would’ve fallen back, but the elf priestess wrapped an arm around him and held him steady. 
 
    Derander said some words of gibberish as he pointed at Richard.  
 
    The priestess said several sharp words in return.  
 
    Derander said a few sharp words of his own.  
 
    Mia released her hold on Richard, stood to face the male elf, and slammed the butt of her staff on the hard ground.  
 
    The blue gem at the top of the staff blazed bright enough for Richard to make out Derander’s face. His lips were pressed tight as if preventing words from escaping. Spinning on his heels, the elf headed for his bedroll. 
 
    Freestrod said a few words to the priestess while gesturing at Richard. The mage’s tone wasn’t harsh, but Richard had no trouble telling the elf was not happy. After the priestess said a few words in a much gentler tone than she’d used on Derander, the old mage nodded and headed for his sleeping gear. 
 
    Once the two males were wrapped back in their blankets, Mia turned to the now standing Richard. She asked a question and pointed back toward the area of the camp where Tracer and the others were sleeping. 
 
    “I think she is saying you do not have to pull guard,” said Nickelo. “That is just an educated guess.” 
 
    Richard shook his head and pointed at Amir. “Naw. I’ll stick with the big guy here. I’ll pull my share of duty.” 
 
    Although he knew the elf didn’t speak his language, she seemed to understand his meaning. After nodding, she turned to Amir and said a few final words of gibberish. The big man nodded in return and motioned for Richard to follow. Before long they were on the outskirts of the perimeter, relieving two elf guards. 
 
    Amir took up a position next to two man-sized boulders and faced outward with his hammer and shield at the ready. 
 
    Richard sat down with his back to one of the other boulders and crossed his legs. He drew his short sword and laid it across his lap. 
 
    Turning his head, Amir snarled a word of gibberish and pointed at a spot next to him. 
 
    “Naw, that’s all right,” Richard said. “It’s not like I can see in the dark. I can guard just as well from here as I can from over there.” 
 
    Amir snorted in apparent disgust and resumed facing outward. 
 
    Richard could almost feel the anger coming from Amir, but the big man didn’t push the issue.  
 
    “I do not think he likes you very much,” said Nickelo. “I vaguely remember reading a book once about how to make friends and influence enemies. If I ever find it in my databanks, I will let you read it sometime.” 
 
    “You do that,” Richard replied. Although he couldn’t remember pulling guard before, he had a feeling he’d done it more times than he could shake a phase rod at. 
 
    “Did you just think the words ‘phase rod?’” asked Nickelo. “That information was not accessible in my databanks until you thought it. I find that interesting. I will send you what’s there.” 
 
    An image of a glowing rod with miniature red lightning bolts running up and down its length flashed in Richard’s mind. 
 
    “That looks familiar,” Richard said. “Maybe my memory’s coming back.” 
 
    “Maybe,” replied Nickelo, sounding unconvinced. “I would not hold my breath on it though.” 
 
    “You don’t breathe,” Richard pointed out. “I do.” 
 
    “You are correct, Wizard Scout. I do not breathe and you do. Try not to be jealous. No one is perfect.” 
 
    Richard continued to banter with his battle computer to pass the time. It was just as well. Amir said nary a word for the next hour, and even if he had, Richard wouldn’t have been able to understand him. For the most part, the big man just stood there staring down the valley floor in the direction of the desert. 
 
    “You know,” Richard told his battle computer, “that big guy baffles me. Besides me, he’s the only non-elf in our party. He looks like a large human, but his life form reading on my passive scan is screwy as all get out. I don’t think he’s what he seems.” 
 
    “I calculate you are correct, Wizard Scout. In fact, I think he has had a spell cast on him to make him into what he is. I also calculate he has had another spell cast on him to hide the first spell. Based upon his bone structure and the density of his muscle mass, I calculate he’s closer to a—” 
 
    Something past the valley entrance flashed on Richard’s passive scan. “What was that, Nick?” 
 
    “Uh, I do not know, Wizard Scout. The disturbance on your passive scan was too faint to gather adequate data. Try drawing Power from one of your reserves and send a scan out in that area. I know you have not been able to do an active scan before, but maybe if you try drawing Power like you did when you modified the food’s DNA, you can get an active scan to work.” 
 
    Richard tried his best, but nothing happened. The two reserves of Power remained disconnected, and the small amount of residual Power he’d been able to draw through the ring while cooking was not near enough for an active scan. With only his self-heal reserve fully available, he tried drawing Power from it. Nothing happened. 
 
    “I’m not having any luck,” he told his battle computer. 
 
    Something at the edge of his passive scan flashed again. This time it came from the eastern side of the valley, high up on the ridge. Another flash appeared on the opposite side of the valley before disappearing. 
 
    Rising to his feet, Richard looked toward the eastern ridgeline. All he saw was the blackness of night. He wasn’t surprised. The top of the ridge was a good two hundred meters high, and he could barely make out the form of Amir only a half-dozen steps away. 
 
    Amir must’ve noticed Richard’s movement because he turned around and mumbled some gibberish. 
 
    Richard shrugged his shoulders knowing the musclebound soldier could see in the dark. “I’m not sure,” he said half whispering the answer to what he assumed was the man’s question. He pointed down the valley with his sword and then up at both sides of the ridges bordering their camp. “I sensed something out there. I’m not sure what.” 
 
    Amir turned and stared at the valley’s entrance for several seconds before looking up at the ridges overlooking both sides of their camp. 
 
    “What do you think those flashes were?” Richard asked his battle computer. 
 
    “I told you before that I have insufficient data to correlate an answer. I deal in facts. You are the one that is good at making guesses. What do you think they were?” 
 
    Richard tried forcing his passive scan to reach out farther, but all he got for his efforts was a splitting headache. He gave up and settled for what his passive scan could tell him. “Besides Amir and me, I sense eighty life forms in and around our camp. Thirty-one of them are the elves, and the rest are the horses. I also sense some smaller life forms nearby. I’m guessing those are snakes, rabbits, and whatnot.” He concentrated on where he’d sensed the flash down the valley floor. The area seemed devoid of life. “You know, Nick, there are bound to be rodents or snakes down there, but I’m not picking them up with my passive scan. It’s almost as if something’s hiding them.” 
 
    “You mean like a shield?” asked Nickelo. “My databanks contain information on stealth shields. In fact, you have been keeping one around yourself ever since we appeared in the desert. I think it’s another one of your innate abilities.” 
 
    “Really?” Richard said. “You didn’t mention that before.” 
 
    “I calculate there are lots of things I do not mention to you, Wizard Scout. Do you really want to go into that now? The point I am trying to make is that perhaps something down the valley is casting a stealth shield that is hiding the life forms.” 
 
    Richard concentrated on the areas of his passive scan where he’d sensed the flashes on top of the ridges. Those two spots were also strangely devoid of life. Growing increasingly worried, he checked his passive scan for other areas that were missing any signs of life. There were several located around the camp. One such area was less than thirty meters in front of Amir. As Richard watched, the area of non-life moved five meters closer. 
 
    A chill ran down Richard’s spine as he realized what was happening. 
 
    “Ambush!” Richard shouted. 
 
    Then all hell broke loose. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 – Crendemor 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Lord Crendemor monitored the progress of the ogre’s forces from his position on the eastern ridge. The heavily muscled ogre commander stood next to him snarling orders to an orc shaman half the ogre’s size. Crendemor sensed the shaman forwarding the ogre’s commands to other shaman’s located in units stationed on the opposite ridge and valley floor. 
 
    “Commander Greasegot,” Lord Crendemor said, attempting to keep his voice pleasant. “The combination stealth and invisibility spell I taught your orc shamans to cast on you and your troops are keeping all of you hidden from the elves’ detection spells. It also prevents the elves’ guards from physically seeing you. The spells do not prevent noise. Your voice might carry down to the valley and alert the elves before all of your units are in position.” 
 
    The ogre turned away from the shaman and pointed a spiked mace at Crendemor. “I do not need a dark elf to tell me how to kill elves. The shaman’s spells worked when we practiced our ambush on that caravan of humans. The spells will work just as well on these elves. We will feast on elf flesh before this night is done.” 
 
    Balling his right fist so tight his fingernails drew blood from his ungloved palm, Crendemor resisted the urge to draw his sword and be done with the foolish ogre. No, he thought. I need them to help capture the giant. The tracker component of the invisibility and stealth shield spell I taught Greasegot’s shamans allows me to sense their every movement. The ambush is almost perfect. The orcs only need a few more seconds. Once the giant is in my possession, Greasegot can go to hell for all I care. Until then, I need him. 
 
    Making a final sweep with his tracker spell, Crendemor noted the position of the thousand troops moving up the valley floor. Two score of the orcs most skilled scouts were only a few paces from the unsuspecting elf guards. He sensed five hundred of the orcs’ archers and spearmen in defensive positions along the eastern and western ridges. Only the northern path up the valley floor to the plain beyond was clear of the ogre’s troops. 
 
    Crendemor smiled. The trap was nearly complete. 
 
    After mentally reciting a short calming mantra, Crendemor relaxed his right hand. “Yes, friend Greasegot. You shall have all the elf flesh you desire, but only if you do not allow your troops to start their bloodbath too early. The giant must be captured unharmed. Your troops must drive the elves up the valley, to the plain above where the majority of your troops await them. The elves will be trapped against the river, unable to escape. Once the elves have their backs to the water, we can take our time locating the giant. Then your shamans can cast a containment spell on him. After that, you can kill the rest. We only need the giant.” 
 
    Greasegot snorted, spraying mucus at Crendemor’s feet. “Do you think my scouts are blind? I have told you before there are no giants with the elves. My scouts have seen a couple of humans, and that is all. The others are all elves.” 
 
    The calming mantra wore off, and Crendemor balled his fists against. “As I have explained, the elves have cast powerful enchantments on all of their soldiers to make it difficult to scan them. The giant is there. He is no doubt in disguise from some polymorph spell or other. Once you have the elves cornered on the plain with their backs to the river, I will be able to cast the discernment spell the Dalinfaust taught me. Then we will know which one in the elves’ party is the giant. After that, your troops can kill to their hearts’ content.” 
 
    “Do not try to frighten me by throwing around your master’s name,” snarled Greasegot. “I agreed to assist you in exchange for helping me defeat my rivals and gaining control of the orcs. Once I have destroyed these elves and captured the Staff of the Lady of the Tree, I will use it to control all of Slyvrastra. The staff will give me the power to stop the rumblings of the mountains. All ogres, orcs, and goblins will recognize me as their leader. I will destroy every elf and human in this land. The other races I do not kill will be my slaves.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Crendemor. “So you have told me often enough. In the meantime, please remind your troops not to kill anyone until the elves have been driven up to the plain.” 
 
    Greasegot glared at Crendemor before baring his square teeth in a devious smile. He turned to the shaman. “Tell my commanders to take up their final positions.” He glanced back at Crendemor and laughed before looking back at the shaman. “Tell them to kill everyone. Tell them to feast on elf flesh. Tell them to do it now.” 
 
    Un-balling his fist, Crendemor drew Power from his reserve in preparation for casting a spell to do away with the bothersome ogre once and for all. Consequences be damned, he thought. Before he could say the first word of his incantation, a shout came from the valley below. Crendemor recognized the shout as intergalactic standard. Why would anyone be using that language here and now? he wondered. He shoved the thought aside. The meaning of the word was what was important, not who had shouted it. 
 
    “You fool,” Crendemor said as he spun to look at the valley below. “Your troops have been discovered. If the giant is killed, I swear you will be the first to join him in death.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 – Ambush 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    The human shouted a word of gibberish. 
 
    Amir didn’t need to translate the word to know its meaning. The concern in his voice told him all he needed to know. He raised his shield, getting it into position just in time to deflect two spears coming directly at his chest. 
 
    Hundreds of voices shouting in unison shattered the stillness of the valley as orcs, ogres, goblins, and a splattering of trolls suddenly appeared across the valley floor. Units of armored orcs stretched out all the way to the valley entrance. 
 
    Amir didn’t so much worry about the distant orcs as he did the three-dozen-plus orcs charging his way and casting spears as they came. He dodged to the left and swung his hammer into the head of the nearest orc. The orc’s helmet cracked open along with the creature’s head. Amir had a moment’s reflection that he’d never killed anyone before. The thought was gone as quick as it came. He was too busy trying to keep a second orc from sticking a spear in his throat. Amir slammed his shield into the second orc’s chest and caught a third one in the side of its head with a backswing of his hammer. 
 
    Concentrations of energy coming from the two ridgelines registered on Amir’s senses as his seeker ability detected lines of magic streaking toward the main body of elves. Balls of magic exploded into a hail of fireballs and lightning blasts against an invisible shield above the elf camp. Amir sensed the frequencies of Derander, Freestrod, and Mia in the defensive shield. Other streaks of magic with the same elves’ frequencies shot out from the camp, into the ranks of the charging orcs and goblins. The three massive fireballs slowed the charge of the orcs farther down the valley but did little to stop the onslaught of those already close to the camp’s perimeter. 
 
    Two more orcs came running at Amir. He kicked one in the chest, knocking her into a group of smaller goblins. Both orc and goblins went down in a mix of flailing arms and legs. A hard swing with Glory’s hammer broke the second orc’s shield in half. He thrust the hammer’s head directly into the orc’s mouth. Blood and needle-sharp teeth sprayed in all directions. 
 
    A shout of gibberish from behind Amir was followed by a dagger streaking through the air past his left ear. The blade drove deep into the eye of an ogre that had appeared out of nowhere. From the big creature’s position, Amir figured the ogre had been on the verge of thrusting a spear into his neck. The ogre dropped his spear and staggered backwards as he raised both hands to grab at the handle of the dagger protruding from his eye. Amir thrust out his hammer, pounding the dagger deep into the ogre’s brain as if he were driving a peg into a wooden plank. 
 
    “Guards! Get back to camp,” came the shout of Sergeant Thornbriar over the bedlam of the charging orcs and goblins. 
 
    Amir didn’t have to be told twice. He took a wild swing with his hammer at three goblins and missed, but the blow was close enough to cause the goblins to dodge out of the way. Spinning on his heels, he turned to tell the human to escape. The man was knee deep in bloody orc and goblin bodies. 
 
    As Amir drew close, the human seemed to understand they needed to withdraw. Despite the situation, Amir gave a tense smile. Apparently, hundreds of screaming orcs running in our direction speaks louder than any words I might say. 
 
    The human turned and ran in the direction of their camp. Amir looped Glory’s shield across his back to give him some protection and followed. As soon as they entered the camp proper, Amir noticed two teams of elves mounting their horses. Two other teams were on foot, flanking the figures of Lord Derander, Master Freestrod, and High Priestess Mia. Amir sensed the two mages feeding Power into the high priestess. 
 
    As soon as Mia saw him enter the camp with the human, she shouted a word Amir heard but quickly forgot. Energy flowed into her staff. The blue gem at the top of the staff blazed in a light strong enough to illuminate half the valley. The high priestess slammed the butt of the Lady’s staff onto the ground. Shockwaves of magic spread outward, knocking down the nearest orcs and goblins. The magic consolidated into a barrier to the east, south, and west sides of the camp. The wall of magic burst into flames, roaring high into the air. 
 
    The mounted form of Sergeant Thornbriar rode up next to Amir. “Get the human on his horse. Do not waste time on saddle or gear. The way north is clear up the mountain, but the monks do not know for how long. They are making a recon of the trail now.” 
 
    The sergeant only had to make it part way through his speech before Amir began dragging the human toward his horse. Tracer, Minsk, Grapeon, and Skylark came running up at the same time and jumped onto their mounts barebacked. Amir literally threw the human onto his horse before slapping the normally gentle steed on her rump. The half-crazed horse bolted for the north end of camp with the human grabbing for her mane in an attempt to hang on. Minsk, Grapeon, and Skylark kicked their heels into their horses’ flanks and galloped after the human. 
 
    Tracer was the last to leave. She extended her hand to Amir. “Grab on. We can ride double.” 
 
    Despite the situation, an image of the horse staggering beneath his weight in a vain attempt to get away from the orcs made Amir laugh like a crazed giant. Instead of taking Tracer’s hand, he slapped her horse on the rear. Without a saddle to support her, she nearly fell off but was able to grab hold of the horse’s mane in time. As Tracer galloped away, Amir followed, running as fast as he could. He sensed more than saw the high priestess’s walls of flame to the east, south, and west dying down. 
 
    The spell’s magic is almost depleted. If the way north isn’t clear, we’re doomed. 
 
    Amir glanced over his shoulder at the hundreds of orcs, goblins, ogres, and trolls screaming their frustration at the dwindling barriers of fire. He sensed their shamans casting spells at the flames. Their spells burst into cones of snow and ice. The walls of flame began sputtering. Amir didn’t have to bet told it was only a matter of seconds before the orcs would be able to renew their charge. 
 
    By the time he reached the north end of camp, a single file of elves was already galloping at breakneck speed up a rocky trail leading to the valley’s head. He thanked the Creator for giving the high priestess and the two mages the forethought to cast night-vision spells on the party’s mounts before they’d gone to bed. 
 
    Glancing at the human, Amir saw him clinging to his horse with his arms wrapped tightly around her neck. He noticed the human still clutched his sword in his hand. Struggling to keep up, Amir found himself falling farther behind. He was running as fast as he could, but it wasn’t nearly as fast as the frightened horses. He heard shouts closing behind him. 
 
    The flames must be gone, he thought. He glanced up the path at the fleeing elves. They still had a long way to go to reach the head of the valley. They’ll never make it. The orcs are mountain creatures. They can run where the elves’ horses cannot. They are gaining on us by the second. 
 
    With an image of his beloved Glory in his mind, Amir picked a point where the path narrowed and turned to face the charging orcs and goblins. They were a mere hundred paces behind. Two ogres wearing plate mail led the way. Bracing his feet, Amir raised his hammer and waited for their arrival. I must buy the elves some time even if it means my death. Without Glory, my life means nothing anyway. 
 
    A flurry of crossbow bolts from the lead goblins came flying toward Amir along with a trio of spells cast by their lead shamans. As the crossbow bolts and spells drew close, Amir sensed magic form to his front and turn into a shimmering barrier of blue light. The spells of the goblin shamans burst into balls of flame against the shimmering barrier. The flames burned the crossbow bolts to a crisp. Neither the flames nor the quarrels penetrated the barrier. 
 
    Amir heard the galloping of hoofs behind him but didn’t bother turning around. He didn’t have the time. As the flames from the goblins’ spells died away, so too did the shimmering barrier of magic. The two armored ogres came charging forward with a hundred plus orcs and goblins close behind. 
 
    I recognized Mia’s frequency in the barrier, Amir thought. She must be the one galloping behind me. I must stop the two ogres, or they’ll be on her before she can cast another spell. 
 
    The two ogres spread apart, attacking from two directions. Knowing he could face only one, Amir chose the largest of the two and turned to the right. He swung his hammer, hitting the ogre’s shield. The shield was magic, but so was Glory’s hammer. The shield held, but the ogre was knocked back a step. Amir expected to feel the second ogre’s sword piercing his back. Instead of the feel of the creature’s blade, he heard the sound of metal on metal. He sensed more than saw someone in close hand-to-hand combat with the second ogre. 
 
    With enough troubles of his own, Amir ignored the fight behind him and concentrated on the ogre to his front. The first ogre had recovered enough to thrust a large sword toward Amir’s face. Dodging to his left, Amir slammed the head of his hammer into the armored knee of his opponent. Like the ogre’s shield, the knee’s plate armor was magic, but its spell was not strong enough to withstand Glory’s hammer. The steel plate covering the ogre’s knee crushed inward. The repulsive creature gave out a high-pitched roar but remained on his feet and took a wild swing at Amir’s head with his sword. 
 
    Raising his shield, Amir deflected the ogre’s blade off to one side. At the same time, he stepped close and slammed the head of his hammer into the ogre’s armored chin. The creature’s head flew back as the straps of his helmet broke off and the helmet went flying through the air. Without giving his opponent time to recover, Amir swung his hammer directly at the now bare forehead of the big creature. The ogre fell back. Blood and brain matter dripped from Glory’s hammer. 
 
    Spinning to face the second ogre, Amir was just in time to see the human clinging to the back of the ogre’s neck and thrusting the blade of his short sword through the groove in the visor of the ogre’s helmet. With nary a scream, the ogre fell forward as the human jumped free. 
 
    Amir caught a glimpse of Mia on her horse with her staff held high. The blue gem at the staff’s tip blazed bright blue as a ball of magic shot out in the direction of the charging orcs and goblins. Another barrier of blue magic formed across the narrow path. 
 
    “Hurry,” shouted Mia. “Their shamans will have my shield down in seconds. We must join the others.” 
 
    Remembering Glory’s oft recited admonition to never leave a teammate, Amir turned to look for the human. He needn’t have bothered. The man was already up and running for his horse. The mare bolted and took off galloping up the valley before the human could reach her. Mia reached down from her mount with her left hand in the direction of the human. 
 
    “Hurry!” shouted Mia. “You’ll never make it without a horse.” 
 
    Although the human didn’t understand the elf’s words, he apparently had no trouble discerning her intentions. Grabbing her outstretched hand, the man half-jumped and half got pulled into the saddle behind her. As soon as he was secure, Mia looked at Amir. 
 
    “Go,” Amir said. “I can run almost as fast as your horse on this part of the path. I will meet you at the top. The others need you.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Mia kicked her mount in the side. The stallion reared before taking off in a gallop up the mountain path.  
 
    Amir followed behind, running for all he was worth. He sensed the spells of the shamans behind him battering against the high priestess’s barrier. Then it was gone. Bloodthirsty yells from scores of orcs and goblins spurred Amir to run even faster. Within minutes he was at the top of the path with the lead orcs only paces behind. 
 
    The path opened up onto a large plain extending to the left, right, and front. Amir made out the main body of elves three hundred paces ahead, gathered in a tight bunch with two monks riding along what appeared to be a high drop off to the front-left and front-right. Glancing to his extreme left, Amir nearly stumbled at what he saw as he ran toward the main body of elves. Formations of orcs, goblins, and ogres at least two thousand in number were arrayed across the plain, blocking escape from that direction. A similar number of the enemy blocked the right side of the plain. 
 
    “Hurry!” shouted Mia. 
 
    Amir hurried. When he got to the elves, Mia was holding a hasty conference with Lord Derander, Master Freestrod, and Commander Astradis near the sheer drop-off to the river. 
 
    “It is a good forty-paces straight down to the river,” said Astradis. 
 
    “Any chance we can jump?” asked Lord Derander. 
 
    “Not without levitation spells,” said Astradis. “The river is too shallow. It appears to only be knee to waist deep. It would be the same as jumping onto solid ground. Can the three of you mass levitate all of us down?” 
 
    Master Freestrod glanced over his shoulder at the orc and goblin formations. The shamans to the left and right side of the plain were casting spells at the defensive shield Mia had cast around the elves. The old mage looked back at Astradis. “No. We cannot. Almost all of our magic is going into the high priestess’s shield. We might be able to levitate a half dozen down without their horses, but that is about all.” 
 
    Lord Derander looked at the high priestess. “Mia, take the Kreorian guards. We will levitate you down and hold off the orcs as long as we can. They must not get the Lady’s staff.” 
 
    The silver in Mia’s eyes began rotating. “I am the High Priestess of the Lady of the Tree. I will not leave as long as one of my soldiers remain. Commander Astradis, there must be another way down.” 
 
    The Kreorian guard commander shook his head. “Nay, High Priestess. My monks have traversed the edge of the drop off for a hundred paces in either direction. There is no path down, and as I said, the river is shallow below. Anyone trying to jump would be committing suicide. We are trapped.” 
 
    An especially violent explosion against the elves’ magic shield drowned out any reply. While waiting for the noise to subside, Amir noticed the high priestess glance to her left and frown. Amir looked left along with Master Freestod, Lord Derander, and Commander Astradis. 
 
    “What is that fool human doing?” asked Lord Derander. 
 
    Amir was as perplexed as the elf lord. The human was mounted on his horse and had apparently stuck two lances into the ground two paces apart at the very lip of the drop off to the river below. He was pointing at the lances while shouting gibberish like a crazed man at Sergeant Thornbriar. When the sergeant didn’t respond, the human turned to the high priestess and shouted more of his gibberish. 
 
    Lord Derander snorted. “I think he is telling us to throw down our weapons. I knew he was a coward.” 
 
    Amir remembered the bloody bodies strewn around the human a few minutes earlier. “He’s no coward.” 
 
    “No?” said Derander. “Then why is he running away?” 
 
    When Amir looked back, the human was riding toward the lead elements of the orcs that were just coming out of the head of the valley. 
 
    “See,” said Lord Derander. “He is running back to his friends.” He raised his staff. “I am going to stop him.” 
 
    Amir sensed the mage draw Power from his reserve as he moved his fingers in an intricate pattern. Before he could mouth the first words of his incantation, the high priestess reached over and grabbed hold of Lord Derander’s hand. 
 
    “No,” said Mia. “Let him go. He is a human. This is not his fight. I do not blame him for trying to escape.” 
 
    Amir watched the human gallop thirty paces before stopping his mount. The man spun his horse in a tight circle as if trying to confuse her. When he was facing back toward the drop off to the river, the human yelled and kicked the mare hard in the sides. She reared and took off running at a full gallop straight at the spot where the human had stuck the two lances into the ground. 
 
    Minsk started to move his horse into a blocking position. Tracer stopped him. It was just as well. Between the kicks of the human, the screaming of the orcs, and the blasts of the shamans’ magic against the elves’ defensive shield, the horse was running in a blind panic. She seemed to care less where she was going as long as it was away from the noise. Closer and closer the horse and rider drew to the drop off and the two lances. 
 
    “He’s going to jump,” Amir said as the realization hit him. 
 
    “He is a fool,” said Commander Astradis. “It is too shallow, I tell you. He will be killed along with his horse.” 
 
    The human and horse didn’t falter. Straight between the two upright lances they went. The horse whinnied in panic as her hoofs found only air. Down the horse and human went. Amir heard the screams of the frightened horse for a couple of seconds, then they stopped. 
 
    Tracer and Minsk rode up to the edge of the drop off and looked down. 
 
    “They made it,” shouted Tracer. “They survived the jump.” 
 
    Amir ran to the edge of the cliff along with several of the elves. The horse and human were wading through knee-deep water to the far bank. 
 
    “How?” Lord Derander said. “They should have broken their necks on the rocks.” 
 
    Commander Astradis shook his head. “No. There must be a pool where they landed in the river.” He glanced at the two upright lances. “Maybe—” 
 
    “There is no maybe about it,” said Mia. “Rick has shown us a way.” She waved her free arm at the massed orcs and goblins. “Only death awaits us here. Some of us might live if we attempt the jump.” 
 
    “It is a fool’s gambit,” said Lord Derander. 
 
    “Then call me a fool,” said Commander Astradis. “I think it is worth a chance.” He pointed at the formations of orcs. Balls of magic from their spells were hitting all along the elves’ defensive shields. The shields began flickering. “We have only a short time, High Priestess. My advice is to either make the jump or lower the shield and let us charge while you still have some Power for offensive spells. The decision is yours.” 
 
    Mia didn’t take any time to think. “Sergeant Thornbriar!” she shouted. “Follow the human. Do as he did. We will cover you. Once your lancers are down, we will join you. Have your archers cover us as best they can from below.” 
 
    Sergeant Thornbriar shouted orders to his troops. They milled about a little, but none seemed anxious to be the first to urge their mount over the cliff. Amir didn’t blame them. It was a long way down, and the churning, rock-strewn water did little to alleviate his concern. 
 
    “Kreorians, follow me,” shouted Commander Astradis. He spurred his mount to a point thirty meters from the two lances and faced the drop off. The four monks in his command formed around him. As a group, they charged forward, spacing out single file as they drew close to the upright lances. One by one they passed over the lip of the drop. 
 
    Looking below, Amir saw the horses and elves hit the water one after the other. They disappeared for a second before their heads reappeared. The rushing water tried to sweep them downstream, but the horses’ hooves found firm ground in the rapidly shallowing water as they fought their way to shore. 
 
    One monk was knocked from his mount and hit his head on a rock. He began floating downstream. The human ran to the edge of the rushing river and cast out a long vine he’d apparently found the time to cut. When the monk’s groping hands caught hold of the vine, the human began towing him to shore. Two of the other monks jumped off their mounts and helped him pull. Within seconds, the half-drowned monk was safely ashore. 
 
    The human looked up at the elves peering over the side of the cliff. “Tracer!” he shouted along with a bunch of gibberish. He waved his arm as if beckoning his teammates to join him. 
 
    Tracer glanced at her team before turning her horse toward the orcs and galloping out to the point the monks had used as their starting point. Minsk, Skylark, and Grapeon joined her. With a nod of her head in Amir’s direction, Tracer urged her mount forward. Her teammates followed in single file as the monks had done. They passed between the two upright lances and went over the edge of the cliff. 
 
    Three massive blasts drew Amir’s attention away from the water. The elves’ defensive shields were starting to flicker in and out, growing dimmer with each flicker. A lone figure with dark skin and white hair stood in front of a score of shamans. Amir sensed the shamans feeding Power into their leader. 
 
    “Is that a dark elf?” asked Master Freestrod. “I have never known them to be in league with orcs before.” 
 
    In league or not, Amir sensed the dark elf combining his Power with that of the shamans and pouring it all into a bright red ball of magic forming between his hands. 
 
    “Our shields will never hold against that,” shouted Master Freestrod. 
 
    “Then we will lower our shields and use the last of our Power to attack,” said Mia. “Sergeant Thornbriar, get your troops over now. Anyone still up here in twenty seconds is going to be dead.” 
 
    Without waiting to see what the sergeant did, Mia turned her mount to face the orcs and the dark elf. 
 
    Master Freestrod took up a position on her left as Lord Derander moved to her right. 
 
    “When I lower the shield, give them everything you have,” said Mia. 
 
    The two mages nodded and drew what remained of the Power in their reserves. 
 
    The high priestess took a moment to glance at Amir. “You need to get over the side.” 
 
    Amir shook his head. “I cannot jump as far out as the horses. I doubt I could reach the hole in the river bottom. Even if I could, I cannot swim. My muscle mass is too dense.” 
 
    “Then remain with us,” said Mia. “I will save enough Power to cast a levitation spell on you before we go over the side.” 
 
    Amir nodded and removed his shield from his back, raising it in preparation for the lowering of the elves’ wall of magic. He sensed the two mages cut off their flow of Power to the high priestess as she ended the defensive shield. As soon as the shield was down, the two elf mages and the high priestess shouted words Amir heard but quickly forgot. Three balls of magic shot out from their outstretched hands. One flew to the left, one went straight ahead, and the last went to the right. The spells caught the orcs by surprise. The dark elf barely got a defensive spell of his own up before the high priestess’s spell exploded in a blast of lightning that decimated half of the orc shamans that had been feeding the dark elf Power. 
 
    “Now!” shouted Mia. “Go while we have the chance.” 
 
    Spurring her horse forward, Mia led the way to the point thirty meters from the upright lances. None of Sergeant Thornbriar’s lancers remained on the plain. 
 
    Amir sensed magic reach out from the high priestess and surround him. The spell lifted him into the air and toward the upright lances. He barely noticed the high priestess and the two mages charging toward the cliff face because he was too busy flailing his legs and arms in the air. Over the cliff he went, falling at a speed slower than normal but still faster than was comfortable. The sight of the approaching water made his natural fear of drowning come to the fore. Down he went. One horse and rider passed him by, then another and another. The last was the high priestess. When she hit the water, the magic around him disappeared and the speed of his fall increased. He hit the water hard. His legs found deep water, but he wasn’t nearly as far over the water as had been the mages and high priestess. As his head went below the water’s surface, it hit something hard. 
 
    The steel helm kept Amir’s head in one piece, but his vision turned dark. He tried to breathe but only succeeded in drawing water into his lungs. Flailing his arms, he made a vain attempt to swim. The rushing water took him out of the hole, into shallower water, but he was unable to regain his feet. His head struck another rock, then another. Just before blackness overtook him completely, he felt something wrap around his neck. The something choked him. Dazed though he was, Amir sensed the choking was a blessing in disguise. Choked as he was, he couldn’t take in air, but then again, he couldn’t take in water either. 
 
    Amir reached up and grabbed hold of the vine encircling his throat. He felt himself being dragged through the water, then was out, lying face down on wet sand. Hands turned him over and removed the vine. After coughing up a mouthful of water, he opened his eyes. The face of the human came into focus.  
 
    The human grinned and raised him into a sitting position, then said a few words of gibberish.  
 
    Amir felt him pounding him on the back. After a few mouthfuls of water came out, he looked around. The elves were consolidating in a patch of woods twenty meters from the river. He looked up at the cliff to see orcs and goblins firing crossbows down at them. 
 
    At the human’s urging, Amir struggled to his feet. He saw Minsk, Tracer, Skylark, and Grapeon forming a square around him as they used their shields to protect both the human and him from the dozens of quarrels and arrows flying down from the cliff. 
 
    Tracer looked over and grinned at Amir. “If you are done playing with your friends, I am about ready to get the Hades out of here.” 
 
    Amir laughed despite the pounding pain in his head. I’m about ready to get the Hades out of here too he thought. In fact, I’m more than ready. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 – Tele-bots 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    Jeena looked up from the Defiant’s mess table as the dwarves Mica and Jasper carried two more containers of tele-bots up the stairs and set them down on the table. 
 
    “Charlie said to tell you that’s the last of them,” said Mica. She flashed one of her rare grins at Jeena. “Makes me glad I’m not a magic user.” 
 
    Jeena glanced around at the others at the table. Red Wing and Stella sat on the opposite side, while Calatron and his gnome mages were sitting on either side of her. Her fellow elf, Comstar, was at the head of the table. She absentmindedly began stroking her fingers through the white bundle of fur squirming in her lap. Snowy rolled over on her back for a belly rub. Jeena smiled. It was hard to think of the little pup as dangerous. 
 
    At the dwarf’s comment, Comstar set down the thumb-sized clear box he was holding and shook his head. “Nay, Mica. Not just magic users. The stealth shields our scouts here are casting on the tele-bots are just as important as the anti-detection spells we magic users are casting.” 
 
    “More important,” hissed Red Wing. “We have been at this for hours. I for one am getting hungry.” She bared her teeth. “Even juicy gnomes are starting to look good to me.” 
 
    Kester, the youngest of the gnomes, glanced up from the thumb-sized container of tele-bots he was working on and glared at the Crosioian scout. “You may find we juicy gnomes will give you an upset stomach you won’t soon forget if you don’t watch your manners, Scout.” 
 
    Calatron laughed. “Relax, Kester. Our friend Red Wing is only joking. Everyone knows she’s one of the vegetarian species of the bats. We’re all a little tired and hungry.” He held up the thumb-sized container he was working on in the palm of his hand. “It’s hard to believe there are a million tele-bots in this container. Even casting anti-detection spells on a million tele-bots at a time, it still takes a while to finish the job when you have billions to do.” 
 
    Stella sat down her container of tele-bots, stretched her four arms, and yawned. “You lucky. There are eight magic users casting spells. There are only two of us scouts. Each of us has to place stealth shields around four times as many tele-bots as each of you.” 
 
    “That is why I say we scouts are more important,” hissed Red Wing. “Without our stealth shields, the Dragars’ instruments might detect the tele-bots through their magic spells.” 
 
    Kester stood up on the bench seat on his side of the table so his head was at the same height as Red Wing’s. “So what? Their technology might detect the tele-bots through your scouts’ stealth shields if it wasn’t for our spells. That’s why we’re more im—” 
 
    Growing tired herself, Jeena momentarily lost control of her temper. “Enough. Neither scouts nor magic users are more important. The only thing that will get us back home alive is for all of us to work together. These prototype tele-bots are a combination of magic and technology, but so are some of the Dragars’ ships. They have been raiding both the physical and magic dimension from their base two million years in the past for a long time. They have acquired equipment from both dimensions over the years. We need both magic-user spells and scout stealth shields to make sure the tele-bots gather the information Admiral Bistos needs without being detected.” 
 
    “We almost done,” said Stella as she placed a finished box of tele-bots in one container before grabbing a fresh box out of one of the boxes brought by Mica and Jasper. “My healing Power keeps my body at its DNA baseline, but mind still mush. I need go bed and sleep before moving to next phase of mission.” 
 
    Comstar tossed his box into the container of finished tele-bots and picked up another one. He glanced over at Jeena. “Jeehana, you have been sparse with your information on the next part of our operation. Do you not think it is about time you fill us in? Depending on what we are to do, I may need to memorize a different set of spells. I have been keeping a lot of defensive and anti-detection spells in memory. I suspect all of us magic users have.” 
 
    “You’ve got that right,” said Calatron. “Two of us magic users have to walk from one end of the ship to the other every couple of hours and refresh the anti-detection and invisibility spells on the Defiant. It wouldn’t do if one of those Dragar recon ships found us.” 
 
    Jeena nodded. “We have been in the middle of the Dragars’ fleets for three days now. Thanks to all of your efforts, Sergeant Ron has been able to avoid detection. He has also been able to disperse most of the upgraded tele-bots around some of the more strategically important parts of the fleets. Margery has been forwarding the data they have collected to ‘the One.’ Once we get the last of these tele-bots deployed, then it will be time to land on Portalis and complete the second part of our mission.” 
 
    Stella set down her box and looked at Jeena. “Land on Portalis? I thought shield was around the planet protecting it.” 
 
    The external speaker on Red Wing’s helmet crackled as the scout’s fighting computer, Mykias, got in on the conversation. “Not correct, Wizard Scout. According to the data forwarded to me by Nickelo before Wizard Scout Shepard and he left, that shield was placed around Portalis after he destroyed the Dragars’ spaceport and their temple. That was a hundred thousand years in our times’ past. We are currently two million years in the past. Those shields won’t be in place for another one-point-nine-million years.” 
 
    “That is all the more reason to find out what exactly we will be doing,” said Comstar. “What are we going to do when we land on Portalis? The Dragars’ will not be building their spaceport and temple for almost another two million years.” 
 
    Stella placed all four of her hands on the table. “There is more than that to consider. The demon Zenthra has not yet created his control room fortress that Rick will eventually destroy.” She locked eyes with Jeena. “I think you should tell us what we are supposed to do.” 
 
    “I cannot,” Jeena said. 
 
    “Cannot…or will not?” asked Stella. 
 
    Jeena had never liked being pushed into a corner, but she said a silent calming mantra before giving her reply. After all, Stella was her friend. They’d been on missions together and saved each other’s life more than once. “I cannot. The reason I cannot is because I do not know. I was only told we must go to Portalis two million years in the past by someone I trust implicitly. I believe I was not given any details to make sure we do not inadvertently change the future by reacting to something in the past based upon knowledge we were given in the future.” 
 
    “She’s right,” said a high-pitched voice from the vicinity of the stairway. 
 
    Jeena looked over to see Brachia coming up the last of the stairs. 
 
    Brachia flashed a big smile. “The less we know about how things in the past affect the future, the better. That way whatever we do in the past based upon our lack of knowledge will be what happened in the past. If we knew we were supposed to do something or had knowledge of what was done, we might change our actions in order to avoid what might to us be less than desirable consequences.” 
 
    “That makes no sense,” said the gnome-mage Calatron. 
 
    Jeena laughed. “Welcome to time travel. No one said it was anything other than confusing.” 
 
    “So I’m beginning to see,” said Calatron. “Can you at least tell us who this person is you trust so much? Is it your Lady of the Tree of Light?” 
 
    Jeena shook her head. “Sorry. I do not believe I should tell you that either.” 
 
    Comstar tossed his box of tele-bots into the container holding the finished ones. “I traveled through time a lot during my years of captivity with the Dragars, using the time-bubble that the three spheres created on Portalis. One thing I learned during my travels was that time means something to us, but it is far less important to entities such as the demons we will be fighting. We are two million years in the past, but we are in the middle of the fleets of Dragar ships that have been raiding the magic dimension for more than a hundred thousand years. The reason they can do that is because the spheres’ time-bubbles exist in all time at the same time.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” said Brachia as he walked over to the mess table and sat down on the bench next to Red Wing. “Time-bubbles exist in all times, but they are only accessible through specific points in the space-time continuum. Some of you were there when the Dragars’ spaceport and temple were destroyed. The spaceport and buildings are gone, at least in our time they are, but the time-bubble created by the three spheres still exists because it exists in all times. There is an access point to the time-bubble at our current point in time. The Dragars have been using that access point to raid the future. I believe they will also be using it to bring their fleets to the future when they join the demons in their invasion.” 
 
    “That is also my thought,” Jeena said. “That is why we are going on Portalis. We are going to take a team on the X-shuttle and land near the point where the Dragars will eventually build their spaceport. Their time-bubble is already there. We must create an access point to the time-bubble and find something inside.” 
 
    “What do we need to find?” asked a squeaky voice coming from the direction of the ceiling. 
 
    Jeena looked up to see Bright Wing lying on top of a cupboard over the galley’s re-hydrator. She smiled. “Not we, little one. You must stay on board to help Sergeant Ron and Charlie. They will be hard-pressed to remain hidden from the Dragars.” 
 
    “Who will go then?” asked Stella. “Only you and I have been at the Dragars’ temple. No temple on Portalis now.” 
 
    “No, there is no temple there now,” Jeena agreed. “We were in the temple at the spaceport and only for a short time. That matters little. We are two million years in the past, and the area will be much different. As to who will be going on the mission, I will take Red Wing and you. From the gnomes, Calatron and Kester will go. Felspar and his dwarves will also accompany us. Timerman will fly the X-shuttle. Everyone else will remain on the Defiant and continue placing the tele-bots.” 
 
    Comstar shifted in his seat. “I should also go, Jeehana. As I have said, I was forced to use the Dragars’ time-bubble on many occasions during my captivity. I am familiar with it.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Jeena gave her fellow elf a sympathetic smile. “I am sorry, my friend, but I need you here monitoring the shields around the Defiant. If she is discovered, we may never get back home.” 
 
    As Comstar opened his mouth to protest, Jeena stood, holding Snowy in the crook of her left arm. “My decision is made. Everyone must do as they are told for our mission to succeed. It is the Lady’s will.” 
 
    Comstar smiled. “You know, Jeehana, sometimes you pull out the name of your Lady and use her like I would one of my wands. I am beginning to wonder if your Lady actually tells you as much as you try to make others believe. For that matter, I wonder if she actually exists.” 
 
    Jeena returned the elf mage’s smile. “Oh, she exists all right. Perhaps one day you will meet her. In the meantime, let us finish the tele-bots so we can get about our business.” 
 
    “Then we go to Portalis?” hissed Red Wing. 
 
    “Yes,” Jeena said. “Then we will go to Portalis.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 – A Vampire’s Story 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    A shudder ran down Telsa’s back as she glanced at the blonde-headed ranger sitting at the end of the table near Queen Emerald. After the initial meeting with the dwarf queen, Emerald had ushered Rembis and her into a regimental conference room near the guard area in order to speak more privately. Telsa wasn’t sure whether she appreciated the confines of the small, alabaster walled room where she now found herself. Being cooped up with a vampire wasn’t high on her list of fun things to do. 
 
    “I would’ve preferred to remain in the guard cavern,” Telsa told her battle computer. “At least I had room to maneuver there. I keep thinking about our raid on Old Drepdenor when that vampire tried to rip my throat out. There’s no way I can relax with another vampire sitting across the table from me, even if I do know her.” 
 
    “Well,” said Raj. “If it is that uncomfortable for you, why not seal your battle suit?” 
 
    Telsa was more than half-tempted to take Raj up on the suggestion. In the end, she opted to remain the way she was with her battle helmet in three-quarter’s mode. “No. Chancee is Emerald’s friend. The dwarf would take it as an insult. It might endanger the mission Jeehana gave us. Besides, if the ranger is a full vampire, she can shift into the void anyway. My battle suit’s not embedded with creallium like Rick’s gear. A vampire’s teeth would pass right through it, straight into my neck.” 
 
    “True,” said Raj. “Since those are the facts, I calculate the logical course of action is to stop worrying about it and pay attention to the meeting. I for one would like to find out what a vampire is doing living among the dwarves. I find it quite interesting.” 
 
    Apparently sensing her nervousness, Rembis, who was sitting in the chair next to Telsa, nudged her in the side with his elbow. “Relax,” said the gnome. “Chancee is what you might call a vegetarian when it comes to vampires. I worked with her lots of times during the years after we left Old Drepdenor.” He winked at the blonde ranger. “You’re a sweetheart, aren’t you, Chancee?” 
 
    The female ranger glared at Rembis with bloodshot eyes. “I’m not your sweetheart by any means, you fool of a gnome.” She grinned at Telsa, seeming to make sure the smile was not wide enough to show her eyeteeth. “Rembis is right in one respect, Telsa. You can relax. I only drink the blood of certain animals. It’s no different than you eating the meat of a cow. Humans, dwarves, elves, and even smart-mouthed gnomes like Rembis are not in my diet.” 
 
    Telsa nodded her head and did her best to smile. She made a show of looking at the others in the room in an attempt to hide her nervousness. Besides Emerald and Chancee, three dwarves sat at the table on the side opposite Rembis and her. Two of the dwarves were General Fenmar and his grandson Nekash. She didn’t recognize the third dwarf, but he wasn’t near as old as Emerald or Fenmar, so that wasn’t surprising. It had been four hundred years since she’d helped the elves with their rebellion against the Dragars. After thinking about who’d make the best source of information, she decided to direct her questions at General Fenmar, having found him relatively friendly the last time she’d been with the dwarves. 
 
    “Do you vouch for her, General?” Telsa asked. 
 
    “I do,” replied General Fenmar. “After Wizard Scout Rick and the rest of you left, Queen Emerald gathered our forces and led the attack to reclaim our home under Old Drepdenor from the vampires. We succeeded in pushing them down to the lowest levels of the tunnels before they grouped together for a last stand.” 
 
    Queen Emerald rose from her chair and placed a hand on the blonde ranger’s shoulder. “Chancee was in the thickest of the fighting. Unlike General Fenmar and me, her armor wasn’t made of Holy Metal. She risked more during the fight than the rest of us.” 
 
    Chancee shook her head. “No. We all took the same risk. I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time when that lich popped up.” 
 
    Telsa glanced at the ranger. “Maybe I’m the only ignorant one in the room, but what’s a lich?” 
 
    After exchanging glances with Queen Emerald, Chancee said, “A lich is something I’d not wish on my worst enemy. It’s a type of undead that can come in different forms. In the case of the one under Old Drepdenor, it was, or maybe still is, a powerful necromancer that used dark spells to extend its life at the cost of its soul. The one I met was a vampire lich.” She looked at Emerald again. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said the dwarf queen. “It’s your story more than it is mine.” 
 
    The blonde ranger nodded and looked back at Telsa. “It’s not a day I care to remember, but if what you say about the future is true, then it may be important. As General Fenmar mentioned, our forces had pushed the vampires to the lowest levels of the tunnels under Old Drepdenor. I was with a scouting team that got cut off. We were ambushed by half-a-hundred vampires, and everyone was killed except me. I was forced to run.” She waited as if expecting Telsa to make some kind of comment. After several heartbeats, the ranger’s face relaxed. “I ran until I could run no more. I was on the verge of turning and making my last stand against my pursuers when I passed through…something.” 
 
    Telsa eyed the ranger. 
 
    The woman’s eyes took on a glazed look as if she were somewhere else. 
 
    “Something?” Telsa prodded. “What do you mean by something?” 
 
    Chancee’s eyes focused on Telsa. “It was a barrier, only it wasn’t a barrier. When I passed through, I looked behind me. The vampires were only a few strides away, but they weren’t moving. It was as if they were frozen solid. Only they weren’t frozen.” She glanced at Rembis before looking back at Telsa. “Both of you were with us at the Dragars’ spaceport. I’m sure you remember how their facility had a time-bubble around it that they used to raid the future. I think the time-bubble extended well below the ground and intersected the tunnel I was in.” 
 
    “Rick told us the Dragars’ time-bubble was destroyed along with the three spheres,” Telsa said. “Do you mean you found a new time-bubble.” 
 
    Rembis smiled. “I believe Rick used the easiest term to describe what happened at the spaceport. In actuality, a time-bubble can’t be destroyed since it exists in all time at the same time. The three spheres only had to create the time-bubble once. After that, the Dragars used the spheres to create access points into the time-bubble that they then used to transport their warships to the future. When the spheres were destroyed, the Dragars lost the capability to create new access points into their time-bubble.” 
 
    Telsa shook her head. “That can’t be. The Dragars are planning on using the time-bubble to teleport into the future when they are needed by the demons. They’ll need an access point to do that.” She tapped the tabletop with her fingers. “Plus, our allies in the UGA say the Dragars have been raiding the magic dimension after the Dragars’ temple was destroyed. That means they can create access points to another time-bubble somewhere.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Rembis. “Truth be told, no one in the past can force their way into the future. Someone or something in the future must bring them there. I believe the demon Zenthra has been creating access points in the three time-bubbles to allow the Dragars to do their raids.” 
 
    “Rick said he killed Zenthra,” Telsa said. 
 
    Rembis shook his head. “Demons cannot be killed; at least they can’t be killed in our dimension. Rick destroyed Zenthra’s avatar. When he did, the demon was banished back to the demonic plane for a thousand years.” 
 
    When Telsa opened her mouth to speak, Rembis held up his hand. “But that doesn’t matter. We are a hundred thousand years in the past, give or take a couple of centuries. Zenthra’s avatar is alive and well in his hardened, underground fortress near Old Drepdenor. Plus, a future version of Zenthra or perhaps one of his brothers could make an access point for the Dragars in the past to join the fight in the future.” 
 
    Telsa’s head began to spin with all the talk of time-bubbles and time travel. It was enough to confuse anyone. She decided to get back to something more concrete and turned to Chancee. “All right, let’s say you did pass into a time-bubble. What happened then?” 
 
    The ranger visibly shuddered. “I ran smack dab into the lich. Apparently I’d stumbled through an access point he’d just created. I think he was using the time-bubble as a way to escape the dwarves. As soon as I entered the time-bubble, the lich attacked.” She raised her left hand and pointed at her neck. Two small scars resembling holes were barely visible above the collar of her chainmail. “You can see the results.” 
 
    The ranger drew her sword and placed it on the table. A blue gem the size of the ranger’s fingernail glowed from the weapon’s pommel.  
 
    Telsa sensed strong magic radiating from the blade. “My sword’s made from Holy Metal. I was able to stick it in the chest of the lich, but I missed his heart. I did succeed in hurting him enough to make him release his grip on me. When he did, I took off running deeper into the time-bubble. I ran for a long time. I tried to treat my bite wound, but I began growing fevered.” 
 
    Chancee looked down at the table before resuming her tale. “There were a lot of undead in the tunnels of the time-bubble, but they left me alone.” She shrugged. “I suppose they recognized me as one of their own, or that I soon would be. When my fever was at its peak, I spied a group of undead in the tattered remains of priest garb. I saw them cast a spell on one of the tunnel walls. The stone slid open, and they went inside. I was able to follow before the stone closed and found myself in a circular cavern the width of a bowshot. Inside was a yellow light. The light was alive. I sensed it was good.” She smiled, this time wide enough to show her fangs. “At least compared to me, the yellow light was good. Coils of magic energy bound the light to a boulder in the center of the room. The priests began chanting a spell. As they chanted, the magic coils binding the light grew more intense.” 
 
    The ranger’s bloodshot eyes took on a glazed look again. 
 
    Everyone at the table remained silent for several seconds. 
 
    Rembis was the first to break the silence. “You said the coils grew more intense,” he said. “What did you do then?” 
 
    Chancee’s eyes came back into focus. “Then?” She smiled and patted her sword. “I stuck this in each of the priests and cut their heads off for good measure. I tried freeing the yellow light, but I couldn’t do it.” She shrugged again. “I’m no mage and have never claimed to be. The yellow light touched me. He, I think it was a he, cured me.” She opened her mouth and tapped one of her long, pointed fangs with the tip of her finger. “Sorta, that is. The fever broke. My mind was my own, but the bite of the lich left a few side effects as you’ve probably noticed.” 
 
    Telsa drummed her fingers on the table. She wasn’t sure how this fit in with her mission, but the fact that the light was yellow and they needed a yellow gem to close the gate under the Tree of Light in Silverton was too coincidental to let the matter lie. “You said you couldn’t free the yellow light? By any chance could you communicate with it?” 
 
    Chancee nodded. “A little. We didn’t actually talk, but the light did give me a vision. It showed me a scene of a great battle between the forces of good and evil. The yellow light was wounded and taken prisoner. Part of him was left on the battlefield. Another part of him was removed and taken somewhere else. What remained of him was too weak to resist his captors. They built a cell for him. It was a time-bubble surrounded by three more time-bubbles holding sources of energy to keep him captive. I sensed blue, red, and yellow energy from the three time-bubbles. The time-bubble that was his cell and the three time-bubbles that were the locks to his prison were all contained in a larger time-bubble energized by the four time-bubbles inside. I believe that larger time-bubble is the one the Dragars use to raid the future.” 
 
    Glancing at Queen Emerald, Telsa said, “What do you think all of this means?” 
 
    The dwarf queen shrugged. “I am not sure, but when we finally destroyed the last of the vampires under Old Drepdenor, General Fenmar found Chancee wandering around inside the tunnels.” 
 
    “It’s lucky I was the one who found her,” said the old general. “She was a vampire. If I hadn’t recognized her, I would’ve cut her head off first and asked questions later. As it was, I put her under guard and took her to the queen.” 
 
    Queen Emerald placed her hand on Chancee’s arm. “I’ll admit it took me a while to trust my old friend again, but she has proved her worth many times since that fateful day. The yellow light cured her enough to remain our companion and ally. I trust her with my life.” 
 
    The ranger’s bloodshot eyes turned shiny. “I…” She looked down at the table for several heartbeats. When she raised her head, her eyes no longer shined. “Although I couldn’t free the yellow light, I got the impression his cell had been weakened at some point time. That is, if you can reference time within a time-bubble where time doesn’t exist. The vision I was given showed a silver-haired elf and a man in a battle suit like yours removing blue, red, and yellow energy spheres from the time-bubbles that composed the locks on the yellow light’s cell. I got the impression that after the energy sources were removed, the priests are forced to renew the magic on the light’s bonds every so often to keep him imprisoned.” 
 
    Telsa looked at Rembis before turning back to Chancee. “A silver-haired elf and a man in a battle suit, you say. Do you know who they were?” 
 
    Chancee shrugged. “The elf? No. The man in black armor? Yes. He was our friend Rick, or his exact twin, one or the other.” 
 
    Drumming her fingers on the table once more, Telsa had an epiphany. She removed her battle helmet and placed it on the table. “All right, Raj. Out with it. You know more than you’re telling us, and even if you don’t, I’m sure ‘the One’ does. So I recommend either you or he get those nanosecond brains of yours working and spit it out. I want to know what’s going on.” 
 
    The external speaker of the battle helmet crackled. “Whatever happened to the cheerful wizard scout I used to know? I calculate you are becoming somewhat of a grouch lately.” 
 
    “I’ve been working with battle computers too much,” Telsa said. “They’d irritate anyone, given time.” 
 
    “Well, you are not that easy to get along with either on certain occasions,” said Raj. “You have no idea what I have to put up with. Why just the other nanosecond, I had to—” 
 
    Despite the situation, Queen Emerald burst out laughing. “The two of you sound like an old married couple. I thought Nickelo was the only battle computer that got emotional.” 
 
    “Apparently times are changing,” said Raj. “I calculate some of us battle computers are being emotionally contaminated by our continued association with Nickelo, Margery, Danny, and Jonathan. I calculate they have had close contact with Wizard Scout Shepard one time too many. So have I. There is a seventy-six percent probability we are now contaminating other battle computers.” 
 
    “Well, regardless,” Telsa said in an attempt to get the conversation back on track. “I want to find out what you know about Chancee’s encounter with that yellow light. Does it have something to do with finding another yellow gem?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Raj. “Strangely enough, some information on the subject just appeared in my databanks.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Telsa said. “Imagine that. So are you going to spit it out, or do I have to drag it out of you?” 
 
    “I will leave the spitting to physical beings,” said Raj. “As to the information you desire, ‘the One’ calculates there is a ninety-one percent probability the time-bubble the ranger stumbled into under Old Drepdenor is the same time-bubble Wizard Scout Shepard was teleported to during his first mission for ‘the One.’” 
 
    Telsa nodded. “I suspected as much. That’s when he helped High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen retrieve the three seed parts. The only problem is, that was a hundred thousand years ago. The high priestess merged the seed parts and planted them as soon as she returned. They grew into the Tree of Light.” 
 
    Rembis smiled. “Actually, you’re forgetting that we are a hundred thousand years in the past now. I suspect High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen is even now living in a sleepy little village called Silver, attending to a young sapling that is the Tree of Light. It was not so long ago that Rick and the high priestess rescued the seed parts.” 
 
    Queen Emerald walked from one side of the room to the other before sitting back down. “Time is our enemy. It does not exist in a time-bubble. If we were to enter Chancee’s time-bubble now through the access point created by the lich, we could find ourselves at a point in the time-bubble before, during, or after the seed parts have been rescued by Rick and High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen.” 
 
    “It would be after,” said Raj. 
 
    The fact that her battle computer did not include a probability told Telsa his statement was a fact. 
 
    “The time-bubbles the ranger told us about were the repositories for the three seed parts,” said Raj. “According to the information now in my databanks, when Rick and the high priestess removed the three spheres, I calculate the lock on the yellow light’s cell began deteriorating. I also calculate the ranger is correct in that the magic binding the light has to be renewed by the priests. Since the ranger destroyed the priests, the lock may now be weak enough to break.” 
 
    “What is this yellow light?” asked Rembis. “Is it the gem we need to close the gate under the Tree of Light? Or is it another seed part?” 
 
    “That information is not in my databanks,” said Raj. “I can tell you this. I calculate the success of the battle in the future depends on the rescue of the yellow light. Otherwise, the demon armies will overwhelm the three galaxies and all will be lost.” 
 
    Queen Emerald looked at Telsa. “We have fought side by side before, my friend. It looks like we shall do so again.” She drew her battle axe from her belt and set it on the table. “General Fenmar, I want you to send riders to the coast. Have Admiral Mequenst prepare our ships for sea. Tell our people to gather their things. We will be returning to Old Drepdenor.” 
 
    “Who shall go?” asked the general. 
 
    “Everyone,” said Emerald. “Rick needs us in the future. The only way to get an army there is through a time-bubble. If the Dragars can use their time-bubble at Old Drepdenor to raid the future, we may be able to use it to help our friends.” She turned to Telsa. “While my people prepare for travel, we will take an advance team to Old Drepdenor and free this yellow light that your battle computer thinks is so important. Then we will go to the future and help Rick fight his rebellion the way he helped us against the Dragars. There is only one problem.” 
 
    “Only one?” Telsa asked. “Somehow I think that’s understating it a little. What specific problem are you talking about?” 
 
    Chancee gave the answer. “After the yellow light freed me, it was somehow able to get me out of the time-bubble and back into the regular tunnels underneath Old Drepdenor. Queen Emerald and I later retraced my steps in the lower tunnels. We were unable to find the access point created by the lich. I believe he closed it off and is hiding somewhere inside the time-bubble.” 
 
    “So let me see if I understand what you’re saying,” said Rembis. “We can’t get into the time-bubble where the yellow light is located. Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    Queen Emerald picked her battle axe up off the table. “Not exactly. What I think Chancee means is that we won’t be able to use the same access point she used. We will need someone who can create an access point for us.” 
 
    Telsa glanced from the dwarf to the ranger and back. “All right, I give up. Who can we get to create us another access point?” 
 
    Smiling, Queen Emerald said, “We will need an elf high priestess to do it.” 
 
    “Then we’re in big trouble,” Telsa said. “Jeehana’s the only high priestess I know, and she’s not here.” 
 
    Both Queen Emerald and Chancee laughed. So did General Fenmar and the other dwarves. 
 
    The dwarf-queen looked at Telsa. “The high priestess you know won’t be born for another hundred thousand years. Fortunately, our time has one of its own in a small village called Silver. We will stop there and fetch her on the way to the coast.” 
 
    Telsa didn’t need to ask the name of the high priestess. The answer came to her in a single thought. Shandria. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 – Dwarves’ March 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    It took the better part of the week for Queen Emerald to get her people organized and ready to move. Finally, the dwarf queen was ready to leave for Old Drepdenor with her advance party. They gathered at the foot of the mountain near the river. The largest part of their group was a company of cavalry mounted on stout mountain ponies and led by Major Nekash. Each soldier was equipped with armor and weapons made out of the dwarves’ Holy Metal. In addition to Nekash’s fighters, the party included General Fenmar, Rembis, Telsa, and, of course, the vampire-ranger Chancee and Queen Emerald. 
 
    Telsa sat on the horse Nekash had provided for her. She assumed she looked out of place wearing her battle suit, but she didn’t care. They’d be leaving soon to complete her mission. That was the only thing that was important. With nothing else to do but wait, she watched Nekash’s soldiers load the last of the supplies and equipment on the half-a-hundred pack animals. 
 
    Rembis sat nearby on his pony watching, seeming as bored as her. 
 
    A squad of the dwarves’ soldiers came up with three carts and began strapping extra armor and weapons made out of Holy Metal onto several of the pack ponies. 
 
    Touching the gnome mage’s arm, Telsa nodded at the soldiers. “Why are they loading so much extra armor and weapons? There’s enough to equip another platoon from the looks of it. Won’t it just slow us down? It’s already going to take us a long time to get to Old Drepdenor.” 
 
    The gnome mage laughed. 
 
    Telsa liked his laugh. She always had. 
 
    “That it will, Wizard Scout. We’ll be lucky to get there before winter hits. Since we’re taking a detour to the village of Silver, it’ll take us a good two months to get to the port city of New Hope. From there, we’ll be on our ships for two or three more weeks. Then we’ll have half a month of cross-country travel to reach Old Drepdenor.” 
 
    Telsa frowned. She’d known it was going to take a long time but hadn’t realized how long. 
 
    “Humph,” said Raj in her shared space. “If you had bothered to ask, I could have told you.” 
 
    Ignoring her battle computer, Telsa pointed at the extra military gear. “So why all the weapons and armor?” 
 
    Rembis shrugged. “All I know is that a messenger arrived from the Oracle last night to see the queen. Shortly thereafter, she had Major Nekash start gathering the extra equipment.” 
 
    At that moment, two dwarves came walking past carrying a metal chest bound by chains. The chains fairly reeked of strong magic. After strapping the chest onto the back of one of the pack animals, the dwarves took up positions on either side of the beast. 
 
    Curious, Telsa nodded at the chest. “What’s inside that thing? Treasure? I’m guessing it’s valuable.” 
 
    A hint of a smile came to the old gnome’s lips. He started to speak but seemed to think better about it and instead scratched his long white beard for a moment. “I have my guesses, but I think I’ll wait until the queen wants to tell us to be sure. In the meantime, I’ve got a feeling we’re about ready to leave.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me. There’s no telling what’s going on in the future. We’ve got to get back as soon as possible.” 
 
    Rembis laughed. “You’re still not used to time travel, are you? I’ve been a slave for the Dragars twice, and I time-traveled a lot. One thing I learned over the years was that how ever long it took to complete a mission was how long it took. Once we’re done with this one, ‘the One’ can return us to the future a blink of an eye after we left if he so desires.” 
 
    “Yeah. I suppose you’re right. Chances are ‘the One’ probably has a few tele-bots monitoring us right now.”  
 
    “No doubt,” chimed in Raj over the battle helmet’s loud speaker. “‘The One’ will know when your mission is complete. He will then return you to what you consider the current time.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll have to take your word for it since you’re part of ‘the One,’” Telsa said. She’d never been too happy that her battle computer was part of the behind-the-scenes network of computers comprising ‘the One.’ 
 
    “That’s not fair, Wizard Scout. You know my memory banks have no information in them about being part of ‘the One.’” 
 
    “Whatever,” Telsa replied using Richard’s pet word. 
 
    A horn blew near the head of the column, giving the signal to start. Being located near the middle of the column, it took several minutes before the pack animal in front of Telsa began moving. 
 
    Urging her mount forward with a slight kick to its ribs, Telsa laughed. “It’s a good thing I learned to ride a horse during my earlier mission on Portalis with Rick. It wasn’t part of the curriculum at the Intergalactic Wizard Scout Academy.” 
 
    Rembis returned her laugh. “No doubt. Well, you’ll get plenty of practice now. Like I said, it’s a long trip to New Drepdenor.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was a long trip indeed. The size of the dwarves’ party made for slow going. It didn’t help that they were attacked more than once by raiding parties of orcs and goblins. Although the dwarves beat off the attacks with no losses of their own, it took a while after each fight to reorganize and begin moving again. As a result, it took a full three weeks before they drew near the elf village of Silver. During late afternoon of the twenty-first day, Rembis and Telsa received word to join Emerald at the head of the column. 
 
    Riding up a gradual slope to the front of the formation, Telsa and Rembis came out on a grass covered ridgeline overlooking a large valley full of waist-high grass. The lush vegetation was the deepest green Telsa could remember ever seeing. The valley stretched for at least ten kilometers to the north and south. At the northern end, Telsa was just able to make out a cluster of a hundred or so white alabaster stone buildings. A few medium-sized trees dotted the landscape, but not many. The valley was mostly grass. 
 
    As Telsa continued to the head of the column, she saw a female elf with silver hair cascading down to her waist. The elf sat on a white stallion. She wore a light-blue robe and carried an alabaster-white staff with a blue gem at the top. A second elf, a male, sat on a black horse next to the female. The male elf had brown hair nearly as long as the female’s. He too carried a staff with a blue gem at the top. The silver-haired female turned and looked at Telsa. The elf’s eyes swirled like molten silver. 
 
    “Jeehana!” Telsa exclaimed before catching herself. She took a closer look. “Sorry. You’re not Jeehana. You’ve got silver eyes, but you’re way too short.” 
 
    The silver-haired elf laughed, making her eyes swirl faster. “And you are wearing a battle suit, but you are too short to be Rick. Not to mention you are a female.” Her laugh turned into a friendly smile. “Queen Emerald tells me that you are a friend of Rick’s and a fellow wizard scout. She also told me why you are here.” The elf waved her free hand at the male elf next to her. “Perhaps I should make introductions before we go any further. This is my bondmate High Lord Carndador. I am High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen, but it would please me greatly if you would call me Shandria. Any friend of Rick’s is a friend of mine.” 
 
    Amazed by the similarity in appearance between Shandria and Jeena, Telsa didn’t speak for a couple of seconds. The pause was long enough to be awkward. 
 
    “And this ill-mannered wizard scout,” said Raj over the battle helmet’s external speakers, “is Wizard Scout Telsa. I am Raj. I am a battle—” 
 
    “A battle computer,” finished Shandria. “If you are a friend of Master Nick’s, then you are also a friend of mine, Master Raj. I am honored to meet you.” 
 
    “See, Telsa,” said Raj. “That is how you make introductions.” 
 
    More than a little embarrassed, Telsa said, “Sorry, High Priestess. I was just noticing the similarity between you and High Priestess Je—” 
 
    Shandria held up her left hand. Her smile disappeared. “Please. Tell us nothing of the future. You are a friend of Rick’s. That is all I need to know to give you what aid I can. I owe him more than I can ever repay.” 
 
    “As do I and the rest of our people,” said High Lord Carndador. He glanced at Shandria before looking back at Telsa. “I have never met my bondmate’s Rick, but I owe him much. If not for him, Shandria would have died. Whatever service I can provide you will scarcely repair the debt I owe.” 
 
    “I’m sure Rick would appreciate any help you can give us, High Lord,” Telsa replied. 
 
    The male elf laughed. “Please, do not call me High Lord. It is a lofty title for one so minor. I am a humble herb farmer by profession. Scarcely five hundred elves call Silver home. I am a high lord in name only.” 
 
    Telsa thought of the massive elf city of Silverton that the little town would become. 
 
    “Well, do not say anything about it,” advised Raj in their shared space. “You never know what effect information about the future could have on the past.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to say anything,” Telsa replied. “Now stay out of the conversation.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The high priestess pointed at the distant village and looked at Queen Emerald. “I know you are in need of haste, but there is no better camping spot for leagues in any direction than our village of Silver. You and all of your companions are welcome to spend the night in our village.” 
 
    “Alas,” said High Lord Carndador, “there are not enough extra beds in Silver to accommodate all of you, but you are welcome to camp in the park. I believe you will find it peaceful and to your liking.” He gave the dwarf queen a smile. “Your party will of course be our guests for the evening meal. It has been long since we had dwarves in our village. We elves could do with an excuse for a feast.” 
 
    General Fenmar spoke up. “Will there be ale?” 
 
    Shandria laughed. “Nay, no ale, but there will be spring-wine aplenty. I believe you will find it to your liking.” 
 
    With that settled, the two elves led the way to the village. When they drew close, Telsa noticed elves working in pairs in the nearby fields. One elf appeared to be poking holes in the fertile soil while a second elf dropped in gray seeds. 
 
    Since Shandria had insisted Telsa ride at the head of the column with Carndador, Emerald, Chancee, and her, she took the opportunity to ask about the pairs of elves. “What are they planting?” Telsa said. “The seeds look familiar.” 
 
    “We had a bonding ceremony last night at the Tree of Light,” said Shandria. “The tree produced the seeds you see. Our hope is that one day our lands will be covered with silver elm trees. As the forests grow, the Tree of Light’s Power will increase.” She gave what could only be described as a dazzling smile. “I assume Rick told you how we recovered the three seed parts in the demons’ time-bubble.” 
 
    Telsa nodded. “Several times. Your Tree of Light keeps the lock secured on the gate in the Presence—uh, I mean in the cavern below the tree. 
 
    The high priestess narrowed her eyes at Telsa’s near slip of the tongue but chose not to mention it.  
 
    They rode the rest of the way to the village in silence. The dirt trail gave way to a white-graveled road with adorable white-stone bungalows on both sides. Elves roamed the street, staring at the column of dwarves. For the most part, they seemed friendly. A few elf children ran alongside the dwarves’ ponies as they made their way past the buildings. 
 
    Leaning toward Telsa, the high priestess said, “The giants have been kind enough to supply us with alabaster granite.” She smiled. “It is the strongest material known to our engineers. With preservation spells, these homes should last a very long time.” She pointed at a partially finished foundation of what looked like the start of a very large building. “That will be our library. Our hope is that it will one day be a gathering place of knowledge for our people.” 
 
    As they traveled through the village, Shandria pointed out planned locations for a future palace and garden. Before long, the buildings gave way to a large open area. In the center of the clearing was a single tree with silver leaves. The top of the tree was barely five meters in height. 
 
    “Is that the Tree of Light?” Telsa asked. “It’s so small.” 
 
    High Lord Carndador was riding next to Telsa on the opposite side of his bondmate. At her comment, he laughed. “Trust me, Wizard Scout, it will grow. As long as elves give their offerings to the Tree of Light on their bonding night, the tree will remain strong and keep the lock on the gate secure. That is our hope and prayer anyway.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will,” Telsa said, trying her best not to give anything away. 
 
    The two elves left Telsa and pointed out areas to General Fenmar and Major Nekash where their troops could bivouac. As the dwarves set up their camp, other elves arrived laden down with tables, barrels, and trays of food. As the sun set in the west, more elves arrived. Soon the tables were covered with wooden trays of cheeses, fruits, nuts, breads, and cakes. When the feast was ready, a horn blew. As silence came over the clearing, everyone gave their attention to the head table where Emerald, Carndador, and Shandria sat along with Telsa, Chancee, and Rembis. 
 
    Rising to his feet, the high lord took a moment to gaze at those around him. “My friends, both elves and dwarves, I—” 
 
    “Ahem,” said Shandria as she nodded towards Telsa, Chancee, and Rembis. 
 
    “Ah, of course,” said High Lord Carndador without missing a beat, “and humans and gnome. It is good to see everyone gathered together as friends in the presence of the Tree of Light. May the tree’s blessing be upon all of you from now until the end of your days.” He nodded at Emerald before turning back to the crowd. “Most of us are simple farmers or miners. The good earth gives, and it takes away. My bondmate and I will be accompanying Queen Emerald and her companions to another land.” 
 
    The elves in the crowd began to murmur. 
 
    The high lord looked over at Shandria before waving a hand in the direction of the Tree of Light. “My bondmate assures me it is the Creator’s will that we go. You will be well protected by the Tree of Light until our return.” 
 
    The sky had darkened enough that a soft, silvery glow could be seen coming from the leaves on the Tree of Light. As the high lord spoke, the glow grew brighter. 
 
    “The battle between good and evil is never-ending,” continued the high lord. “The forces of the dark were subdued for a time when my bondmate retrieved the three seed parts and planted the Tree of Light. We elves have sworn to nurture the tree and guard it against harm until the time of the Great Battle. Our hope is that it will be many years in the future. Although we may be gone and our bones turned to dust, my prayer is that elves, dwarves, gnomes,”—he glanced at Telsa—“and humans, working together, will continue to keep the forces of the Dark One at bay.” He lifted a wooden goblet from the table and held it out. “Until then, let us drink a toast to the Tree of Light and to good friends.” With that, he cocked his head back and drained his goblet dry. 
 
    “To friends and the Tree of Light,” said Shandria as she stood and drained her goblet. 
 
    Emerald, Chancee, Rembis, Telsa, and the elves and dwarves at the other tables raised their goblets in toast. 
 
    “To friends and the Tree of Light!” Telsa shouted.  
 
    After that, everyone began partaking of the feast. From the scowls on the dwarves’ faces, Telsa knew they were not all that excited about eating cheeses and fruits. By the time they’d drank their third round of spring-wine their scowls were replaced by smiles. By the fifth round, the sound of dwarf laughter could be heard from one end of the clearing to the other. 
 
    Once the meal was over, four elves brought out stringed instruments and flutes and began playing. Elves both young and old formed a ring around the Tree of Light and danced in the glow of its leaves. Rembis, who was obviously feeling his spring-wine, convinced Telsa to join him in the dance. Before long, other dwarves also joined in. 
 
    “Remove your boots,” said Rembis as he kicked his off. “You can’t dance in those things. I’m a gnome. Take my word for it. Dancing is best done in bare feet.” 
 
    Telsa burst out laughing as the gnome closed his eyes and wiggled his toes in the lush grass. A look of pure pleasure came the old mage’s face. 
 
    “I swear you look twenty years younger,” Telsa said. “The music must be good for you.” 
 
    Opening his eyes, Rembis laughed. “I’ve got a feeling it has more to do with the spring-wine than the music.” He laughed again. “By the way, I’m going to take it for granted you mean twenty years younger in human years. That’d be about two hundred for a gnome.” 
 
    Telsa giggled like a little girl and took off her boots. Then she took her time wiggling her toes in the lush grass. The sensation made her laugh harder. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Raj in their shared space. “I calculate your self-heal is not registering the elves’ spring-wine as a poison. Based upon my analysis, the spirits in those goblets have more than alcohol in them. I calculate there is also a bit of magic. I highly recommend you limit your intake to what you have already drunk.” 
 
    Telsa ignored her battle computer. In fact, when an elf walked by with a tray of goblets, she grabbed one for herself and another for Rembis. After they both drained their cups dry, she grabbed hold of the old gnome’s hands and spun him around. They both laughed and began dancing along with the elves. 
 
    They danced long into the night. Afterwards Rembis and she sat on a pile of stones. Telsa was pretty sure the stacked rocks would one day be the stone wall around the Tree of Light’s clearing. Rembis and she talked for a long time. After a while, she noticed that the activities in the clearing had quieted down substantially. Glancing around, she saw at least a dozen dwarves and as many elves sprawled on the grass, fast asleep with empty goblets in hand. 
 
    Telsa found the glow from the Tree of Light soothing. She leaned against Rembis’s shoulder as he sat next to her. “I think the elves needed a feast,” she said. “They don’t seem near as subdued as the elves in our time.” 
 
    “They’re near descendants of the ancient Letian elves,” said Rembis. “Their magic is at its height. The elves of what we think of as the current time are nowhere near as skilled in the ways of magic as these elves.” He gave a quiet laugh. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    The old gnome turned and looked her in the eyes with a smile. “Oh, I was just thinking maybe being happier and less stern has an effect on magic. I know I’m feeling pretty powerful right now. I haven’t been this happy in a long time.” 
 
    “Me either,” Telsa said. She looked deep into the gnome’s eyes. “Did anyone ever tell you you’re a handsome gnome?” 
 
    Rembis laughed. “Me? I’m too old to be handsome.” 
 
    Snuggling against the gnome’s shoulder, Telsa said, “Well, take it from me, you looked pretty young tonight. You danced most of the elves into the ground.” 
 
    Rembis pulled back a little. “Telsa, ah, I’m not sure, uh… Well, maybe I’m reading this wrong, but uh, you’re young. I’m old enough to be… Well, I’m old.” 
 
    Whether the spring-wine was still affecting her, Telsa wasn’t sure, but she didn’t care. She’d always liked the gnome mage, and her feelings refused to stay buried. “What? You think because you’re older that I’ll outlive you? I’m human. Even wizard scouts only live a hundred to a hundred and twenty if they’re lucky. I’ll bet you’ve got two or three times that many years left. We could—” 
 
    The gnome’s eyes widened. “Telsa, I don’t think—” 
 
    “Then don’t think,” Telsa said as she moved closer. “Do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 – Shandria 
 
    ___________________________ 
 
    Morning came all too soon, but Telsa was grateful she felt no ill effects from the spring-wine. 
 
    “I told you it had some magic in it,” said Raj. “Maybe next time you will listen to me.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Telsa said, refusing to let her battle computer get her down. Whistling a song she’d heard in her youth, she packed her gear and tied it off behind her saddle. Once finished, she mounted her horse and looked around for Rembis. The gnome was sitting on his mount, holding his head in both hands. When she rode close, he looked up and gave a timid smile. 
 
    “I should’ve known better than to put alcohol in this old body,” said Rembis. “I hope I didn’t do anything foolish last night.” 
 
    Telsa smiled at the memory. “Oh, nothing I’d call foolish. I wouldn’t worry about it too much. By the way, don’t ever call yourself old around me. I know better.” 
 
    Cocking his head, Rembis gave her a questioning look. He opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    A horn at the head of the column sounded, and dwarf sergeants began shouting orders for everyone to line up. 
 
    Telsa took her position in the column next to Rembis. Before long, they were passing the last of Silver’s white-stoned buildings as the dwarves and pack animals made their way out of the village. Led by Shandria and Carndador, the column made its way northward. 
 
    Days passed as the grasslands turned to forests and the forests turned into a vast desert. Despite the heat and sand, it was a pleasant time for Telsa. She spent long hours talking to Rembis, trading stories of their lives. After a week of marching through the arid, sandblasted land, they came to a river with crystal-clear water that Shandria called the Donyar. Having had nothing to look at but dry sand the last few days, Telsa thought the sight of the river was like a breath of fresh air to a drowning woman. 
 
    Once the river was crossed, Shandria and Carndador picked up the pace. They led the column of dwarves toward a mountain range in the distance. 
 
    “Those mountains are the last obstacle before we reach the ocean,” said Rembis as he rode beside Telsa. “I had to pass through them when Queen Emerald sent me on my last mission to Old Drepdenor.” 
 
    Telsa eyed the increasingly tall mountains. Their snowy peaks didn’t bode well. “I’m guessing there’s a path through them.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Rembis said, “That there is. I talked to Fenmar and his nephew about it yesterday. The humans have been flowing into the port at New Hope in increasingly greater numbers over the last couple of centuries. They’ve built a road through the mountains. According to Fenmar, the humans have been setting up shop in the lands of the dwarves that claim the mountains as their own. The general says his dwarf cousins have decided it’s time to stop the humans from crossing into their lands unimpeded. From what he told me, the dwarves are building a series of forts to protect the boundary between dwarf and human lands. I think the humans are doing the same on the other side of the mountains.” 
 
    The external speaker on Telsa’s battle helmet crackled. “Well, we know how that turned out, don’t we?” said Raj. “Humans are a prolific race. They’ve pretty much taken over most of the continent in what you consider your current time.” 
 
    Telsa knew her battle computer was right. Until Rick came along and convinced the various races to work together against the coming demon invasion, humans, dwarves, and elves had been at each other’s throats for nearly a hundred thousand years. 
 
    Taking her gaze off the mountains, Telsa looked at Rembis and waved her hand at the soldiers ahead and behind her. “How do you think the humans during the present time are going to take a company of heavily armed dwarves passing through their lands?” 
 
    Rembis shrugged. “A company of soldiers from the dwarves’ cousins, probably not so well. Queen Emerald’s dwarves are an exception. Her people passed through the port city of New Hope when we came here from Old Drepdenor. She’s kept a good relationship with the leaders of New Hope ever since. It’s amazing what a few chests of diamonds, emeralds, and rubies donated as gifts to the city fathers every twenty or thirty years will do for political relationships. I think Emerald will have no problem getting us to the port. The ships that brought us to the humans’ city have been kept sea worthy by preservation spells over the centuries. They are there waiting for Queen Emerald whenever she needs them.” 
 
    Glancing at the front of the column, Telsa had no trouble picking out Shandria’s silver hair among the shorter dwarves. “What about Shandria and Carndador? How will they be accepted?” 
 
    This time Rembis scratched his beard before replying. “Ah, yes, elves. I don’t think the humans and elves are on as friendly a term as they are with Queen Emerald. Still, I doubt we’ll have any trouble. I suspect that’s why Shandria only allowed her bondmate to accompany her. The humans might not appreciate a platoon of elf soldiers knocking on their city gates.” 
 
    Telsa had a feeling the gnome was right about the lack of appreciation. She hoped he was also right about the two elves not causing a problem. 
 
    It was late afternoon the next day when Telsa saw the first of the dwarves that lived in the mountains. The front of the column had just entered a long canyon leading to a mountain pass. At least a thousand dwarves were busy on both sides of the canyon walls, chiseling away at the dark stone. The outlines of hundred-meter-tall monoliths were clearly visible on the rocky sides of the cliffs. Farther ahead, Telsa made out several completed statues resembling hundred-meter-high armored dwarf warriors carrying battle axes, war hammers, and shields. All of the completed warriors appeared to be facing the head of the canyon. 
 
    Coming up to a group of a hundred dwarves busy chipping away at a half-completed statue, Rembis reined his horse over to the side and waved for Telsa to join him. When she stopped her horse, the gnome pointed at a potbellied dwarf giving orders to the other workers. 
 
    “I know that dwarf,” said Rembis. “He was one of the Dragar prisoners freed by Rick during the rebellion.” 
 
    As Telsa took a closer look at the potbellied dwarf, he pointed at the half-completed statue and began yelling at a young gnome wearing a black robe, “What did you do, Strabus? I told you the trigger device needed to be weak enough to activate but still strong enough that it couldn’t accidentally be done without the correct trigger-spell.” 
 
    The young gnome turned away from the statue and stared at the potbellied dwarf. While young, the gnome didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by the dwarf. “You take care of the engineering part of the construction, Osdale, and leave the spell casting to me. The trigger’s fine. It’ll still work fifty, eighty, a hundred thousand years from now.” 
 
    “You aren’t fooling me,” said Osdale with a scowl. “I’ve cast a few spells in my time, and I tell you there’s a flaw in the trigger.” The potbellied dwarf looked around and caught sight of Rembis. The dwarf’s scowl turned into a wide grin. “Rembis, I thought you were dead. You’re just in time to tell this young buck he screwed up the spell. He’s not listening to me.” 
 
    Dismounting, Rembis walked over and gave the dwarf a hug. “Osdale, you’re as ornery as ever. You always were a perfectionist.” He glanced at the young gnome and bowed. “Rembis at your service. I gather Osdale and you have a difference of opinion.” 
 
    The young gnome laughed. “Don’t we always? Your reputation proceeds you, Master Rembis. Maybe you can talk some sense into this old dwarf.” 
 
    “Old,” said Osdale. “Why you tarnished bit of fool’s gold. If I didn’t have work to be done, I’d tear your hide from one side of this valley to the other.” 
 
    Ignoring the dwarf, the young gnome gave Rembis a bow. “Strabus is the name, mage of the fourth circle. I specialize in engineering, which unfortunately means I get stuck on projects with this old fool more than I’d like.” 
 
    Osdale’s face grew red. Before he could speak, Rembis pointed at Telsa. “This is my friend Telsa. She’s one of the wizard scouts who fought against the Dragars during the rebellion.” 
 
    Taking Rembis’s cue, Telsa dismounted and joined him. 
 
    The red left the dwarf’s face. He bowed in Telsa’s direction. “I’m honored. I was a slave at the Dragars’ spaceport as was this pup of a gnome.” 
 
    Strabus also gave Telsa a bow. “I too am honored. If not for you wizard scouts, I’d probably still be wearing a collar around my neck and casting spells to energize the Dragars’ equipment.” He jerked a thumb at the dwarf. “Of course, it wasn’t all bad. They were usually a lot more reasonable than this lump of hardheaded granite.” 
 
    Before the two could begin arguing again, Telsa pointed at the half-completed statue. “So what are these things for? Are they monuments? Seems like an awful lot of work just to honor a few heroes.” 
 
    The dwarf Osdale laughed. “I’ll admit we dwarves like to honor our heroes, but making monuments for the sake of monuments is not something we do. Everything we create has more than one purpose.” He pointed at the partially completed statute. “Take this, for instance. Notice the detailed chisel work on the face, and the clarity of the—” 
 
    Strabus elbowed the dwarf out of the way. “I should’ve known better than to let him try to explain. We’ll be here all day if we have to listen to him. To put it simply, the statues are part of an elaborate trap.” He pointed at a stone wall being constructed at the head of the canyon. “Should the humans ever breach the fort we’re building up there, the defenders can activate spell-triggers that we’ve placed inside the canyon walls. Both sides of the canyon have fault lines in the stone. If any one of the spell-triggers is activated, the resulting avalanche will cover this entire valley. Anyone caught in this canyon will be killed good and proper.” 
 
    Osdale shoved the gnome aside. “That’s the theory. The only problem is that the spell-triggers are touchy. I think the one behind this statue is too weak. The trap’s a one shot affair, so we’ve got to make activating it difficult enough that someone won’t accidentally set it off. On the other hand, the spell-triggers are supposed to be complex enough that only a high-level spellcaster with the correct trigger-spell can make it work.” 
 
    “That’s how I did it,” insisted Strabus. He looked at Rembis. “Tell him, Master Rembis. The trigger’s fine the way it is.” 
 
    Telsa sensed Rembis reach out with a line of magic toward the canyon wall behind the half-done statue. She drew Power from her reserve and followed along with an active scan of her own. It didn’t take long to find the fault line in the stone behind the statue. She sensed magic interwoven around the fault and connected to the statue. Following the fault line, she sensed other lines of magic connecting the fault to other monoliths. 
 
    “What do you think, Raj? Could we activate those triggers if we had to?” 
 
    “Doubtful, Wizard Scout. The magic is too strong. I do sense a minor weakness in the gnome’s trigger-spell, but it’s beyond your ability to take advantage of it. The spell will undoubtedly deteriorate over time, but I calculate it would take close to a million years before you would be able to bypass the trigger’s safeguards and activate the trap.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Pulling his scan spell back, Rembis looked at Osdale. “I’ve got to agree with Strabus. It’s good enough. I suspect even eighty or a hundred thousand years from now, no one will be able to activate the trap without the correct trigger-spell. It’s too much for magic alone. Power either, for that matter.” 
 
    “Well, okay,” said Osdale sounding unconvinced. “I suppose I’ll have to take your word for it. After all, we were prisoners together.” 
 
    “That we were,” said Rembis. “I for one intend to make sure I’m never a prisoner again.” 
 
    By this time, the tail end of the column of dwarves was nearly at the head of the canyon. Rembis glanced at Telsa before looking back at Osdale. “Much as I’d like to stay and reminiscence, old friend, we’ve got things to do.” 
 
    Osdale smiled and tugged at his beard. “Don’t we all? I suspect we’ve all got parts to play in the grand scheme of things, whether we realize it or not.” 
 
    Telsa had a feeling the potbellied dwarf was right, but she said nothing. Mounting her horse, she glanced at the tail-end of the column before looking back at Rembis and grinning. “Race ya!” With a kick of her heels, she took off up the trail. 
 
    Hoofbeats sounded behind her, but they grew ever fainter as the giant stone warriors whizzed past the corner of her eyes. Before long, the half-completed statues were left behind and she was galloping past the fully completed ones. The finished monoliths were huge. 
 
    “I’d hate to be here if that trap ever gets set off,” Telsa told her battle computer. “I’ve got a feeling even my self-heal wouldn’t be able to keep me alive.” 
 
    Raj gave a canned laugh. “I calculate you are a hundred percent correct. Only someone with a death wish would be illogical enough to be in the valley when the trap goes off.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 – Monoliths 
 
    __________________ 
 
    It was a bedraggled lot of elves and horses that were strung out behind Amir as the party made their way through the last of the stand of trees. They came out into a narrow, rocky valley about two hundred paces across. With steep walls towering on both sides, it was more of a canyon really than a valley. Wind-worn monoliths a hundred paces high adorned the cliffs on either side of the canyon. The giant statutes resembled armored warriors holding battle axes, war hammers, and shields. Each of the weathered stone soldiers appeared to be looking at the head of the valley as if watchful for any sign of attack. 
 
    I wonder what ancient race made these and what for? Amir thought. Their faces are too worn to tell for sure, but they look more like dwarves than giants to me. 
 
    Glancing toward the head of the valley, he could just make out a half-broken wall with parapets. The wall had been breached at one point or another, but it still partially blocked off the point where the canyon narrowed to only fifty paces across. 
 
    Amir looked around at Tracer and the rest of their team. Along with the human and him, they were located directly behind Lord Derander and the high priestess. Amir didn’t think their location in the party formation was by accident. 
 
    The high priestess wants to keep an eye on the human, he thought as he rubbed the vine-burn on his neck where the man had dragged him out of the river. I don’t blame Mia. The human sensed the attack on our camp before it began. How? For that matter, how did he know the riverbed had a hole in the bottom at the point we jumped that would be deep enough to break our fall? Maybe he’s a spy like Lord Derander thinks. On the other hand, for all I know, the Creator sent him for reasons beyond my kin. Either way, the man bears keeping an eye on.  
 
    Amir rubbed the burn mark on his neck again. I don’t care if he saved my life or not. He’s a human. They can’t be trusted. 
 
    Touching the bulge beneath his chainmail that was the pouch of shattered gem given to him by Shaman Blackroot, Amir tried to hold onto the reason for his quest in the first place. A human killed Glory and my friends. Humans are all animals. He felt a momentary twinge of conscience. He wasn’t as sure as he used to be. Aren’t they?  
 
    As he was contemplating the human, the high priestess turned on her mount to look back at her command. It was full daylight now. Amir didn’t need to follow Mia’s gaze to know what she saw. He’d turned to look back often enough on his own to know that the lifeless bodies of the four elves killed during the plunge into the river would be the center of her attention. The bodies brought home the toll at the river battle more than words ever could. In addition to the four dead, he knew two of the lancers had their arms in slings. Another sat stiff-legged on her mount with two stout tree limbs tied on either side of her right leg. He touched a dark purple spot on his wrist where a sharp river rock had left its mark. Like him, most of the soldiers sported visible bruises on their arms and faces. Their escape had been anything but easy. 
 
    Although Amir tried not to stare, he couldn’t help but notice the high priestess’s eyes turn shiny. He looked hastily to the side until he sensed her look back to the front. Trying to be discreet, he looked out the corner of his eye and watched her lean close to Lord Derander. She spoke to him in a voice barely above a whisper. Having been blessed with exceptional hearing among a species known for its sensitive ears, Amir had no trouble making out her words. 
 
    “I led us into an ambush,” Mia whispered. 
 
    “Do not be so hard on yourself,” Lord Derander replied, trying to be just as quiet. “Most of us are still live. I thought for sure we were all going to die at the top of the cliff, but here we are. You saved us.” 
 
    Amir noticed the mage’s right hand start to reach out toward the high priestess before pulling back and gripping his mount’s mane instead.  
 
    “You did all you could, Mia,” continued Lord Derander. “No one could have done better. It is like I said. You saved us.” 
 
    With a shake of her head, the high priestess looked down at the pommel of her saddle as if unable to bear the sight of the bodies of the four elves draped across their mounts. “No, not I. The human got us out of that part of the trap.” She sighed. “You know as well as I that we are not out of danger yet. Those orcs and goblins were raised in these mountains. I have no doubt their shamans levitated their point guard down to the river as soon as we were gone. The main body will undoubtedly find a path down soon enough. We must be long gone before they do.” 
 
    Lord Derander nodded his head. “That may be easier said than done. Three of our horses were killed in the fall. We had to put four more with broken legs out of their misery. The rest of our mounts are as bruised as their riders. Some of our lancers are riding double.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” said Mia, “we must not spare them. We have to make time while we can.” 
 
    A horse and rider came galloping down the narrow trail from the head of the canyon, leaving a trail of dust as they came. Amir recognized the monk Meshanahl, the youngest member of Astradis’s team. When the monk got close, the young elf reined his horse hard and leaped to the ground. 
 
    “Commander Astradis sends greetings, High Priestess. He urges you to make haste. Our rear guard has sent word through Master Freestrod that the orcs have found a way down the cliff and are crossing the river in force. Their advance guard is ten minutes behind you at the most.” The monk pointed toward the head of the valley in the direction of the broken wall. “Commander Astradis says enough remains of the fortifications ahead to allow us to make a stand. The canyon is narrow enough at the wall to defend if you can make it there before you are engaged.” 
 
    The high priestess didn’t waste any time. “Sergeant Thornbriar, take your lancers and set up a line of defense at the wall ahead. Lord Derander and I will join you shortly. Send a scout team down the other side to find an escape route. The humans are bound to have other guard forts in these mountains. See if you can find one that’s still active.” 
 
    Sergeant Thornbriar nodded. “Lancers, follow me.” 
 
    Tracer kicked her horse as she started to follow her leader. She reined in when she noticed that her human charge was not moving. 
 
    “Rick,” said Tracer, waving a hand at the man to get his attention. “Come on. We need to move.” 
 
    The other teams of lancers rode past the head party. A corporal with his arm in a sling who was in charge of one of the other teams laughed and said something to Tracer as he rode past. Amir noticed his team leader’s face turn red. 
 
    “Rick!” said Tracer more forcibly. “Move it, soldier.” 
 
    The human mumbled several words of gibberish and pointed at the right side of the valley.  
 
    Amir looked in the direction the man was pointing. His outstretched arm appeared to be pointing at a spear-length wide crack in the cliff face located behind one of the hundred pace tall monoliths. 
 
    “What is he jabbering about?” asked Grapeon, who’d reined up when Tracer did. 
 
    Amir had no idea, but as he looked at the human, he sensed something reach out from the man in the direction of the crack. It’s the same something I sensed when he cooked our food last night, he thought. It’s not magic. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear it was pure Power. That’s not possible. No one can use Power directly. It has to be turned into magic first. 
 
    Glancing past Tracer, Amir saw the high priestess staring at the human. She must sense it also. That’s a relief. It’s so faint I was beginning to think I was imagining it. 
 
    A howling sound drew Amir’s attention to the mouth of the valley. In spite of the fact that there was very little wind, he noticed the tops of some of the thin mountain trees swaying. 
 
    Master Freestrod and two monks came riding hard out of the stand of trees. They reined in near Mia, Derander, and Meshanahl. The two monks turned to face down the canyon while the mage moved his horse next to the high priestess. 
 
    “They are almost here,” said Master Freestrod. “We need to join the others before we are trapped out in the open.” 
 
    The high priestess glanced down the canyon. Orcs were just starting to run out of the trees. First a score appeared, then a hundred,+ then five hundred. A company of goblins joined them as the orcs formed a double line spreading from one side of the canyon to the other. As Amir watched, a group of twenty orcs and goblins wearing elaborate headdresses walked out of the tree line led by the dark elf he’d seen earlier. The dark elf’s distinctive white hair blew in the slight breeze as the orc and goblin mages formed a triangle behind him. The sound of chanting began echoing off the valley walls. 
 
    “Mia,” said Lord Derander. “Freestrod and I will hold them here. Join the others and set up a defense at the wall.” 
 
    The high priestess narrowed her eyes and pointed the end of her staff at Lord Derander. “If you were in charge, perhaps that is what I would do. As it is, I am the high priestess, and I am ordering Master Freestrod and you to join the lancers at the wall. Set up a defensive shield. Use your entire reserves if you have to do so, but make it the strongest one you can create. The dark elf is dangerous.” 
 
    “Mia, I think—” started the elf lord. 
 
    “I said that was an order, Lord Derander.” 
 
    The unusual sharpness in the high priestess’s voice made Amir wince. 
 
    Lord Derander’s cheeks took on a reddish tinge. Before the mage could reply, Master Freestrod grabbed the reins of the elf lord’s horse and gave it a tug. 
 
    “Come,” said Master Freestrod. “We have our orders. I am going to need your help. The size of that dark elf’s Power reserve is twice the size of mine, and he has a score of shamans feeding him energy on top of that.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, the old elf mage kicked his mount in the ribs and took off up the trail, toward the wall. Lord Derander held back a couple of seconds, but in the end, he gave a nod and followed his fellow mage. 
 
    Mia turned to Tracer and the three monks. “All of you go with them. I will cover you. Once you are safe, I will join you at the wall.” 
 
    Amir shook his head. “We won’t leave you here alone, Mia.” 
 
    Before the high priestess could argue, the human slid off of his horse and stood facing the right side of the valley. Turning his back on the charging orcs, he began yelling gibberish and jabbing his right index finger at the cliff. 
 
    Mia was just raising her staff in preparation for casting a spell but lowered it and stared at the human. The silver flecks in her dark eyes began to churn. “Amir, he has a line of Power stretching out to the cliff. Do you sense it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Amir replied. “It’s faint, but I spotted it earlier. It leads to a crack behind the monolith that’s leaning against one of its brethren.” 
 
    The high priestess glanced back down the valley at the dark elf and his triangle of shamans. 
 
    Amir didn’t know what spell the dark elf was preparing, but he’d studied enough magic to know that from the intensity of the magic forming between the dark elf’s hands, the spell was nearly complete. 
 
    “Go with the human,” Mia said. “I will hold off the dark elf and his shamans as long as I can.” Without another word, she raised her staff and began chanting a counter-spell. 
 
    Amir eyed the distance to the part of the cliff where the crack in the stone was located. He knew it was too far to run before the orcs reached them. He eyed the human. The man pointed at the stone again. Amir sensed the faintest line of Power reach out from the human and pull at his consciousness. Understanding came to Amir. He drew Power from his reserve and chanted a one word scan spell that Mia had taught him the previous day. He let his mind follow the human’s Power, unsure where it would take him. 
 
    As his spell took him deep into the cliff, Amir heard the twang of bowstrings. He sensed a large ball of energy leave Mia. He ignored it. He was one with his scan. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 – The Trap 
 
    _________________ 
 
    “See,” said Nickelo in Richard’s shared space. “I told you that you could make them understand if you tried hard enough.” 
 
    “You said I might be able to make them understand, so don’t sound so cocky,” Richard said. “Besides, I wanted the priestess to come with us, not this galoot.” 
 
    “The priestess is busy keeping us alive, Wizard Scout. Based upon the Power reserve you picked up from the dark elf with your passive scan, I calculate he is no slouch when it comes to magic. I should probably point out that the dark elf seems familiar for some reason, but I cannot find information on him in my databanks.” 
 
    “Forget the dark elf,” Richard said as he continued pulling at Amir’s line of magic with what little Power he had. “I just hope Amir knows enough magic to take advantage of what we’ve found.” 
 
    “You mean what I found,” said Nickelo. “I was the one who used the sensor on your ring to spot the weakness in the stone. You merely confirmed it with your line of Power.” 
 
    Richard mentally snorted. “You call what I’m using Power? It’s not enough to do anything useful. I doubt I could make it blow my nose without having to take a deep breath first.” 
 
    “You know, Rick, on occasion you’re somewhat of a pessimist. It makes me want to reach out and slap you to your senses. That is, I would slap you if I had hands. I calculate you think you have to do everything yourself. You’re wrong. In this case, you do not need to be the one to take advantage of the weakness to make your Power be useful. You just need to show Amir the weak spot. I told you before that he has a sizeable Power reserve. I calculate he is not a skilled mage or priest like the elves, but there is a seventy-two percent probability he has enough knowledge to make our plan work.” 
 
    Richard wasn’t as confident but said nothing and tried to concentrate on the task at hand. While using one part of his mind to guide the big man toward the crack in the cliff wall, he kept the rest of his senses on the battle around him. He saw the priestess release her spell before the dark elf got his off. The dark elf was forced to convert his spell’s energy into a defensive shield. The shield turned aside Mia’s spell enough to protect the dark elf and his shamans. A score of orcs at the outer edges of the defensive shield didn’t fare so well. Dismembered arms and legs went flying through the air as Mia’s spell exploded with a violence that shook the entire canyon. As the noise of the explosion died away, it was replaced by the screams of orc and goblin wounded. 
 
    Tracer and the rest of her team added to the bedlam by sending volley after volley of arrows at the now charging orcs and goblins. They dropped like out-of-shape hounds at the end of a long hunt before the foursome’s arrows. More orcs took the place of the fallen.  
 
    Meshanahl and his two brothers dismounted their horses and ran forward to meet the orcs’ charge. Weaponless though the monks were, the speed and ferocity of their attack blunted the enemy’s charge. The orcs and goblins began milling about in a vain attempt to hit the darting elves. 
 
    Richard doubted the orcs’ confusion would last long. His passive scan detected the life forces of the enemy’s main body approaching on the other side of the tree line. At best guess, he figured within twenty seconds, another three to four thousand orcs and goblins would be adding their arrows, spears, and blades to the battle. A vision of the priestess’s small force being overrun flashed though his mind. 
 
    “You have twenty-six seconds to get the job done,” said Nickelo. “Forget about the physical battle. Concentrate on the cliff. Let the others worry about the orcs and goblins.” 
 
    Doing his best to ignore what was happening around him, Richard pulled Amir’s scan into the crack behind the leaning statue. Tenuous though his connection to Amir was, Richard was still able to sense the big man’s mind through his scan. On a whim, he tried sending an emotion he hoped meant “hurry” to Amir. The big man’s scan seemed to speed up. Hoping against hope, Richard pulled the man’s scan deeper into the crack. He succeeded in taking Amir to the weakness he’d found. 
 
    “The weakness I found,” said Nickelo. “Geesh. How hard is it to give me a little credit when credit is due?” 
 
    “Grow up, Nick. What’s it matter? We’re all going to be dead in fifteen seconds if we can’t make Amir understand what needs to be done.” 
 
    “Actually, you’ll be dead,” said Nickelo, accompanying the thought with a chuckle. “I’m embedded in your ring, and it’s invisible on your finger. I calculate the orcs will not even know I am here. There is a ninety-one percent probability that I will continue to be as snug as a bug in a rug.” 
 
    “Is that so? Well then, think about this, old buddy. How would you like it if one of those orcs bites my ring finger off and swallows it for his afternoon snack? I’m sure you’ll have a great time passing through its digestive track. You’ll get a close up view of the orc’s past meals that will probably stick in your memory banks for a very long time. After that you’ll end up encased in orc poop. Think about that for a little while and see how much you wanna laugh.” 
 
    Nickelo’s nanosecond mind didn’t have to think about it long. “Why are you wasting time talking?” he said with all hint of humor gone from his voice. “Get the lead out, soldier, and show Amir what needs to be done.” 
 
    Despite the situation, Richard felt his lips curl in a slight smile. It wasn’t often he got one up on his battle computer, or at least he didn’t think it was. He couldn’t remember for sure. Bits and piece of his memory were starting to come back, but not near enough to make a difference at the present. 
 
    Forgetting about his battle computer for a second, he pulled Amir’s scan in a tight circle around the weakest area of the cliff. The weakness went deep. It had obviously been there a very long time. What started the initial damage to the cliff, he didn’t know or care. All that mattered was that over time, rain, freezing cold, and thousands upon thousands of years of natural erosion had done its job. He suspected the increasing number and intensity of earth tremors over the last couple of weeks had only added to the severity of the weakness. From what his scan could tell him, the side of the cliff nearest the crack was hanging onto the side of the mountain by a mere thread. 
 
    “It is a lot more than a thread holding the cliff up,” said Nickelo. “You certainly can’t do anything about it with the little Power you have, but I calculate a couple of exploding balls of magic put in the right place by Amir would do the job. The success of your task depends on whether the man knows an exploding spell or not.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll see soon enough,” Richard said as he waited for the big man to do something. 
 
    Amir did nothing for five seconds. 
 
    Richard was tempted to go back to the priestess and try to get her to follow him with a scan. A series of balls of magic from the dark elf exploding against her defensive shield convinced him not to bother the priestess. It’s Amir or nothing, he decided. The die is cast. 
 
    Suddenly, something reached out from the big man and joined the area of the scan. The new something wasn’t a spell. Richard wasn’t sure exactly what it was. He’d never sensed anything like it. Another something seemed to reach out from the stone and touch the something from Amir. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better,” Richard told his battle computer, “I’d swear Amir and the stone are communicating with each other.” 
 
    “Doubtful, Wizard Scout. Rocks cannot think.” Nickelo gave a laugh. “Haven’t you ever heard the saying ‘Dumb as a rock?’” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t think I have,” Richard replied as he watched the exchange between the stone and the big man with increasing interest. After a moment, he began sensing a pattern in the interchange between Amir and the stone. 
 
    The something from Amir changed, seeming to ask a question. Richard wasn’t sure how he knew it was a question, but he did. The stone seemed to contemplate the request for a moment before replying in the affirmative. 
 
    They’re talking with emotions, Richard decided. Can solid stone have emotions? 
 
    Whether stone could or not, he didn’t know. What he did know was that the part of stone holding the cliff face to the rest of the mountain began to crack. The new fracture was barely perceptible, but it was there, and it began stretching out along the entire length of the valley. 
 
    Richard pulled his mind out of the cliff and back to his body. Mia had gotten off her horse at some point and stood ten meters away with arms outstretched. The gem at the top of the blackened staff she held in her right hand glowed an intense blue. The light formed a wall of magic a pace to her front. The three monks were in hand-to-hand combat with two score orcs and goblins that had already made it past the barrier. The dark elf stood within reach of the glowing wall of blue, only two paces from Mia. Richard sensed the score of shamans behind the dark elf feeding lines of magic into their leader. When the magic grew to a point ready to burst, the dark elf placed an ebony hand on the wall of blue energy. Mia groaned and fell to her knees, but she continued chanting. The wall of blue intensified. 
 
    The dark elf began shouting words Richard heard but quickly forgot. The wall of blue started to dim. 
 
    Without thinking about what he was doing or possible consequences, Richard ran forward and knelt beside the priestess. Sticking his sword into the rocky soil, he reached out with both hands and grabbed Mia’s staff just above the point where her hand gripped the staff. Magic raced through his body as the staff attempted to defend itself from the unwanted touching. Richard had a feeling the magic would’ve killed anyone else, but he sensed Power from his self-heal reserve wrapping around him, healing the damage nearly as fast as it was created. 
 
    Something like recognition from the staff’s gem flashed in Richard’s mind. The magic tearing at his body suddenly pulled back. The frequency of the magic seemed familiar. 
 
    I’ve touched this magic before. 
 
    Following the magic back to the gem, Richard sensed a previously hidden link from him. The link formed a bond to the staff, or rather to someone or something that had a bond with the staff. Which, he neither knew nor cared. Throwing caution to the wind, he found the link from the staff to Mia. He sensed the priestess converting the gem’s Power into magic for her defensive spell. He noticed loops in the spell that were unnecessary—loops that drained magic from the spell, making it less efficient. Using his link to whatever was bonded with the staff, he urged the magic to avoid the unnecessary loops. The blue wall of magic intensified. 
 
    Rising to her feet, Mia placed her free hand over the top of Richard’s where he gripped the staff with his left hand. As soon as her bare skin touched his ring finger, the gem in his ring responded. As if sensing his need for Power, red energy poured out of the gem, through him, and into the body of the priestess, adding to the energy of her staff and reserve. The wall of magic blazed bright as waves of blue and red energy shimmered all across the wall’s boundaries. 
 
    The dark elf had been chanting with his eyes closed. When the ring’s energy mixed with that of Mia’s, the dark elf opened his eyes. Only two paces from Mia, he stared into the priestess’s eyes for a second before turning to look at Richard. Their eyes met. 
 
    “You!” shouted the dark elf. 
 
    Richard was close enough to see flames of hatred form in the dark elf’s eyes. 
 
    The dark elf took a step forward until he was right at the edge of Mia’s defensive shield. If not for the barrier of the priestess’s magic, the three of them could have touched. 
 
    “I understood what he said,” Richard told his battle computer. “He must speak my language.” 
 
    “Well, I would advise not getting too chummy with him. I calculate he’s draining his reserve in preparation for an all or nothing attack on you.” 
 
    Sure enough, Richard sensed waves of Power rushing down the dark elf’s link, to his Power reserve. There was a lot of Power—a whole lot of Power—and more Power was coming from the orc and goblin shamans. 
 
    With no Power of his own, Richard attacked with the only thing he had at his disposal; Mia’s staff. He stood and locked his hands over the top of Mia’s, then thrust the end of the staff forward, directly at the dark elf’s chest. 
 
    The flames of hatred in the dark elf’s eyes were replaced by fear. His eyes grew wide. The dark elf shouted a word Richard heard but quickly forgot. The Power coming from the dark elf’s reserve succeeded in forming a shield just as the staff’s blue gem made contact with his chest armor. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Mia and Richard were thrown back by a wave of blue and red energy. Wrapping his arms around the priestess, he twisted until his body was behind her. They hit the ground hard. The sickening sound of breaking bones was obliterated by the sound of his scream. He rolled and tossed Mia to the side in an attempt to dissipate the force of the landing. He tried to rise, but his legs refused to respond to his commands. 
 
    “You have broken your lower back,” said Nickelo. “Your healing Power is working to repair your injuries, but I calculate it will be at least thirty seconds before your back will be healed enough to walk.” 
 
    Two massive arms picked Richard up. He groaned and looked into the eyes of Amir. The big man tossed him over his shoulder none too gently and began running. Richard saw the sides of the canyon streak by. Horses passed him on both sides. He caught a glimpse of Tracer leading Mia’s horse. The priestess was clinging onto her steed’s mane with one hand while holding her staff in the other. 
 
    An arrow whizzed by Amir’s head. The big man picked up speed. 
 
    Richard heard angry shouts from the throats of thousands of orcs and goblins. 
 
    “The main body has joined the others,” said Nickelo. “They are in a full charge up the canyon.” 
 
    “Then we’re doomed,” Richard said, resigning himself to the inevitable. 
 
    Before his battle computer could reply, a rumbling filled the air. Richard sensed vibrations passing up Amir’s legs whenever the man’s feet touched the ground. The rumble turned into an angry roar. The angry yells of the orcs and goblins turned to shouts of fear. 
 
    Using his passive scan, Richard sensed the life forms of the orc army turn as if to flee. They were too late. He sensed more than saw the right side of the canyon give way as monolith after monolith came crashing down, bringing most of the cliff with them. Raising his head, he looked behind them. 
 
    A wave of dust and massive boulders, some resembling helmeted heads, rolled over the retreating orcs and goblins. In a chain reaction, the monoliths on the other side of the canyon began to fall. The crumbling statues seemed to race toward both the foot and the head of the valley. Richard spied the broken wall ahead. It was close, but he wasn’t sure it was close enough. 
 
    “Are we going to make it?” Richard asked. 
 
    “The priestess and the others are already at the wall,” said Nickelo. “Unfortunately, Amir cannot run as fast as a horse while carrying you. I calculate the two of you will be a few seconds too late.” 
 
    Richard sensed magic reach out from the direction of the wall and wrap around Amir and him. The magic pulled them into the air and toward the fortifications. They passed through a shield of blue energy just as a wave of dust and rolling stones caught up with them. The magic surrounding them disappeared. Amir and he dropped to the ground. Amir wound up on top, knocking the air out of Richard. 
 
    “Get off,” Richard said as he shoved at the big man’s body with both arms. Surprisingly, his arms were working enough to roll Amir off. 
 
    Although he was still unable to stand, Richard twisted enough to look back at the canyon. Broken pieces of monoliths were visible among the billowing plumes of dust along with bloody pieces of orc and goblin. A five-meter-high wall of shattered stone rested against the blue shield of magic. 
 
    Looking around the milling elves, he spotted Mia sitting on the ground with staff still in hand. She locked eyes with him and nodded before staggering to her feet and shouting orders. 
 
    Richard closed his eyes and relaxed. The dark elf no longer registered on his passive scan. 
 
    Buried among the rocks, Richard thought. At least I’m not going to have to worry about him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 – Dragon 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Lord Crendemor lowered his arms from the front of his face. He was no longer in the canyon. It was dark and cold. Water dripped in the distance. Looking around, he took in his surroundings. Although he could see with perfect clarity using his night-vision, everything was shades of gray. 
 
    I know where I am. 
 
    The rasping sound of steel-hard scales sliding on the rocky floor of the cavern confirmed his location. He thought the words of a calming mantra. Once he was composed, he faced the large black dragon whose lair was the cavern where he now found himself. 
 
    “Send me back,” Lord Crendemor said. “My enemy is there. He is without Power. I can capture him and exact my revenge in ways that will make him wish he had not killed my Lillia.” 
 
    The dragon snorted. “You are as big a fool as my brother the Dalinfaust told me. If I had not teleported you out when I did, the high priestess’s magic would have killed you.” 
 
    To his shame, Crendemor knew the words of the demon-dragon Efrestra were true, but he wasn’t going to admit it out loud. My enemy caught me by surprise, he thought. I could have defeated the elf priestess if not for him. I could have killed him as well, but he had help. He brought energy from his bondmate somehow. If not for that, I would have killed them all. 
 
    “You fool no one, elf,” said Efrestra. “Do you really believe I do not know your thoughts just because you do not say them out loud? You are not nearly as powerful as you believe. You would have died along with those worthless orcs if I had not snatched you out of the landslide when I did. You are lucky you accomplished your mission, or I would have left you there to die with the others.” 
 
    At the demon’s words, Crendemor became instantly alert. Things were not as they seemed. “My mission was to capture the giant. I have not yet done so.” 
 
    The demon raised its dragon head high and snarled in laughter. “You thought your mission was to capture the giant, and capture him you will, when the master desires that to occur. As it is, you identified the giant’s new form. He connected with the stone as the master desired. All is as it should be.” 
 
    “I was not supposed to capture him?” Crendemor said. “Why wasn’t I told this? How can I accomplish my missions if I do not kn—” 
 
    “You will do as we want, when we want,” said Efrestra. “Other than that, you need know nothing.” 
 
    Balling his fists, Lord Crendemor recited another calming mantra in his mind. The Dalinfaust had been hard enough to work with. Efrestra was proving even worse. 
 
    “Of course,” Crendemor said when he had his temper under control. “May I suggest I be sent back to the fight? I might have time to capture the giant before the elves escape to the sea.” 
 
    The dragon-demon laughed again. “You mortals and your obsession with time. You are no longer sixteen thousand years in the past. I teleported you back to the time your enemies think of as their current time. As it so happens, you will not be here for long, time-commando. The master has another task for you.” The demon gave a toothy smile with his dragon mouth. “I think I am going to enjoy sending you on this one.” 
 
    Crendemor grew leery. I was used to working with the Dalinfaust, he thought, trying to keep his thoughts private but not sure he was succeeding. I knew how far I could push his limits. Efrestra is still a mystery. One thing I have learned while working with him is that if he is enjoying himself, those around him probably will not. 
 
    Keeping his face neutral, Crendemor said, “Is it too much to ask where I will be going and what I will be doing?” 
 
    Efrestra laughed again. “You will be going two million years in the past, my faithful time-commando. As to what you will be doing, you will be setting the foundation to make sure two elf friends will die.” 
 
    The black dragon head lowered until it was only an arm-length from Crendemor’s face. 
 
    Crendemor resisted the urge to step back. “How will I do that, may I ask?” 
 
    “By doing exactly what I say,” hissed the demon. “With any luck, you will capture the giant and kill someone close to the master’s variable to make him suffer the way I suffered when he helped steal the three seed parts.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor moistened his lips with his tongue. “Who do you want me to kill?” 
 
    The dragon’s lips curled up to show his jagged teeth. “I want you to kill High Priestess Jeehanathoraxen for me. That will make the wizard scout suffer as nothing else can.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor smiled. “It will be my pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 – Recovery 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Mia didn’t allow the elves to tarry long in the canyon. After the lancer’s medic applied a few bandages to those in need, the high priestess had everyone move out at a brisk pace. Before long, they were riding down the eastern side of the mountain. An ever widening, fast moving stream just off the side of the path ensured both mounts and riders had plenty to drink. 
 
    Around noontime, the mountains started to rumble. A landslide came straight at the tail of the column, threatening to bury a half dozen horses and riders in its rocky grasp. Master Freestrod put up a hasty defensive shield that kept the falling rocks at bay long enough for everyone to escape. Although no one was hurt, the high priestess urged everyone on at an ever faster pace. As the reddening sun began setting below the rim of the mountain behind them, the trail they’d been following came out onto a flat plateau overlooking a plain a thousand meters below. Only then did Mia order a camp for the night. 
 
    With most of their supplies gone, Richard finagled a pot from one of the more enterprising elves. Thankfully, she’d had the foresight to grab her pack before they’d been forced to flee their camp the night before. Richard sent Grapeon off to fill the pot with water. Through a series of grunts, hand gestures, and a lot of pointing, he convinced Skylark and Minsk to begin turning over stones near the mountain stream in order to gather some small crawdad-looking creatures that he’d detected with his passive scan. While they were doing that, he took Amir and Tracer with him to backtrack up the mountain a couple of hundred meters, since his passive scan had detected a concentration of life forms underneath some stones on the way down. 
 
    “Snakes,” Richard told his battle computer as he kicked over the first of the stones. A meter-long reptile reared its head and struck out at him with long fangs. “I hate snakes.” 
 
    “Well, do not blame me,” said Nickelo. “I told you there was an eighty-seven percent probability that the life forms you sensed were reptiles of some kind. By the way, I calculate this species of snake is nonpoisonous.” 
 
    “Lucky me,” Richard said as he cut the snake’s head off with his sword. 
 
    Pulling a canvas bag out of his trouser pocket, Richard stuffed the body of the snake into it and turned around to look at his companions just standing there with mouths opened wide. He shrugged. “Hey. It’s food. We’ve got to eat something.” He motioned at one of the stones littering the ground. “We’re going to need a dozen or more to feed everyone.” When they didn’t move, he said, “So are you going to help, or are you going to make me do all the work?” 
 
    Although Richard knew they couldn’t understand his words, Tracer and Amir weren’t dummies. They were also obviously hungry. As he sought out his next victim, they got to work turning over stones and harvesting a few snakes of their own. Neither of them looked any more enthused about their task than Richard, but within fifteen minutes, between the three of them they’d gathered fifteen snakes. At that point Richard’s passive scan told him the other life forms in the area had scurried into deep cracks in the stony ground, putting them well out of reach. 
 
    Once it was apparent no more snakes were to be had, Richard led the others back to camp where the three of them began the unenviable task of preparing the meat. He divided the snake meat and the crawdads gathered by Skylark and Minsk into three piles, then dropped one pile into the pot of boiling water. Grapeon had proved exceptionally enterprising by supervising the gathering a large stack of deadwood by a few of the elves in the other teams. 
 
    “Well,” said Nickelo. “I calculate there is enough wood for a dozen fires, if necessary. At least you will not have to worry about staying warm tonight.” 
 
    “To be honest, I’m more concerned about food than I am warmth.” 
 
    Placing the lid on the boiling pot, Richard glanced at the elves around him. Several of them were whispering to each other and pointing at the pot. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo. “From the looks on their faces, I calculate snake meat is not high on their choices of dietary supplements. That’s too bad. Based upon the data from your passive scan and the ring’s sensors, your concoction will be high in nutritional value. Even so, I calculate you may not be able to convince them to eat it.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I can’t say I blame them,” Richard replied thinking about the slimy creatures he’d thrown into the pot. “I’m not sure I’m going to be able to convince myself to eat any either.” 
 
    “Oh, you will,” laughed Nickelo. “I calculate you are a more logical creature than you realize. Physical bodies need energy to survive. The snake meat has nutritional energy. One plus one equals two.” 
 
    “You’re getting sloppy in your old age,” Richard told his battle computer. “I don’t need food to survive. I’m not planning on eating this crap. It’s for the others. They’re the ones who need to eat.” 
 
    “You will eat, and here’s why,” said Nickelo. “First off, once you do the little trick with your Power and change the meat’s DNA, I calculate it will not taste like excrement. Secondly, I may be a computer and never had to eat to stay alive but, based upon information in my databanks I can tell you only fools would eat something the cook refuses to eat. If you want the elves to eat the culinary delicacy you are creating, you are going to have to shovel some of it down your throat and lead the way.” 
 
    As the pot continued to boil, Richard monitored it with his passive scan. When he figured the snake and crawdad meat were at their optimum for change, he drew what little seepage he could from his Power reserve and modified the meat’s DNA in a way that seemed more pleasing to him. As soon as he did, the smell drifting around the pot took on a more appetizing aroma. 
 
    Grapeon and Skylark leaned closer to the pot and sniffed. When they drew back, Skylark shook her head and mumbled some words of gibberish that didn’t sound like “my compliments to the chef.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo. “I have a feeling they are not looking forward to the delightful meal you have prepared for them. By the way, I calculate it is as done as it is going to get. I recommend you spoon some into that collapsible bowl you keep in your pants-pocket and show them how it’s done.” 
 
    Removing the lid, Richard looked dubiously into the pot. The grayish chunks of meat and other floating debris he knew were pieces of snake and crawdad looked none too pleasing. He glanced around the elves’ makeshift camp. All eyes were on him. None of the elves rushed forward with their bowls in hand. 
 
    Someone feminine cleared her throat.  
 
    Richard turned to see Mia standing behind him. She brushed her long black hair out of the way with one hand and held out a bowl with the other. Taking the hint, he spooned in some of the meat mixture. + 
 
    When her bowl was half full, the priestess picked a piece of the meat out with her fingers, blew on it, and popped it into her mouth. As she chewed, no one in camp spoke. Then she swallowed. Pointing at the pot, she said several words of gibberish. When no one moved, her voice took on an edge.  
 
    Tracer and Skylark held out their bowls. Once Richard filled them to the halfway point, they began eating. After they voiced their opinions to the other elves, the tension in camp lessened. All of the elves dutifully lined up for their meal. 
 
    Once the first pot was emptied, Richard made a second, then a third. His eternal feeling of hunger finally got the better of him. Scrapping the last of the snake and crawdad stew into his bowl, he sat down and began eating. 
 
    Mia came over and sat on a rock across from him. Pointing at the pot, the high priestess said a word of gibberish. When Richard didn’t respond, she pointed at the pot and said a word again. Whether it was the same word or not, he couldn’t tell. Like usual, the word disappeared from his mind almost as soon as it finished leaving the elf’s mouth. 
 
    “When are they going to learn I can’t understand what they’re saying?” Richard asked in his shared space. “Tracer and the others in our team have tried often enough to teach me their language. Other than their names, their words seep out of my mind like water through a sieve.” 
 
    “Maybe she is not trying to teach you her language,” Nickelo suggested. 
 
    Mia pointed at the pot and said a word of gibberish a third time. 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Richard said, “Sorry. I can’t understand what you’re saying. It’s no use. Something’s preventing me from learning your language.” 
 
    The elf pointed at the pot a fourth time and again said a word of gibberish. This time, the word sounded more like a question than a statement. 
 
    On a hunch, Richard said “pot” using his language. 
 
    Mia nodded and repeated his word for ‘pot.’ 
 
    Pointing at the bowl in Richard’s hand, Mia said another word of gibberish that sounded like a question. 
 
    “Uh, bowl,” Richard said. 
 
    “Uh, bowl,” said Mia. She pointed at the pot. “Pot.” She pointed at the bowl. “Uh, bowl.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Richard grinned. “No, just bowl.” 
 
    When the priestess frowned, Richard pointed at the pot. “Pot.” He pointed at his bowl. “Bowl.” He pointed at the empty bowl the elf had set down next to her knee. “Bowl.” He held up his wooden spoon. “Spoon.” He smiled. “Now you try it.” 
 
    Mia returned his smile. The silver flecks in her eyes churned. “Pot, bowl, spoon,” she said while pointing at each of the items in turn. 
 
    As Richard finished his meal, the elf pointed at other items. He told her the name for each in his language. Mia dutifully repeated the words back. Every so often the elf went over the items they’d covered and pronounced their names in his language. After thirty minutes, she could successfully name half a hundred items in the camp. 
 
    “Good memory, and she is pronouncing the words perfectly,” said Nickelo. “Maybe she is part computer.” 
 
    “She’s a spellcaster,” Richard told his battle computer. “They’re used to memorizing complicated lists of words and getting every nuance of the pronouciation exact. Otherwise, their spells might blow up in their face. The precise enounciation of their incantation helps convert their Power into useable forms of magic.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” asked Nickelo. “That information is not currently in my databanks.” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “I just do. Someone must’ve told me once.” 
 
    After finishing their impromptu language lesson, Mia said several words of gibberish to Tracer and Amir, then left to confer with Derander and Freestrod. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Richard to figure out what the priestess had told his companions. His team leader and the big man immediately took up where Mia had left off. Tracer and Amir had him go over items in the camp and tell them his word for whatever they pointed at. Amir was much better at remembering and pronouciating the words than Tracer, but Richard had to give his teamleader credit. Tracer didn’t seem to give up on anything once she started. 
 
    “I calculate you were correct about your theory that magic users are better at memorizing the words,” said Nickelo. “Amir is a magic user of some kind. I’d stake your life on it. What kind that is, I am not sure, but his Power reserve has been used before, so he definitely knows at least some magic.” 
 
    After pulling a stint of guard during the night, Richard dozed for a while after he got back to camp. Once he woke from his nap, he lay on his blanket, staring at the stars. They seemed to be calling to him in some strange way. 
 
    “What do you think they are? Stars, I mean,” Richard asked his battle computer. 
 
    “That’s easy enough,” said Nickelo. “They are balls of burning gas hurtling through the vast emptiness of space.” 
 
    “No, Nick. I mean it. I wonder what they are.” 
 
    “Hmmm, how to explain color to a man who cannot see?” said Nickelo. “Let me try it this way. You are composed of physical matter, mostly carbon. The stars are composed of gas. The force of gravity compresses the gas so tight it causes an intense heat, which makes it burn. Hence you are looking at massive balls of burning gas so far away that the light from some of them has taken tens of thousands of years to reach your eyes.” 
 
    “Fine. If you don’t want to tell me what they are, the least you can do is keep the jokes to yourself.” 
 
    “Okay, let me try again. The lights are little torches put in the sky by the Creator to give you something to count when you cannot sleep. Do you like that explanation better?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure I like it any better, but it does seem more reasonable.” 
 
    An image of people encased in metal tubes hurtling between the points of light flashed in Richard’s mind. The tubes were replaced by an image of silver. Something tingled on his left hand. When he looked down, he noticed the red gem in his ring glowing slightly. Something warm ran up his arm from the gem and into the left side of his chest. The warmth was faint, but it was definitely there. He felt at peace. 
 
    The remainder of the night dragged by. Bored beyond belief, Richard washed the pot in the stream and refilled it with water. He set the container of liquid on top of the coals from the fire they’d used to cook supper. Once the water was steaming, he threw in a double handful of leaves he’d gathered from a couple of scraggily bushes near the stream. Once the leaves boiled down to a greenish goo, he manipulated the concoction’s DNA enough to convert it into something tasting remarkably like a green tea. As the first rays of the sun began reflecting off the plain below, he took the pot around the small camp and poured a little of the liquid into the elves’ bowls. It wasn’t much of a breakfast, but without a source of protein, it was the best he could do. 
 
    Once the elves broke camp, they formed up in a double file and began riding down a trail leading east, in the general direction of the plain below. With two of the monks and a team of lancers riding point, Mia led the column toward whatever lay ahead. She made a point of having Richard ride next to her. As they rode, she pointed to various things and had him tell her their names. She rarely needed to hear the word twice. 
 
    “I still say she must be part computer,” said Nickelo. “If the two of you keep this up, you’ll be jabbering away about the meaning of life in no time.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Richard said, unsure if his battle computer was trying to be serious or not. “Names of items are one thing. Subtle meanings like emotions or thoughts are another. It could take years for her to learn my language, whatever language that is.” 
 
    “It’s intergalactic standard,” said Nickelo. “By the way, for all we know, you might be with the elves for years. Since the elf is obviously willing to learn, I highly recommend you take advantage of the opportunity. That is, unless you want to go around grunting and pointing at things for the rest of your life, trying to make others understand what you want.” 
 
    Richard didn’t bother answering, but he did take advantage of the time to teach the elf as much of his language as he could. There was little else to do during the long ride down the mountain. Besides the language lesson, the only excitement was a couple of minor landslides when the mountains decided to rumble their displeasure. 
 
    When noon came, Mia waved Tracer and Amir forward to continue their lessons and moved to the center of the column to ride next to Derander and Freestrod. She had the elves continue down the mountain trail for another three hours, alternating between riding and leading their worn-out horses. 
 
    After the column reached the bottom of the trail, Richard glanced out over the vast plain ahead. In the distance, he could make out farms and a couple of villages dotting the landscape.  
 
    Amir happened to be walking beside him. The big man pointed ahead and said, “People,” in intergalactic standard. 
 
    Reaching out with his passive scan, Richard could tell he was right. Several groups of people were on the plain moving east. His eyesight apparently wasn’t as good as the big man’s, but from what he could tell, the people were pulling carts full of bags and boxes. 
 
    “I calculate they are refugees,” said Nickelo in their shared space. 
 
    “Refugees from what?” Richard asked. 
 
    The mountains rumbled. 
 
    Catching an unusual odor in the air, Richard raised his head and sniffed. “What is that? If I didn’t know better, I’d say the air has a faint salt taste to it.” 
 
    “You’d be right,” replied Nickelo. “Based upon the sensors in your ring, I calculate we are near the ocean. Take a look at the elves. They appear to be getting a little excited.” 
 
    Sure enough, the elves were picking up the pace. Mia, Derander, and Freestrod rode past and linked up with the point guard, then turned a little to the south and took off at a fast trot. 
 
    “What do you think that means?” Richard asked. 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “Elementary, my dear wizard scout. It can only mean one thing. We have reached our destination.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 – New Hope 
 
    _________________ 
 
    As Telsa’s part of the column came out of the mountain pass, she gazed out at the vast plain ahead. She sniffed the air, getting a definite hint of salt. 
 
    Master Rembis stood up in his stirrups and took a big breath of his own. “I always did like the sea.” He turned and winked. “I’ll bet if I’d been born a human instead of a gnome, I’d have been a sailor.” 
 
    Telsa laughed. “If you’d been born a human, you’d have been dead centuries ago.” 
 
    “True,” laughed Rembis. “Still, I’m looking forward to the next phase of our trip. I’ve crossed the ocean between the two continents twice. It has its hazards, but the sea has a way of putting things in perspective. When you’re on a small piece of wood floating in the middle of the ocean at the mercy of the waves, it has a way of making the most egotistical of gnomes humble.” 
 
    “Well, it’s going to be a first for me. The only ships I’ve sailed in have been traveling through space. I kinda like knowing what’s around me. A lot of things could be hiding in the water beneath a ship in the ocean.” 
 
    Rembis laughed. “You’re starting to sound like a superstitious old sailor. You’re a wizard scout. You’ve got your passive scan to tell you what’s under your feet. Nothing can take you by surprise.” 
 
    Telsa shook her head. “Not hardly. I’ve encountered too many creatures that can cast stealth shields to trust my passive scan to warn me about every danger. Like I said, I prefer the emptiness of space.” 
 
    “Well, you’re about to find out which is better.” Rembis pointed at a white wall barely visible in the distance. “That’s New Hope up ahead. It was built by the humans when they first came to this land from the other continent. Compared to most cities on Slyvrastra, it’s relatively new. It’s less than four centuries old.” 
 
    Telsa decided to take the gnome’s opinion on what ‘relatively new’ meant with a grain of salt. “I guess I’ll have to see for myself.” 
 
    “That you will, Wizard Scout.” 
 
    She only had to wait two hours, because that’s how long it took after leaving the mountains for the dwarves’ column to reach the massive gates of the port city. The closed gates were made of a light-colored wood that radiated magic. The half-meter-wide planks of the gates were bound together with strips of highly polished steel that also glowed with magic. A platoon of human soldiers lined the battlements above the gates with crossbows at the ready. 
 
    Queen Emerald halted the dwarf column fifty meters from the gate. The sound of shouts could be heard on the other side of the high wall. Within seconds, a small door built into the gate opened. Out walked a well-dressed male courtier carrying an elaborately decorated staff. The man had what looked like a perpetual sour-look on his face and was flanked by a squad of heavily armed soldiers. After making his way to the head of the dwarf column, the courtier bowed. Queen Emerald and he began talking, but they were too far away for Telsa to hear. 
 
    “Do you want me to increase the sensitivity of your battle helmet’s receivers?” asked Raj. “I can hear them perfectly. The courtier is a messenger from the city’s regional governor. The crews for three of the dwarves’ ships arrived last week. The ships are ready to go. Queen Emerald and the governor’s messenger are discussing payment.” 
 
    “You mean a bribe?” Telsa asked. 
 
    Raj gave a canned laugh. “I do believe that is the technical term.” 
 
    Emerald motioned at a dwarf leading a pack pony with wooden chests bound on either side. The dwarf handed the pony’s lead line to one of the courtier’s soldiers. When the human soldier opened the two lids, the courtier looked inside. The previously sour-looking courtier’s face broke out in a grin that was almost immediately replaced by another sour-look, but Telsa didn’t have to be told the man liked what he’d seen. He motioned at one of the guards on the battlements. Within seconds, the massive gates to the city swung open and then the courtier and his soldiers led the way inside. 
 
    Telsa soon found herself weaving through the crowded city streets along with the rest of the dwarf column. She was impressed by the cleanliness of the city. Both buildings and cobblestone streets were well maintained. 
 
    Leaning close to Rembis riding on her left side, Telsa said, “For a four hundred-year-old city, it’s very clean. Most of the buildings are made from white stone. They look like they’re fresh out of the quarry.” 
 
    Rembis laughed. “That’s magic for you. According to General Fenmar, the city council has strict standards on building maintenance. There’s a whole industry built around magic users casting preservation and cleaner-spells on buildings. I haven’t been here in over a century, but I swear everything looks as new as it did the day they laid the first stone.” He gave another laugh. “Your Empire would do well to follow their lead. I’ve seen videos of some of your cities. Pretty dismal looking things, if you ask me.” 
 
    Telsa couldn’t argue. Once a commercial building went up back home, few owners were willing to spend large amounts of credits to keep it looking spic and span. “I suppose you’re right, but I’d be interested in seeing what this place looks like in the future. Short-term maintenance is one thing. Long term is another.” 
 
    When Rembis refused to respond, Telsa figured she’d scored a point. Whether she had or not, it didn’t matter. They’d reached the docks. The city’s port was nearly as clean and well-maintained as the city itself. A good hundred ships of various sizes were anchored in the bay. A few were warships, but most were merchant vessels of one kind or another. At least a dozen massive docks stuck out in the water. Several ships were tied off at the docks, taking on supplies. Other merchant ships in the bay were using small boats powered by sails or in some cases by magic to offload supplies. The smaller boats made a steady stream between the ships in the harbor and the docks. Telsa noticed a lot of the cargo being ferried from the ships to the docks consisted of people, mostly of human stock. 
 
    Nodding her head at the smaller boats, Telsa said, “That’s a lot of people. Why so many?” 
 
    Rembis shrugged. “Why not? It’s only been four hundred years since the Dragars’ spaceport on the other continent was destroyed. A lot of nukes went off during the rebellion. You were there, you know. It will probably be thousands of years before the radiation danger is gone. There’s been a steady influx of refugees ever since the rebellion.” 
 
    Telsa thought about the hazards of living in radioactive areas without advanced decontamination equipment. “Can’t say I blame them, I suppose. The Empire’s got ways of removing radioactivity from the land. Unless you mages have spells that can do the same thing, I’d say leaving for some place healthier on the body is probably the best course of action.” 
 
    “Oh, we’ve got some spells that help,” said Rembis, “but the contaminated areas on the other continent are quite extensive. The dwarves’ mages did a good job cleaning up the area around Old Drepdenor, but some of the other places are still hot.” He smiled. “And I’m not talking about temperature.” 
 
    At that moment, Chancee rode up and flashed a wide smile, revealing the points of her eyeteeth. She pointed at three merchant ships tied off at the nearest dock. “Those three ships are ours. Emerald says the two of you will be onboard the Skipjack with us. It’s the center of the three ships.” 
 
    Telsa nodded. She hadn’t exactly warmed to the vampire during their travels, but since the ranger hadn’t tried tearing anyone’s throat out and sucking them dry, she’d been trying to give her the benefit of the doubt. Telsa pointed up at the sun. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something. It’s almost noon and there isn’t a cloud in the sky. No offense, but I thought sunlight killed vampires. How come you’re not affected?” 
 
    The ranger smiled, her fangs glinting in the sun’s rays. “No offense taken. The truth is, it does affect me some. Sunlight makes my skin itch. It’s uncomfortable, but it won’t kill me. I’m not sure how vampires work on your world, but the only way to kill them here is to destroy their heart or cut off their head.” She smiled again. “That’s just a friendly piece of advice.” After another smile, Chancee turned her horse and headed back down the street. 
 
    Telsa and Rembis turned their mounts over to the party’s animal handlers. The dwarves assigned to the task quickly began preparing the horses and ponies to be loaded onto the ships. As for Rembis and her, a dwarf that was one of the Skipjack’s sailors led them to a room with a double set of wooden bunk beds. The flimsy mattresses on the beds looked none too comfortable. Telsa was thankful she’d gotten used to sleeping in her battle suit over the years. 
 
    “The two of you will be bedding down in here with a couple of the others,” said the sailor. “The ship’s a mite crowded, so you’ll be hot-bunking it. You’ve got the bunks at night. The night shift will have them during the day. Any questions?” 
 
    “None,” said Rembis as he tossed his bedroll in a corner of the small room. 
 
    Since bedrolls already occupied the four bunks, Telsa tossed her pack and bedroll on top of Rembis’s gear. She considered sticking her modified M23 assault rifle in the corner but thought better of it. With the rifle strapped over her shoulder, she followed Rembis topside. 
 
    The ship’s crew was busy making preparations for departure. As Rembis and she leaned against the railing making small talk, Major Nekash joined them. 
 
    “I assume your accommodations are suitable,” said the major with a grin. “Most of my soldiers will be sleeping topside or in the cargo hold. For my part, I’ll be staying with them.” 
 
    “Oh, everything’s peachy-keen,” Telsa said with a laugh. “I think our mattresses come with all the free fleas we can handle at no additional cost.” 
 
    General Fenmar’s nephew laughed. “No doubt. I’m sure Rembis has a spell or two up his sleeve that can get rid of pests.” 
 
    The gnome nodded. “That I do. Our biggest concern will probably be boredom. I suspect there won’t be a lot to do except count waves.” 
 
    “Let’s hope,” laughed the major. “In the meantime, wave goodbye to New Hope. Creator willing, our next stop will be Point Departure on the eastern continent. Then it will be on to Old Drepdenor. From there it will be…” He shrugged. “Actually, I suppose we’ll just have to wait to find out.” 
 
    The ship rocked and the sails filled as the Skipjack’s captain maneuvered away from the dock and into the harbor. Within minutes, they were sailing past the anchored ships and out to the open sea. 
 
    Telsa took a final look at the fading city. Even at a distance, the white stone of the buildings glistened in the sunlight. She turned to Rembis. “It’s a pretty place, all things considered.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” agreed the mage. “Let’s hope it stays that way.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 – A Ship Acquired 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    Mia wasted no time making for the city that was their destination. The walls surrounding three sides of the city were tall and darkened with age. From the slight rise of the hill they were on, Richard could tell that like most port towns he’d seen in the past, the fourth part of the wall was not a wall at all. It was the water of the harbor. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo. “I calculate the city walls have seen better days.” 
 
    Richard had to agree. Several points along portions of the walls he could see had large cracks. Some areas of the walls were toppled over in a jumble of jagged stones. From what he could tell, the breaks had been recent. 
 
    As the elves drew close to the city’s main gate, a rumbling filled the air. The ground shook, spooking some of the elves’ horses. Richard’s mare remained steady as a rock. The small earthquake lasted for a full thirty seconds. A weaker part of the wall a hundred meters to Richard’s left gave way, tumbling outward. 
 
    “What a dump,” Richard told Skylark who happened to be riding near him. 
 
    Like most of the lancers, Skylark had been trying her best to learn Richard’s language. She was getting pretty good at it too, considering the short amount of time she’d been under his tutelage, but in this case, she shrugged her shoulders. “I do not understand ‘dump.’ If dump means broken walls and aged stone, then yes, what a dump.” 
 
    Richard grinned. He’d come to like the lithe Skylark during their travels. She was dependable and had a good sense of humor. 
 
    “Close enough,” Richard said. “A dump’s a dump. What’s its name?” 
 
    “Name?” asked the elf. “New Hope.” 
 
    Richard laughed. “Looks more like New Dump to me.” 
 
    Apparently the joke was too subtle for Skylark’s grasp of his language because she just shrugged and kept riding. 
 
    Richard glanced at their surroundings. Both the city gates and the road leading up to it were choked with refugees. 
 
    The males in Mia’s party shifted positions to form a protective ring with the females in the center. From the strain on the faces of the females, Richard got the impression that being in close proximity to so many humans was anything but a pleasant experience. 
 
    “I calculate you are right,” said Nickelo. “New information that has appeared in my databanks indicates female elves are emotionally sensitive. Human males are not good at controlling their emotions. I calculate a ninety-nine point nine percent probability the females in the party are being bombarded by less than desirable emotions.” 
 
    Although not emotionally sensitive himself, Richard could still sense emotions of base lust from many of the human males in the crowd and among the guards. Although he hadn’t paid that much attention until now, he suddenly realized that even soiled as they were from their trip through the mountains, the elven females were quite good looking. He unconsciously positioned himself between Skylark and the closet human men.  
 
    I wonder why I didn’t notice how beautiful they were before, he thought. 
 
    A faint but warm emotion came through his ring. He forgot about the elves’ beauty as a hint of silver flashed in his mind. A sense of loss swept over him. He wasn’t sure why. 
 
    Derander and Freestrod spent several minutes in a heated argument with the sergeant in charge of the gate’s guards. Before long, one of the guards left. He returned a few minutes later with a well-dressed man in a blue robe. The man carried an elaborately decorated staff. After much bowing on the part of the man to Derander and Freestrod, he led the elves’ party through the crowded city streets.  
 
    The city itself was filthy. Raw sewage ran through the streets. The stones making up the buildings may have been white at one time, but they were grayed with age and had large blots of black soot from the numerous open fires warming the refugees. Several buildings were toppled over. Not all were recent. 
 
    “Geesh,” Richard told his battle computer. “Looks like they gave the maid the last few millenniums off.” 
 
    “No doubt,” replied Nickelo. “I detect the remains of magic in the building’s stones, but whatever the spells once did, the effects are long gone.” 
 
    After traversing the dirty streets for twenty minutes, they came to the gates of another wall. Passing through, Richard saw what appeared to be a palace. While better maintained than the rest of the city’s buildings, it was far from opulent. 
 
    The guards led everyone to an orchard of apple and pear trees. Once there, the man in the blue robe took Derander, Freestrod, Astradis, and Mia into the palace proper. They were gone for several hours. Richard spent the time helping the elves care for their horses and resting under the trees. 
 
    Near evening, servants carrying folding tables set up a dining area in the center of the orchard. Other men brought pots of stew, platters of bread and cheese, and clay pitchers of ale and set them on the table. Although plain fair, the elves ate like they were at a feast. 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “I calculate they were growing tired of your snake stew.” 
 
    “Can’t say I blame them. Snake’s not high on my list of gourmet meals either.” 
 
    It was well after midnight before Mia and the others returned. Following a short meeting with Sergeant Thornbriar, the elves began gathering up what few belonging they had. Strapping on his sword, Richard formed up with Tracer and the rest of his team. 
 
    A half-dozen humans smelling of animal sweat relieved the elves of their horses and led them away. The same well-dressed human in the blue robe came with a platoon of soldiers. The guards positioned themselves to the sides, front, and rear of the elves. 
 
    “Are they taking us prisoners?” Richard asked his battle computer. 
 
    “Doubtful,” replied Nickelo. “The elves do not appear too concerned. If I were a guessing computer, which I am not, I would say the guards are here for the elves’ protection.” 
 
    “Protection from what?” Richard asked. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Richard to find out. The well-dressed man led them out of the palace gates, into the streets beyond. Although well past midnight, the streets were packed. If anything, they were more crowded than they’d been earlier in the day. The people were also a lot less friendly. Some of their stares looked downright hostile. After traveling only a few blocks from the palace, a group of human men in the crowd surged forward when they caught sight of the elves. There was a lot of yelling and shoving, but to the guards’ credit, they held the crowd back. 
 
    Just as the crowd was on the verge of turning into a mob, a squadron of palace guards on horseback arrived and dispersed them. The cavalry formed up on both sides of the elves and herded them from one street to the next at a fast pace, taking several detours along the way to avoid other groups of vocal men. 
 
    Through it all, Richard noticed the females in the party hold their heads high and ignore the shouts of the human males around them. That is, on the outside they remained aloof. Although he wasn’t all that emotionally sensitive, he could still sense the females in their party cringe whenever some of the men in the mobs pushed too close. 
 
    Richard thought their ordeal had come to an end when they reached the port. A half-dozen merchant ships were anchored in the harbor along with two warships. A dock extending out into the water had two small launches tied off at the end. 
 
    “I calculate the launches are going to shuttle the elves out to the larger ships,” said Nickelo. “Based upon the mood of the crowd behind us, I think it was a wise decision by whoever’s in charge not to tie any of the ships to the dock.” 
 
    Richard gazed at the size of the growing crowd and the small number of ships in the harbor. It was obvious to even his untrained eye that there wasn’t enough space on the ships to accommodate everyone in the crowd. 
 
    The guards hustled Richard and the others onto the dock. They only made it halfway down the dock in the direction of the launches when the crowd surged forward and tried to follow. The guards formed a double line behind the elves with spears and shields at the ready. 
 
    “That should hold them back,” Richard told his battle computer. 
 
    He was wrong. The mob had grown to nigh on a thousand men, women, and children. Many of them carried packs or bundles of clothing and supplies. 
 
    “Refugees,” said Nickelo. “Desperate refugees, at that. I calculate they are not happy the elves are getting spots on the ships when they are not.” 
 
    The crowd began shoving and pushing in an attempt to get past the line of soldiers blocking the dock. A scream from the front of the crowd drew Richard’s attention. He was just in time to see one of the guards pull the point of his spear out of a man’s chest. The soldier kicked the lifeless body off the dock, into the water below. Water splashed in the air as a large fin cut through the water. 
 
    Some of the men in the crowd raised makeshift clubs and began yelling at the guards. The crowd surged forward, forcing the soldiers back. 
 
    Sergeant Thornbriar shouted a command. His elf lancers formed into a tight group around Mia and the two elf mages. The well-dressed man in blue yelled something in Mia’s ear. The priestess raised her staff high in the air and waved it over her head as she shouted words Richard heard but quickly forgot. The blue gem at the top of her staff glowed bright enough that Richard was forced to turn his head. 
 
    The blue glow surrounded Richard, Amir, and all of the elves. Amir and the elves were lifted a meter into the air. The glow then began moving them off the dock and over the water. 
 
    Richard found himself on the stained boards of the dock with the blue-robed man and the guards. The blue glow that had formed around him sputtered and disappeared. 
 
    “Your natural resistance cancelled the effects of Mia’s levitation spell,” said Nickelo. “I hope you are a good swimmer. It is a long way out to the ship that appears to be the elves’ destination.” 
 
    Richard glanced at the hovering Amir and the elves already fifty meters from the dock and moving in the direction of an elaborately decorated ship with two masts located about three hundred meters away. Sailors in a rowboat were towing the ship with a long rope in an apparent attempt to turn her in the direction of the harbor’s entrance. 
 
    Shouts drew Richard back to his predicament. The blue robed man and the guards were making their way in a tight group through the crowd, in the direction of shore. As the guards withdrew, the crowd seemed to concentrate their ire on Richard. Two beefy men raised their clubs and shouted at the others around them. The men pointed at Richard. Backed up by the crowd, the two men began advancing toward Richard. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo. “I calculate you are going to have to swim for it.” 
 
    Richard drew his sword and backed up to the end of the dock, hoping the crowd would be satisfied with taking the two launches. His hope disappeared like a puff of smoke when the frightened crews on the launches untied and began rowing furiously away from the dock. 
 
    Although the night was dark, the crowd carried enough torches to let Richard see the water. Just as he was on the verge of jumping in and making a swim for it, he noticed the light from the torches reflect off several large dorsal fins in the water. Part of a bloody arm floated past the dock. 
 
    “Uh, I think swimming is no longer a viable option,” Richard told his battle computer. “Do you have any other bright ideas?” 
 
    When Nickelo didn’t reply, Richard drew his sword and faced the mob. 
 
    “Barrel!” shouted a feminine voice in intergalactic standard. 
 
    Richard turned to see Mia surrounded by a blue glow, floating above the water a dozen meters away. She pointed at an empty barrel to Richard’s right. The barrel glowed blue. 
 
    “I think—” began Nickelo. 
 
    Richard didn’t need his battle computer to tell him the obvious. Forgoing whatever dignity he still possessed, he sheathed his sword and dove for the barrel as the crowd shouted and surged forward. As soon as most of his body was in the barrel, it rose into the air and began moving out over the water. By the time he righted himself in the barrel, the impromptu hover-vehicle was next to Mia. She said several words of gibberish and smiled. 
 
    “Thanks,” Richard said. 
 
    “You are welcome,” Mia replied in perfect intergalactic standard. 
 
    Grabbing hold of the lip of the barrel with her left hand, Mia pointed her staff in the direction of the main body of elves. They were supported above the water on a cloud of blue a hundred meters ahead. Richard sensed the frequencies of Derander and Freestrod in the glow. 
 
    In less than a minute, Amir and the elves were transported over the railing of the ship with the two masts. By the time Mia got to the ship and set Richard’s barrel down on the deck, the elves were arranged around the sides of the ship in defensive positions with swords and lances pointing out. 
 
    Glancing back toward shore, Richard spotted men in a dozen boats and makeshift rafts rowing furiously toward the elves’ ship. 
 
    Climbing out of his barrel, Richard drew his sword and joined Tracer and Amir on the ship’s railing. He needn’t have bothered. As soon as the ship’s crew lowered sails, Richard sensed Freestrod draw Power from his reserve and shout words he heard but quickly forgot. The Power turned to magic, filling the sails with a stiff wind. The ship shot forward, picking up speed as it went. The rowboats and rafts were soon left far behind. 
 
    Waving a hand to catch Amir’s attention, Richard pointed at the deck and said, “Name?” 
 
    “Mengaza,” replied the big man. 
 
    “I assume you wanted to know the name of this ship,” said Nickelo. “For all you know, he just told you his word for ‘deck.’” 
 
    “If that were the case, I wouldn’t remember the word,” Richard said, using logic to make his case. He looked at Amir and nodded. “Mengaza,” he repeated out loud. 
 
    The captain of the Mengaza wasted no time in getting his ship out to the open sea. Once they were well clear of the harbor, Sergeant Thornbriar began shouting commands. The elf lancers relaxed and left their defensive positions along the railing.  
 
    Richard took a final look at the lights from the city. He heard a rumble. Far off in the distance, he saw gouts of red shooting up into the sky. The rumbling grew louder. Some of the lights of the city disappeared. 
 
    Richard turned away from the town and looked out onto the ocean. It was dark. It was very dark. “I don’t know where we’re going,” he told his battle computer. “But it’s bound to be better than what we just left.” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “Do you wanna bet?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 – At Sea 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Twelve days after they left the port city of New Hope, the Mengaza found itself caught in the doldrums. The only indication of a breeze was an ever so slight rippling of the single sail the crew had out. On top of the lack of wind was a sweltering heat from the noonday sun. Only an occasional wave rocked the nearly stationary ship. 
 
    Richard glanced up at the slack sail. “Too bad the mages and Mia used most of the Power in their reserves casting breeze spells the last couple of days. We could use a little wind about now. I’m hot, and I’m bored.” 
 
    “You get bored easily,” replied Nickelo, not sounding at all sympathetic. “You should try to relax while you can. I doubt the easy times will last forever.” 
 
    Richard doubted it as well. He glanced around the ship that was his temporary home. At forty meters from stern to bow, the Mengaza was a medium-sized sailing vessel with a crew of sixty-five counting the captain and his first mate. Relatively roomy for its size, the addition of their party still made for a crowd below decks. 
 
    “I told you before,” said Nickelo. “This ship appears to be the royal yacht of whoever was the high-muck-a-muck in the city. I calculate the addition of twenty-eight extra bodies on board was not what the designer had in mind. Just count your blessings your Mia left the three injured members of her party back in the city.” 
 
    Richard brought up an image of the elf with the broken leg they’d left behind. “I hear you. I’m trying to picture what the elf would look like hobbling around on the deck with her leg tied between two sticks. It’s not a pretty sight.” 
 
    “I doubt it would be,” replied Nickelo. “At least she and the other two are alive. The elves lost four of their own during the fight with the orcs. If they’d lived, the ship would be even more crowded.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind being a little more crowded if it meant they were still alive. Mia and the others took their deaths hard.” 
 
    Two sailors ran past Richard and began scrambling up the mast closest to him. “How do they do that? I have trouble walking on the deck. They’re climbing that pole faster than a squirrel up an oak tree.” 
 
    “It is called a foremast. According to the information in my databanks, this ship is what would be termed a ‘brig’ on your home world of Earth. That larger mast toward the stern of the ship is the mainmast. After a week and a half at sea, you still haven’t bothered learning the nomenclature of the various items on this ship. For that matter, you haven’t found your sea legs either. I calculate you are not a sailor at heart.” 
 
    “Oh, I like sailing fine when it’s in a starship hopping from one planet to the next. It’s the bouncing across waves and depending on wind to get us from one place to another that bothers me. Truth be told, I prefer riding a horse to getting around on this floating piece of wood. That’s saying a lot since you know how much I hate riding horses unless it’s my spirit-horse.” 
 
    “Look at the bright side, Rick. At least you do not have to swim wherever the elves are taking us. Your swimming skills are enough to get you across a river or a small lake, but I think spanning oceans is beyond your capability.” 
 
    Richard thought so too. He leaned against the railing at the bow of the ship and gazed out over the water. There were only a few waves, and they were barely higher than the flat part of the ocean. Growing increasingly bored, he turned and looked up at the sailors he’d seen climbing the mast. They were busy lowering another one of the smaller sails. When the canvas was in place, it barely rippled. 
 
    Richard smiled. “I think the captain was a little too hopeful that he’d found a gust of wind. At least we had a little breeze yesterday to help us out. We’ve haven’t had any to speak of since the sun came up.” 
 
    Turning back to the water, Richard reached out with his passive scan. He detected nothing on or above the surface of the ocean, not even a bird. Below the water was a different matter. He sensed massive amounts of life forms both great and small. Every so often, a fin broke the surface of the water and circled the ship. 
 
    “How deep do you think the water is here?” Richard asked. 
 
    “I don’t think, I know,” laughed Nickelo. “The sensors in your ring have a sonar device. I have been pinging the bottom in my spare time for something to do. How deep to you think it is?” 
 
    Richard contemplated the problem. He hadn’t quite figured out how to use the ring’s sensor without his battle computer’s help, so he approached it from another direction. “Well, I’ve been using my passive scan to monitor sea life. Based upon the distance from me to the lowest ones I’ve sensed, I figure we’ve been in deep water the last ten days, say between three and five thousand meters. The water started shallowing this morning. The deepest life form beneath us now is only a hundred and fifty meters down. I’m guessing that’s the current bottom.” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” said Nickelo. “The floor of the ocean is only a hundred and fifty-four meters below the ship’s keel at the moment. I calculate we are sailing above a large plateau on an underwater mountain range. Based upon sonar readings, I calculate the plateau ends just over the horizon to the north. The ocean will undoubtedly get deeper on the other side.” 
 
    Richard had several questions, but the sound of light footsteps behind him made him forget all about the depth of the ocean. He knew the footsteps well. He’d grown to look forward to them each day about this time. He turned and nodded at Mia, beautiful as ever. 
 
    The priestess walked up and leaned her elbows on the railing. Staring out over the water, she said nothing. They remained that way for several minutes, each lost in their thoughts. When a rogue wave caused the ship to roll unexpectedly, Mia stumbled and leaned her shoulder onto Richard for support. When the wave passed, she left her shoulder where it was. Although the day was warm to the point of being uncomfortable, the elf’s touch gave Richard a strange sense of peace. 
 
    Something on Richard’s left hand tingled and grew warm. He glanced down at his ring. Feeling guilty for some reason, he shifted to the right a little to give the beautiful elf some room. She gave him a strange look but remained silent. 
 
    Nodding at the horizon, Richard said, “How long before we get to where we’re going?” 
 
    Mia shifted to face him. The silver specks in her dark eyes twirled in a pattern Richard found fascinating. 
 
    “How long?” she held up all ten fingers of both hands, balled them into fists, and then held up all ten fingers again. “That is twenty, right?” 
 
    Richard nodded. “You got it. Are you saying we’ll get to our destination in twenty days?” 
 
    The priestess frowned. 
 
    Richard knew she still didn’t understand everything he said, but she’d proven to be quite adept at figuring out his meaning even when she couldn’t translate all of his words. 
 
    Mia turned so that her back was against the rail and crossed her arms, letting her staff rest in the crook of her left arm. “Yes. In twenty days, we will be in…” 
 
    The word she said was gibberish, gone from Richard’s mind as soon as she finished saying it. Richard shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry. If you’re saying a name, it’s not sticking in my brain for some reason.” 
 
    The elf shook her head. “You are strange, Rick. I do not think I will ever understand you.” 
 
    “Join the club,” Richard said. “I rarely understand myself.” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘the club?’ Do you mean a piece of wood like a weapon? I do not think I understand.” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “Never mind. The point I was trying to make is that I also think I’m strange.” 
 
    Mia laughed. The silver specks in her eyes swirled. “Good. Then we finally agree on something.” 
 
    Richard returned her laugh. His ring tingled again. He tried his best to ignore the tingle, but the faint hint of warmth he’d felt earlier became downright hot. Once again, he began feeling guilty. 
 
    This is crazy, he thought. It’s just a ring, and Mia and I are just talking. She’s trying to learn my language. I’m trying to teach her. That’s all. 
 
    Despite his thoughts, Richard knew he’d grown to look forward to their impromptu language lessons. It was more than just the elf’s beauty that drew him. He felt a connection to her. Maybe it’s the silver in her eyes, he thought. I think I’ve always liked silver. 
 
    Richard was trying to think of some way to compliment Mia given the limited words at his disposal when something from the port side of the ship drew his attention. He turned and looked to the north. All he could see was the flat ocean. As far as he could tell, the water stretched out for a thousand kilometers with nothing to break its surface. 
 
    “That is a ridiculous notion,” said Nickelo. “Based upon your height above the water, I calculate the horizon is ten kilometers away, give or take a hundred meters.” 
 
    “Quiet, Nick. Something’s wrong. I can feel it.” 
 
    Growing serious, Nickelo said, “What is it? I am detecting nothing unusual with the ring’s sensors. Are you sensing something on the surface or below it?” 
 
    “What is it, Rick?” asked Mia. “You have that blank look you get on your face sometimes.” 
 
    Richard pointed north. “Something’s happening out there. I can feel it.” 
 
    The priestess stared north, her face taking on a blank look of its own. A ball of magic reached out from her and sped northward. After five heartbeats, the ball of magic returned. 
 
    Mia shook her head. “My tracker spell senses nothing in that direction. I went all the way to the horizon. Are you talking about something below the water?” 
 
    Pushing his passive scan as far to the north as he could, he succeeded in going well beyond the horizon. He sensed a lot of life forms. That in itself wasn’t strange given the abundance of life gathered on the underwater plateau. What was strange was that a lot of the life forms he was detecting to the north were too high in the air to be sea life. On the flip side, he had a feeling they were too large and massed together to be birds. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. 
 
    “Nick,” Richard said in his mind. “Is the depth of the ocean still a hundred and fifty meters?” 
 
    “That’s strange,” said Nickelo. “The depth is now only a hundred and twenty meters. The plateau below us is relatively flat, and the ship has not moved much. I calculate something must have drained some of the water from underneath us. The most logical reason would be a—” 
 
    “Tsunami!” Richard shouted. “Turn the ship! Turn it now!” 
 
    Mia stared at him. “A what? What is a—” 
 
    “Wave,” Richard shouted as he frantically pointed to the north. “Big wave! Turn the ship now, or we’re dead.” 
 
    Mia faced north and waved her hand as she said a word Richard heard but quickly forgot. Another ball of magic shot out to the north, then returned within five heartbeats. The priestess’s eyes grew wide as her face turned white. She turned and ran for the stern of the ship shouting words of gibberish to the captain and first mate as she went. The crew began scrambling up the ship’s rigging as the officers began shouting commands. 
 
    Once she reached the rear of the ship, Mia placed her staff on the wooden deck and began chanting. The gem on her staff blazed with a bright blue light. The blue glow flowed up into the sails. The previously slack canvas billowed out accompanied by the sound of wind. Sailors scrambled across yardarms lowering sails until every piece of canvas on the ship was filled with air and pushing the ship forward. 
 
    The ship began turning. Richard wasn’t a sailor, but he didn’t need to be to know it wasn’t changing direction nearly fast enough. A sweep to the north with his passive scan picked up life forms high in the air. He strained his eyes in an effort to see what was coming. The northern horizon took on a grayish haze as if revealing the foothills of a distant mountain range. 
 
    “You were right,” said Nickelo. “It is a tsunami. An underwater earthquake must have set off a landslide to the north. According to the ring’s sensors, the wave coming our way is massive. If we were in deep water, I calculate it would pass under the ship with no effect. As it is, the water is being bunched up by the plateau. Based upon speed and density readings, I calculate the initial wave will be three hundred meters high by the time it reaches us.” 
 
    Richard glanced back at the rear of the ship. Mia was holding her staff high as she continued chanting words he heard and quickly forgot. The blue glow from her spell filled the sails as the ship’s momentum picked up. 
 
    Master Freestrod and Lord Derander came running up the stairs from the cargo hold followed by most of the elf lancers. Mia stopped chanting long enough to yell commands to the two mages before returning her concentration to her spell. 
 
    Richard expected the mages to start feeding their Power to the priestess. They didn’t. Instead, they joined him near the bow. Master Freestrod took up a position on the port side of the ship and Lord Derander on the starboard. The mages drew Power from their reserves and began waving their hands in intricate patterns as they took up similar chants. 
 
    Lines of blue magic left the mages’ hands and met at the bow. Richard sensed the magic shoving the bow to port while lifting it slightly out of the water. The ship’s turn to the north increased noticeably. 
 
    “They are trying to levitate the ship,” said Nickelo. “It is too heavy for them to lift completely, but I calculate it is enough to reduce the friction of the water against the hull.” 
 
    Richard glanced northward. The distant gray haze he’d seen earlier was growing higher in the sky and getting a lot closer. He detected the life forms caught in the wave, then sensed a second wave behind the first and another after that. He tried gauging the distance from the wave against the speed of their turn. 
 
    “It is going to be close,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Sergeant Thornbriar shouted commands to his lancers. Tracer ran up with the rest of her team and tossed Richard a rope. 
 
    “Tie,” Tracer shouted. 
 
    Glancing around, Richard noticed the elves and most of the sailors tying themselves to the railing, the masts, and anything else that looked sturdy. 
 
    “Uh,” said Nickelo. “Unless you want to go for a swim, I recommend you do the same. Your team is tying themselves to the windlass for the anchor. I calculate it is as good a place to tie down as any.” 
 
    Wasting no time, Richard joined the others at the windlass. Double wrapping the rope around his waist, he tied off the other end to the windlass. He noticed Commander Astradis and the young monk run up and tie Freestrod and Derander to the railings on the port and starboard sides of the bow. He glanced back at the stern. Two more monks were busy securing Mia in place with a thick rope. She paid them no mind as the wind whipped her long black hair behind her. Even from a distance, Richard imagined he could see the silver flecks in her eyes swirling as the magic from her staff filled the sails. 
 
    By this time, the bow of the ship was facing due north. As the ship completed its turn, Richard sensed the two mages change their spells. They no longer tried to turn the ship. They seemed to concentrate their efforts on lifting the bow as much as possible. 
 
    “They are trying to make it into a poor-man’s hydrofoil,” said Nickelo. “The less surface touching the water, the faster the ship will go. I calculate we are going to need to go a lot faster to get over that wave.” 
 
    Wind whipped past Richard as the ship’s momentum increased, but he knew his battle computer was right. They weren’t going nearly fast enough. The distant wave had already covered half the distance from when he’d first spotted it. He was forced to look up in order to see the top of the mountain of water heading their way. 
 
    Amir nudged him on the shoulder and pointed at the wave. “Tall.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Richard said. “Very tall.” He gauged the distance to the first wave. “We’re not going to make it, are we Nick.” 
 
    “No,” admitted Nickelo, making no attempt to cloud the truth with words of hope. “I calculate the ship’s momentum will only carry it halfway up the wave before it crashes back into the ocean. This ship is doomed. I can survive in the ring underwater, but unless you can hold your breath a lot longer than I think you can, you are as good as dead. The reserve for your self-heal will run out long before you can walk to shore underwater.” 
 
    Richard didn’t think he minded dying that much, but a smile and some words of gibberish from Tracer caused a sadness to wash over him. He felt as if he was letting her and the other elves down. The ring on his finger tingled. Something coming through the red gem seemed to urge him to fight and live. 
 
    Fight how? he wondered. I don’t have enough Power to help the elves. All I’ve got is a little residual Power from the seepage from my healing reserve. It’s enough to change the DNA of food when I’m cooking, but it’s not enough to help the elves with their spells. Heck, even if I had Power, I couldn’t cast a spell. I don’t do magic. 
 
    Something told Richard he was wrong. He couldn’t do magic, but he had a feeling he still might be able to help. Reaching out with his passive scan, he sensed the lines of magic of Derander, Mia, and Freestrod as they continued casting their spells. With what little Power he had, he touched Mia and pulled some of her Power toward him. Instead of keeping it for himself, he passed the Power on to Derander. The amount of Power he passed increased slightly. He drew the line of Power from Derander to Master Freestrod. The amount of Power grew even more. He passed the growing Power back to Mia, forming a continuous circle between the priestess, the two mages, and himself. The intensity of the magic grew as the Power connecting the priestess and the mages jumped around the circle from one to the other. 
 
    The blue glow at the bow of the ship grew brighter. The ship lurched forward as the bow partially lifted out of the water. The blue glow filling the sails grew brighter as well. The magic breeze grew so strong it threatened to rip the thick canvas apart. Richard heard shouts from Mia and the two mages grow louder as if urging their spells to perform beyond their own limitations. 
 
    Richard tore his gaze away from Mia to look ahead. The first wave was on them, looming three hundred meters overhead. The ship began climbing the steep slope, losing its momentum as it went. Halfway up the ship went, then three-quarters. The Mengaza’s momentum continued slowing despite the frantic shouts of Mia and the two mages. Intuition told Richard the Power of their spells was at its max. They could do no more. 
 
    The ring on Richard’s hand tingled. The red gem became hot enough to cause him to wince. He sensed a link from him to the something inside the gem, or more to the point, something on the other side of the gem. On a hunch, he drew magic from the circle he’d created with Mia and the mages and sent it down the link and through the gem. More Power came back than he’d sent. He returned the extra Power to the circle and sent more Power down his link to the something. Still more Power was returned. The magic of the three elves increased incrementally with the extra Power he’d sent to the Circle. 
 
    The bow of the Mengaza lifted higher as the ship resumed its climb toward the top of the wave. Just before the last of its momentum was spent, the bow of the Mengaza crested the wave. Down the other side the ship went. Water crashed over the deck, washing anything not tied down overboard. Richard heard a scream. The stinging saltwater in his eyes prevented him from seeing the source. The ship continued its plunge down the wave as its speed increased with every passing second. 
 
    Richard could no longer hear the chanting of Mia or the mages, but he sensed their spells changing. They no longer seemed to be urging their ship forward. Instead, they seemed to be using their magic to slow the Mengaza’s rate of decent. The ship reached the bottom of the wave and hit the water. It hit the water hard. 
 
    Richard’s head slammed into the side of the windlass. A cold blackness sought to steal him away, but his self-heal brought him back to the light. He sensed someone nearby slipping away. Reaching out, he grabbed hold of a massive arm. It belonged to Amir. Opening his eyes, Richard saw the frayed end of a rope flapping near the big man’s waist. 
 
    Amir’s eyes were closed. Blood flowed down a deep cut on his forehead. 
 
    “Another wave,” shouted Tracer as she reached over and helped Richard pull Amir back to the windlass. 
 
    With Tracer’s help, Richard held Amir in place while Skylark and Grapeon retied the big man to the windlass. They were just in time. Richard’s passive scan picked up another change in the spells of Mia and the mages. The ship lunged forward. He looked past the bow to see the top of the next wave. It was only two hundred meters high. Onward it came. Mia’s breeze spell carried the ship over the top. Down the backside went the Mengaza. This time when they hit the sea at the bottom of the wave, the uppermost section of the foremast broke off. Jagged pieces of splintered wood came raining down, carrying torn canvas with it. 
 
    Two sailors untied themselves and grabbed axes. They began cutting away at the debris. Richard sensed Derander cast a spell to levitate the damaged rigging over the side of the ship. It had just cleared the railing when the next wave came. This time the wave was only a hundred meters high, but with part of its sails out of commission, the Mengaza struggled to reach the top. Richard felt himself leaning forward in an attempt to urge the battered ship onward. Up it went, slowing with each meter gained. As the last of its momentum gave out, Richard sensed Freestrod add his Power to that of Mia’s. The few remaining sails filled with more of the glowing wind. The Mengaza reached the top and plunged downward. 
 
    One of the sailors who’d helped cleared away the debris with his axe came sliding past Richard. Releasing his grip on Amir, Richard grabbed hold of the sailor’s shirt. The shirt began ripping, but Grapeon latched onto the man’s bare foot and pulled him close. Two large eyes stared at Richard as the sailor released his axe and grabbed onto the ropes tied around the windlass. The ship hit the bottom of the wave. As the hull slammed into the water, more canvas, rigging, and broken pieces of wood came crashing onto the deck. Part of a sail fell over the windlass, covering Richard and the others. 
 
    Struggling free of heavy material, Richard looked past the bow’s railing for the next wave. He saw nothing except the flat ocean. 
 
    “We made it,” Richard said in his shared space. 
 
    “Yes, we did,” agreed Nickelo. “Now all we have to do is see if the captain and his crew can keep this pile of wood afloat.” 
 
    Richard glanced around the ship. Debris covered every part of the deck. A pair of blood-soaked legs stuck out from underneath a broken piece of the mainmast. Untying the rope from his waist, he joined the crew and elves in the search for survivors. It was grim work, but it had to be done. 
 
    It was well into midafternoon when the crew assembled on the foredeck. Twelve bodies wrapped in canvas lay on the deck’s sun-bleached planks. Nine of the bodies were human. Three were elves. The captain said a few words before sailors dropped their comrades over the side. Mia knelt by the bodies of the three elves and whispered words of gibberish Richard didn’t need a translator to understand. The grief of the elf priestess was evident. Some of the human crew of the Mengaza got teary-eyed as the elves chanted a dirge for their fallen comrades. When the song ended, Mia said a few more words. Then the bodies of the three elves were cast into the sea. 
 
    Richard looked around the broken ship. She’s seaworthy, he decided. But she’s not the ship she was. 
 
    “Not to mention that what food supplies did not get washed overboard are ruined by seawater,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “Yeah, not to mention that,” Richard said. “Now what are we going to do.” 
 
    “I calculate that is up to your priestess,” said Nickelo. “She is in charge, not us.” 
 
    Richard glanced at Mia as she huddled with the ship’s captain, Freestrod, and Derander. “At this point, I’m not sure who’s in charge,” he told his battle computer. “Something tells me it’s not Mia or anyone else on board.” 
 
    “Who then?” asked Nickelo. 
 
    Richard had no idea, but he had a feeling one way or the other he was going to find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 – Point Departure 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The three ships made the passage between the two continents in record time. Telsa was impressed by the efficiency of the dwarf sailors. They all knew there was little time to spare, and the crews put their backs into raising and lowering sails in both storms and calm seas. Whenever the wind died down, either Shandria, Carndador, Rembis, or one of the dwarves’ magic users filled in the gaps with breeze spells. The end result was that two and a half weeks after they left New Hope, Telsa found herself at the bow of the Skipjack, watching as the captain maneuvered his ship through the crowded harbor. 
 
    “So this is Point Departure?” Telsa said as much a statement as it was a question. 
 
    Rembis placed his elbows on the bow’s railing and nodded. “This is it. Once we cleaned the vampires out of Old Drepdenor, Queen Emerald assembled her people here. The humans had already established a small town because of the harbor, but with the dwarves’ help and under the direction of the queen, it didn’t take long to become a full-blown city. The dwarves and humans made a compact called the Avarian Society of Free States that guarantees access to the harbor by both races.” 
 
    Curious, Telsa said, “Why did Emerald waste time building a city if she was going to take all of her people to Slyvrastra anyway?” 
 
    Smiling, Rembis tugged at his white beard. “You must think ships grow on trees.” He laughed. “Come to think of it, they’re made from them. Still, they don’t grow off their limbs like ripe apples. It took nigh on fifty years for the dwarves to build a fleet large enough to transport them all to the land of the elves. Besides, Emerald wanted to keep a trade route going with the humans who now run Point Departure.” His eyes twinkled. “You probably don’t know this, but she leased them the city before we left. That’s the basis for the Avarian Society of Free States. The human’s city council was given a hundred-thousand-year lease on the buildings and the harbor. After that, it reverts back to the dwarves.” 
 
    Telsa eyed the gnome to see if he was pulling her leg. “You’re joking, right. Who’d be crazy enough to sign a lease for a hundred thousand years? It’ll never last all the way to the end.” 
 
    Rembis laughed again. “Well, crazy or not, that’s how it was done. The dwarves own the city, but the humans have a hundred-thousand-year lease. It’s a good deal for them. They don’t even make payments. All they have to do is maintain the harbor and allow any dwarf ships berthing rights when they ask.” 
 
    Being a scientist at heart and not a businesswoman, Telsa decided to forgo any further arguing over dwarf and human business dealings. She looked back out over the railing as the captains of the three vessels used sails and a little bit of magic to berth their ships alongside the two-hundred-meter-long wooden dock protruding into the water. 
 
    Four older human men wearing purple robes were waiting at the dock for them along with a platoon of soldiers with purple capes. As the three crews secured their ships to the docks, Queen Emerald, High Priestess Shandria, High Lord Carndador, and General Fenmar got off and talked to the four robed men. After a few loud words, General Fenmar waved his nephew over. More discussion followed. Finally, the general and the others left the dock, accompanied by the four robed men and a squad of the purple-caped soldiers. 
 
    Before Telsa could ask what was going on, Major Nekash turned and faced the ships. “All right,” shouted the major loud enough to be heard on all three vessels. “Let’s get our stuff together. We’ll be spending the night at the inner guards’ barracks. Sergeant Aganish, get the equipment that we’re leaving in the museum unloaded and follow me.” 
 
    One of the sergeants on Telsa’s ship gathered a dozen dwarves and headed for the ship’s hold. They soon returned carrying armloads of the extra armor and weapons. 
 
    “Those are the ones made out of Holy Metal,” Telsa told Rembis. “Did I hear something about a museum? I’m confused. What gives?” 
 
    Major Nekash was close enough to hear. He wandered over, chuckling as he came. “I’m sure you are, Wizard Scout. Queen Emerald is leaving the extra gear in Point Departure as per the message we received from the Oracle. That chest you’ve been so curious about will also be left at the museum.” 
 
    Telsa grinned. “I didn’t know you’d heard me ask questions about the chest. I’ll admit I’ve been curious. What’s in it?” 
 
    With his sergeants handling the transfer of gear to several horse-drawn carts the humans had provided, General Fenmar’s nephew seemed more relaxed than he’d been since they left New Drepdenor. 
 
    “The first part of his mission is over,” said Raj in their shared space. “I calculate the major’s stress has been reduced now that we are safe in the city. I also calculate that will change once we begin our march to Old Drepdenor.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Telsa said. She sighed. “I hope I’m never in command. That’s one of the things I like about being a wizard scout. I don’t have to worry about anybody but me.” 
 
    Raj gave one of his canned laughs. “I know better. You forget that I keep a log of your heartrate during missions. You worry plenty.” 
 
    “Whatever. Mind your own business.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Telsa noticed Rembis and the major looking at her. “Uh, did I miss something?” 
 
    The dwarf and gnome laughed. 
 
    The grin on Major Nekash’s face grew wider. “I asked if you would like to go to the museum and see what’s in the chest for yourself.” He scratched the stubble on his chin. “One of these days you’re going to have to tell me what you’re thinking about when you get that blank look on your face.” 
 
    Telsa returned the dwarf’s grin. “Nothing important, that’s for sure. And yes, I’d like to go to this museum of yours. I’ve got nothing better to do.” 
 
    Sergeant Aganish happened to be close enough to hear. “Well, if you’ve got nothing better to do than flap your jaws, how about helping us unload the equipment. Or do you think you’re too good to help.” 
 
    Telsa glared at the sergeant. “No, I don’t think I’m too good. If I’d known you needed help, I’d already have been at it. All you had to do was ask.” She gave Nekash a nod and headed for the ship’s hold. As she stepped on the first rung of the ladder, she heard the dwarf sergeant speak again. 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for, old man? An engraved invitation on a silver platter?” 
 
    Within seconds, Rembis was in the hold next to Telsa. He grabbed an armload of crossbow bolts and turned back to the ladder. 
 
    Telsa eyed him. “You know you could levitate everything up and save us some time.” 
 
    Rembis snorted. “That’s just what the good sergeant expects me to do. He reminds me of one of the Tharg sergeants who used to order me around when I was a prisoner. I’m not giving our sergeant the satisfaction of making me do it his way.” 
 
    Telsa shook her head. “You know, Rembis, I don’t think I’m ever going to understand you.” 
 
    The old gnome grinned. “Good. Everyone should have a little mystery in their lives.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 – Limping Into Port 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Six weeks to the day after the tsunami, the Mengaza limped into the harbor at Point Departure. The beat-up brig was escorted by a sloop-of-war from the Avarian Society of Free States. The small warship had found the elves’ ship wandering off the coast forty leagues north of their city two days earlier. 
 
    The human sailors on the sloop were a suspicious lot, but they were polite for the most part. The captain of the sloop was a young lieutenant named Yasland. As it turned out, he seemed to spend more time on the Mengaza over the last two days than he did on his own sloop. 
 
    Amir turned from his position at the bow and looked behind him. The sloop’s captain was even now at the stern of the Mengaza, pointing out a safe path through the harbor for the steersman. As Amir watched, the lieutenant stepped away from the steersman and moved closer to Mia. 
 
    He’s not fooling anyone, Amir thought. He could’ve sent one of his seamen to guide us. The young fool takes any opportunity he can to get close to Mia. 
 
    Amir watched Lieutenant Yasland making a fool of himself for a couple of seconds before turning back around to lean against the bow railing with the rest of his team. The size of the port city surprised him. It was a sprawling affair with walls the height of giants on three sides, but what surprised him more was the condition of the city. 
 
    “It has seen better days,” said Tracer as she pointed at the northern part of the wall. “I count at least a half dozen spots on the wall that have fallen down.” She pointed toward the city itself. “And look at that. Several buildings have crumbled into the water.” 
 
    Amir had no trouble picking out the rubble of the buildings. Large stones mingled with broken bits of lumber were scattered along the shoreline and into most of the streets he could see. 
 
    “Look over there,” said Grapeon. “The only thing left of those docks is their pilings. It looks like there is only the one dock left.” 
 
    Amir noted the lone dock stretching out from the shore for two hundred paces into the water. At least a third of the docks wooden planks appeared to be new. No ships were currently tied up at the dock. 
 
    Glancing at Richard who happened to be leaning on the railing next to Tracer, Amir spoke in the human’s language. He’d gotten pretty good at it over the past month and a half. So had a lot of the elves. “I’m guessing the tsunami that got us also hit this place. It looks bad now. I’d hate to see what it looked like six weeks ago. I count the masts of a dozen ships sticking out of the water with the hulls of another ten ships beached along the shore.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “I thought we had it bad out on the water. I’m guessing the loss of life was horrendous.” He jerked a thumb toward the stern of the ship. “Good thing we have a guide through all this debris. I’d hate for our good captain to sink our ship this close to shore.” 
 
    “He’s a typical human male,” said Tracer also speaking in the human’s language. She left her position at the railing and sat on a crate. “I can sense his emotions from here. How the high priestess can stand him following her around like a sick puppy is beyond me. Humans are disgusting creatures.” 
 
    Amir noticed his team leader glance over at her human teammate. “Uh, no offense, Rick.” 
 
    The human looked at Tracer and smiled. “None taken. I’m not emotionally sensitive, but I can feel the man’s…uh, well, I’ll just say his emotions are not making me feel kindly toward the human male gender either.” 
 
    Tracer shrugged. “You are different, Rick. You keep your emotions under control. Other human males do not. I am glad Lord Derander and Master Freestrod have been able to keep spells on us females to dull the emotions put out by the Mengaza’s crew. Otherwise, this voyage would have been unbearable for us.” 
 
    “I understand completely,” said Richard. 
 
    Amir studied the human next to him. I should probably hate him since a human murdered Glory, he thought. But it is hard not to like him. Tracer told me how he saved me from being swept overboard during the tsunami. Amir thought about how the human had used his ability to turn the summoned bread created by the mages’ spells into something more palatable. It has been a Creator-send, that’s for sure. We wouldn’t have starved during the past month and a half what with the black bread, but meals would’ve been a lot less enjoyable. Not to mention he’s good with weapons. He’s one of the few on this ship that’ll spar with me during weapons’ training. He’s taught me a thing or two with a sword. 
 
    Tracer cleared her throat. “I’m guessing we’ll be leaving the Mengaza and her crew behind. It’s about time we started earning our keep again.” 
 
    Amir smiled. “That’s fine by me. I’d hate to think you elves brought me along just for my good looks.” 
 
    Amir noticed Richard look at him. 
 
    “You mentioned that the elves brought you along to find some kind of gem,” said Richard. “Are you sensing it now? Maybe it’s in this city.” 
 
    Looking out over the city, Amir drew on the Power within his soul. Reaching out, he touched the land and asked for guidance. He sensed nothing back. Looking back at the human, he shook his head. “Nothing here as far as I can tell.” 
 
    Grapeon left his place at the railing and sat on the crate next to Tracer. Out of courtesy, he also spoke in Richard’s language. “What are we supposed to do? Wander around like a lost fawn looking for his mother? If this continent is as big as Slyvrastra, that could take years.” 
 
    A distant rumbling came from the east. 
 
    Everyone glanced in the direction of the noise. 
 
    Jerking his thumb eastward, Amir said, “It’s not my decision, but if it were, I’d head to the place where the land is having the most trouble. Nature has a habit of providing solutions close to its problems.” 
 
    Grapeon shrugged. “Then we should have stayed home. The Thandarhar Mountains had plenty of problems of their own. Based on your theory of problems and solutions, there should be a dozen yellow gems there.” 
 
    Amir noticed the human glance to the east. 
 
    “I’m with Amir,” said Richard. “Something is drawing me to the east. I’m not sure what.” 
 
    Tracer and the others stared at the man. So did Amir. He had to admit the human had displayed enough unexplained abilities over the last couple of months for his words to be taken seriously. 
 
    Soft footsteps coming from behind made Amir turn. The high priestess was two paces behind him. Hmmm. Good stealth shield. 
 
    “To the east, you say?” said Mia also speaking in the human’s language. “Do you agree, Elf Friend Amir? You are the seeker, after all.” 
 
    Amir unconsciously touched the leather pouch hidden beneath his blouse. “I do. At least I do until I sense a better way.” 
 
    Mia smiled, and the air seemed to take on a glow that lifted everyone’s spirits. “Then east it shall be. I must go to the palace and speak to the city’s council about guides. As Lieutenant Yasland has explained it to me, the land has seen more than its share of calamities the last few months. There have been several earthquakes in addition to the tsunami. According to him, refugees fleeing from one place to the other have clogged most of the roads. They drain the resources of every city along the coast, hoping to catch a ship to someplace safe. Armies of orcs and goblins are also on the move. The lieutenant says Point Departure is also threatened. From what he tells me, a mercenary army has been encamped outside the city walls for the past few weeks.” 
 
    “Mercenaries?” asked Tracer. “Who is paying them?” 
 
    The high priestess shrugged. “Thankfully, that is not our problem. All we need to worry about is slipping out of the city and making our way east. I have a feeling the farther east we go, the less the likelihood we will encounter others.” She glanced out at the city as the Mengaza drew near the dock. “According to the lieutenant, there are not enough ships to carry a tenth of a tenth of the city’s citizens. Even if there were, they would find little safety in the west. Many of the inhabitants in our lands hope to flee the disaster by taking ships to the east.” She glanced at the others. “There is no safety in the east or west. Their only hope is for our mission to succeed. We must find a replacement for the yellow gem and stop the disaster threatening the land.” 
 
    The ship lurched as it settled against the dock. Once the crew secured the Mengaza to the pilings, they lowered the plank. A human soldier wearing a bright blue uniform came on board and reported to Lieutenant Yasland. Shortly afterwards, the lieutenant conferred with Lord Derander for a second before walking down the plank and setting a fast pace toward the city. 
 
    Lord Derander left the stern of the ship and made his way to the bow. 
 
    “Mia,” said Derander when he drew close. “We are summoned by the city’s council. Something is happening. The messenger says the army outside the city gates is demanding that the council surrender its elves to them.” 
 
    The high priestess nodded and headed for the gangway. Upon reaching the bottom of the plank, she turned and pointed her staff at Amir. “I want Rick and you to come with me. Bring your weapons.” 
 
    Amir hurriedly made his way toward the spot on the main deck that Tracer’s team and he had claimed as their own. He threw on his chainmail and strapped on his sword. Picking up Glory’s hammer, he looked over to see Richard buckling the belt with his sword and dagger around his waist. When the man finished, Amir led the way to the dock. The high priestess stood there with the council’s messenger, Lord Derander, and Commander Astradis. Once Amir joined them with Richard in tow, they followed the messenger down the dock and into the city. 
 
    As they walked through the city streets, Amir noticed high water marks on the buildings extending up to the top of his head. 
 
    “The tsunami definitely hit them hard,” Amir whispered to the human walking to his right. 
 
    Richard nodded but said nothing. 
 
    They continued walking. The ground rose and the water marks lowered until disappearing altogether. The less affected streets were jammed with people. Many stared at their group as they followed the messenger. 
 
    This time it was Richard who did the whispering. “I’ve got a feeling they’ve heard about the mercenaries demanding the city give up its elves.” 
 
    Amir nodded but said nothing. He kept a close eye on the crowd with his hand gripped tight around the handle of Glory’s hammer. Although there was a lot of pointing and grumbling by the refugees, none tried to stop them. 
 
    Instead of going to a palace or administrative building as Amir expected, the messenger led them to a large gate in the city’s eastern wall. The gate was open. A company of heavily armed human soldiers with shields and spears facing out made a solid line across the opening. The guards parted enough to allow the messenger and the rest of them to pass through. 
 
    Beyond the shield wall, Amir noticed a mass of tents three or four bowshots away, across an open field. Formations of heavily armed soldiers stood in front of the tents with their weapons pointed at the city. There were thousands of soldiers. From what Amir could tell, they were mostly humans, but he noticed a splattering of orcs, goblins, ogres, dwarves, and a couple of other races he didn’t recognize mixed in with them. A gathering of twenty or so people stood halfway between the city and the tents. One part of the group appeared to be heavily-armed representatives of the mercenaries. They were led by a large hulk of a man with a shaggy black beard wearing full plate mail. He was flanked by two hairy, four-armed humanoids of a type Amir had never seen. They were a head taller than him and also wearing full plate. The hairy creatures held a variety of swords, maces, and axes in their four hands. 
 
    The group of mercenaries was facing an assembly of city guards led by an old man wearing a bright blue tunic. Standing next to the old man was none other than the sloop’s captain, Lieutenant Yasland. 
 
    As the council’s messenger approached with his charges, the old man turned. Amir thought the man’s eyes looked tired.  
 
    The old man bowed slightly to Mia. “You must be the high priestess my nephew told us about,” said the old man. “I am Councilor Toley of the Avarian Society of Free States. Your coming was foretold by our seers. They also told us that you were the only hope for the salvation of our land.” 
 
    “Your only hope is if you turn the elves over to us,” growled the dark-haired mercenary. “If you don’t, my soldiers will tear down what’s left of your walls and kill you all. Give us the elves now, or I will order the attack.” He pointed at the pair of four-armed humanoids at his side. “My Tharg allies have joined us now. They will lead our next attack. Your city is as good as lost if you do not hand us the elves.” 
 
    Amir gripped Glory’s hammer tighter and raised his shield to a ready position. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but one thing he did know, none of the mercenaries were going to take Mia without a fight. 
 
    To the old man’s credit, he squared his shoulders and faced the mercenary leader. “You have tried to breach our walls without success for the past month. I have heard of your Thargs. They are great killers of helpless women and children. A few Thargs do not intimidate me.” 
 
    The mercenary laughed. “You are a fool. My Thargs are descended from gods who came from the stars.” He reached over to the Tharg on his left and tapped the plate mail on its chest. “Their armor and weapons are made from the metal of the ships that carried them here. It is impregnable to any weapons you have. Each of my Thargs is worth fifty of your soldiers, and I have a hundred of them. They will scale your walls and—” 
 
    What the mercenary thought his Thargs would do, Amir didn’t find out. 
 
    With a roar, the four-armed Tharg the mercenary had tapped roared and charged forward with a speed belying its size. The massive creature headed straight for Richard, swinging its four weapons as he came. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 – Tharg 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard didn’t understand the speech of those around him, but it didn’t matter. The army of heavily armed mercenaries made it all too plain what was happening. He had a feeling he’d seen many such armies in the past, although he couldn’t remember when. Still, the scene spread out before him was all too familiar. 
 
    “Speaking of familiar,” Richard told his battle computer, “I know I’ve seen those four-armed brutes in the plate mail before. I can’t quite place it, but just the sight of them pisses me off to no end.” 
 
    An image of dark tunnels filled with dozens of creatures chained together in a long line popped into his memory. Slaves, he decided. One of the slaves in the image was him. Four-armed humanoids resembling the two in plate mail were walking down the line, lashing out with steel-barbed whips. He involuntarily winced at the memory of the touch of the barbs. He had a feeling he’d felt the sting of whips many times at the hands of the four-armed brutes. The word ‘Tharg’ flashed in his mind. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo. “The word Tharg just appeared in my databanks. It is the name for a race of creatures from the magic dimension that serves another race called Dragars. Strange how the information became available just when we needed it. I wonder why.” 
 
    Richard didn’t wonder. He didn’t even care. He just knew he hated the four-armed creatures standing in front of him. He stared at the nearest of the Thargs as a dark-haired mercenary reached out and tapped the creature’s chest armor. From the tone of the dark-haired man’s words, Richard was pretty sure he was making threats. He was pretty sure the threats were against Mia and the elves. Something deep inside him rattled its cage seeking freedom. 
 
    “Now don’t go stirring up trouble,” said Nickelo. “We do not know what is going on. I would advise keeping your temper in check. Those Thargs’ armor and weapons are made from a metal much harder than that of the others. It’s not magical, but it has some kind of energy in it that makes it stronger than normal. I calculate your sword would not be able to penetrate it.” 
 
    The Tharg the mercenary had tapped glanced at Mia and sneered. When it saw Richard staring at it, the four-armed creature glanced at him before looking back at the priestess. Raising its visor, the Tharg licked its lips. A wave of lust from the creature swept over Richard. 
 
    The something deep inside Richard broke out of its cage. Distant memories of the times in the tunnels came back to him. He remembered a derogatory hand gesture the Thargs used when belittling their slaves. Richard wiggled his left hand to draw the attention of the four-armed creature that was staring at Mia. When it looked at him, he formed the derogatory gesture with his right hand. At the same time, he licked his lips. 
 
    The fur on the Tharg’s face stiffened. It roared with anger and charged, swinging each of its four weapons as it came. The charge was so fast and unexpected, the others around Richard had no time to react. It didn’t matter. At the Tharg’s first step, Richard rushed forward to meet it halfway. 
 
    Ducking below the swing of a battle axe, Richard slid between the Tharg’s legs. Coming out the other side, he jumped to his feet before the four-armed brute could turn. Wrapping his arm around the creature’s neck, Richard pulled the head back to expose the brute’s neck. With his dagger in his right hand, he struck hard and deep into the Tharg’s throat. As the four-armed beast opened its mouth to scream, Richard shoved the blade deeper. Only a gurgling sound came out of the Tharg. As the now limp creature fell, Richard pulled out his dagger and stuck the point deep into the unprotected right eye for good measure. 
 
    Once the Tharg hit the ground, Richard pulled his blade free and faced the remaining Tharg. He held the bloody dagger in his left hand and drew his sword with his right, basically daring the second Tharg to attack. A word he’d heard the Thargs use in the tunnels for the slaves came to Richard’s mind. He growled the word, putting as much contempt into his voice as he could muster. The second Tharg roared and raised its weapons. 
 
    Richard braced his legs to meet any attack. He wasn’t concerned. His battle computer was already feeding him recommended attack algorithms with high probabilities of success. Before he could move forward to attack first, a shout from Mia made him pause. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The exchange of blows between the Tharg and the human happened so fast neither Amir nor anyone else had time to react. Now that the creature was down, it was another matter. The second Tharg raised its weapons and took a step forward. Amir raised his hammer and shield in preparation for meeting the four-armed beast halfway, determined to protect the human who had saved his life twice. 
 
    “Stop!” shouted Mia as she raised her staff and slammed the butt onto the rocky soil. 
 
    The ground shook.  
 
    Amir stumbled, nearly dropping his shield. Several of the city guards as well as a couple of mercenaries fell to their knees. 
 
    The high priestess pointed at the dark-haired leader of the mercenaries with her free hand. “You claimed to have a hundred of these Thargs. You now have ninety-nine. If the other Tharg tries to attack, you will be down to ninety-eight.” 
 
    The mercenary leader’s face grew a dark red, but he raised his hand to stop the second Tharg from attacking. Once the man’s face returned to a more normal color, he turned to Councilor Toley. “We came under a flag of truce.” He pointed at the bloody head of the fallen Tharg. “Is this how you repay our trust? Have you no honor?” 
 
    To his credit, Councilor Toley didn’t back down. “What do you know of honor? As for your flag of truce, it was your Tharg who made an unprovoked attack. The elves’ man only defended himself. Your Tharg paid the price for its treachery.” 
 
    The mercenary leader glanced over his shoulder at his troops as if gauging the distance. He looked back and stared at the glowing blue gem on Mia’s staff for a second before returning his gaze to the old man. “I gave you a chance. There are those seeking the elves. If you had given them to me freely, I would have allowed your people to live. You’ve signed their death warrants. The rest of my troops will arrive tonight. If the elves are not my prisoners by noon tomorrow, we will attack in force.” He glanced at Mia. “You will find out my Thargs are not so easy to kill when they aren’t taken by surprise.” 
 
    Mia pointed the end of her staff at the dark-haired man. “You will find out we elves are quite capable of defending ourselves. I do not know who these others are who seek us or what reward they have promised you, but you will have trouble spending it when you are dead.” 
 
    The mercenary leader laughed. “Do not think to scare me, elf. I have magic users a plenty of my own. I also have other resources at my disposal that you would do well to fear.” He pointed the end of his sword at Councilor Toley. “Remember what I have said. You have until noon tomorrow. Sleep well tonight, old man. It may be your last.” 
 
    After backing behind his guards, the mercenary leader sheathed his sword, turned, and walked toward his line of troops. His guards followed. The last to leave was the remaining four-armed Tharg. It pointed a mace at the human Rick and growled something before it too turned and headed back toward the mercenary camp. 
 
    Amir noticed the Tharg opted to leave its fallen companion where it lay in the dirt. He glanced overhead. A flock of vultures were already circling overhead as if they’d foreseen the coming of their next meal. He had a feeling by this time tomorrow an army of vultures would be feasting on the fallen of both sides. 
 
    “Come,” said Councilor Toley. “We have much to discuss before they attack tomorrow.” 
 
    With that, all but the human Rick turned and began walking toward the city wall. Amir noticed the human spit on the dead Tharg before turning and following. 
 
    Amir almost smiled. I’d say someone doesn’t like Thargs very much. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 – The Museum 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    With Councilor Toley leading the way, Amir and the others passed through the city gates. As soon as they were inside the wall, the guards shut the heavy metal-reinforced doors behind them. After discussing the situation with Lieutenant Yasland, the councilor departed with Mia and Lord Derander. Amir started to follow with Rick in tow, but the sloop’s captain held up a hand and shook his head. 
 
    “Not you two. You’ll be joining the other elves from the ship in your new accommodations. The city’s inner guards have made room for you in their barracks.” 
 
    Amir gripped the handle of Glory’s hammer tighter. “Are you trying to tell me that we’re prisoners?” 
 
    The young lieutenant beamed a smile that was almost friendly. “Not at all. Those mercenaries have been camped outside our gates for nigh on a month. It’s about time someone gave them their comeuppance. I’m glad I was there to see your friend do it.” He pointed at Rick. “He doesn’t say much does he? I noticed that on your ship.” The sloop’s captain rubbed his chin. “He’s a good fighter though. I’ve seen the two of you practice. You’re not bad yourself.” 
 
    Glory was better, Amir thought, but he kept it to himself. “So we’re going to this barracks of yours now?” 
 
    Yasland laughed. “Not mine. I’ve got a nice little bungalow down near the docks.” He grew more sober. “At least it used to be nice. When the tidal wave hit last month, it filled with sea water halfway to the ceiling. It’s not habitable yet, so I’ll be staying on my ship. Not that I’m complaining. My home’s on a little higher ground than most of my neighborhood, so I’ll eventually be able to move back in. Others fared far worse than me.” 
 
    A rumble sounded in the distance, seeming to come from the east. The ground vibrated.  
 
    Amir noticed the guards and civilians going about their business as if small earthquakes were nothing unusual. “You get a lot of these?” he asked. 
 
    Glancing to the east, Yasland nodded. “They’ve been getting more frequent since the tsunami. That’s when my uncle and the rest of the city council had our seers try to find out what is going on with the land. Their spells told them an elf high priestess would be coming with an elf friend to bring the land back to normal.” He nodded at Rick. “I’ve been across the ocean to the elves continent on trading missions. I’ve only dealt with humans there, but I’ve heard enough about elves to know they don’t associate with our kind much. Why are the two of you with them? Is one of you the elf friend our seers told us about?” 
 
    Amir wasn’t sure how much he should say. Mia was in charge of their party, not him. Another rumble from the east convinced him this wasn’t a time for half-truths. “The elves named me elf friend before we left to come here. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do, so don’t get your hopes up.” 
 
    Yasland stared at Amir for a couple of heartbeats before replying, “Well, our hopes are there whether you want them or not.” He jerked a thumb at the gate. “In the meantime, we’ve got other things to worry about. Those mercenaries made it pretty obvious they’re going to attack at noon tomorrow.” 
 
    “Unless you give them the elves,” Amir said, watching the man’s face to gauge his reaction. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” said Yasland. “The council believes the elves are the only way to stop whatever’s happening to our land.” He pointed at the archers lined up behind parapets on top of the city wall. “Besides, our defenses are good. Those mercenaries can bluster all they want. They’ve tried to breach our walls twice in the last month and taken heavy losses. They’ll take more tomorrow if they’re foolish enough to try another attack. Our mages and archers will destroy half of them before they can get close to our walls.” 
 
    Remembering the downed sections of the wall he’d seen as the Mengaza was docking, Amir wasn’t so sure. 
 
    The young lieutenant turned and began walking down the street. “Come. I’ll take you to the barracks.” 
 
    Amir caught up with the man and took a position on his left side. Richard followed a couple of steps behind. As they walked, Amir glanced around at the people. The civilians in this part of the city seemed to be going about their daily business as if nothing unusual were happening. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be getting everyone out of the city?” Amir asked. “If an attack is coming at noon tomorrow, I’d think that—” 
 
    “Where would we send them?” Yasland asked. “The mercenaries control the land outside our walls. We don’t have enough working ships to evacuate more than a few hundred of our people. What we do have is plenty of food and water to last through a long siege.” He grinned and winked. “Besides, you’re the elf friend, right? You’re going to fix everything.” 
 
    Amir stared at the lieutenant in an attempt to determine if the young man was serious or not. He couldn’t be sure. “You mentioned taking us to our barracks. Is that where we’re going now? We’ve been walking a long time.” 
 
    “Oh, we’ll get to the barracks soon enough,” said Yasland. “Before we do, I thought I’d show you a little of our city.” 
 
    The lieutenant’s cavalier attitude confused Amir. “The mercenaries are going to be attacking tomorrow. Shouldn’t you be getting ready or something?” 
 
    “Me?” laughed Yasland. “I’m a commander of a sloop of war. I’m not a soldier. Neither is my crew. We’ll all be sleeping on my ship tonight. A couple of hours acting as your tour guide won’t matter in the grand scheme of things. Of course, if you’d rather go to the barracks and watch the paint peel off the walls for the rest of the day, be my guest.” 
 
    Amir glanced at his human teammate. Richard looked back at him. From the blank stare, it was obvious the man hadn’t understood a word of what they’d been saying. Seeing no help there, Amir pictured himself being cooped up in a crowded barracks. It wasn’t an enticing image. He turned back to the naval officer. “I think Rick and I would enjoy seeing your city, if you’re willing.” 
 
    Lieutenant Yasland laughed. “Wise decision. I’ve had to sleep in the inner guard’s barracks before. It was built by the dwarves over eighty thousand years ago, and it was built for defense, not comfort. The less time you’re there, the better in my scroll.” With that, the young lieutenant led them through the city as he explained its history.  
 
    Amir acted as interpreter for Richard, doing his best to keep his teammate informed. The man said little back but seemed genuinely interested in what was around him. 
 
    Although Amir hadn’t thought all that much of the sloop’s commander when they’d been together on the Mengaza, he found Yasland to be a different man when Mia wasn’t around. The lieutenant was knowledgeable about his city’s history and told it with just the right amount of humor to make it sound interesting. As they walked through the streets, Amir found out that a group of dwarves under a Queen Emerald had built the original city eighty-four thousand years ago as a jumping off point to take her people to the continent of the elves. The mass migration had taken years to complete, and the dwarves had spent those years and part of their massive wealth building up the city’s defenses. Yasland told him the inner barracks with its ten-pace high walls of magic-reinforced granite were part of those defenses. According to the sloop’s commander, the inner walls had never been successfully breached. 
 
    After three hours of touring the city and a hasty lunch, Yasland led them to a part of the town near the docks. It was there Amir got his first look at the inner guard’s barracks. The cluster of buildings was more a citadel than a barracks. He sensed magic in the tall black walls. Unlike the city fortifications, only a few soldiers lined the parapets of the inner guards’ barracks. 
 
    “There aren’t many soldiers here,” Amir said to the lieutenant. 
 
    Yasland shrugged. “Most of the garrison has been stripped to man the city’s outer walls. The inner guard’s citadel will be a last line of defense if the outer walls are breached. You’d best pray that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    Amir expected the lieutenant to pass them off to one of the citadel’s guards. He was surprised when Yasland led them through the open gates and toward a three-story tall building a hundred paces from the main entrance. 
 
    “Are you taking us to the others in our party?” Amir asked. 
 
    With a friendly laugh, Yasland shook his head. “Oh, you can’t get rid of me that easy. I have one more thing I’d like to show you. It’s the inner guards’ museum. Some of the items are so old, they have preservation spells to keep them in one piece.” 
 
    With an army of mercenaries sitting outside the city gates, Amir didn’t think wasting their time in a dusty museum was a good use of their time, but he forced a smile on his face. He was a guest after all, plus he had nothing better to do. 
 
    Once inside the building, Yasland led them through hall after hall of old suits of armor, tapestries, and paintings. The naval lieutenant was especially proud of an ancient parchment leasing the city from the dwarves to the humans. According to Yasland, the original city fathers had kept a profitable trade going with Queen Emerald and her dwarves after they’d moved to New Drepdenor on the continent of the elves. 
 
    Looking away from the ancient document, Yasland said, “That only lasted a few hundred years. The dwarves under Queen Emerald suddenly returned to our lands armed to the teeth. According to our histories, our forefathers thought they’d returned to claim their city. They hadn’t. The dwarves’ queen had left part of their treasure here, including magic weapons and armor. Legend has it that we were to keep them until they were needed. Then they left for Old Drepdenor. They never came back. Our forefathers lost all contact with them.” The lieutenant shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “At least that’s the legend. I’ve never been much of a history man myself, although I must confess I’ve wondered where they disappeared to.” 
 
    Amir looked with interest at the parchment. “I know the story of New Drepdenor and the dwarves well. According to our legends, they left and never returned. Their home is still there with all their treasure, guarded by a three-headed dragon, or so the story goes.” 
 
    Yasland shook his head. “Not all their treasure. I told you they left some here.” He glanced out a window at the sun. It was noticeably lower. “We’ve still got some time before supper. Would you like to see some of their treasure? It’s here in the museum.” 
 
    Turning to Richard, Amir explained the lieutenant’s offer. 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Richard said, “Why the hell not? I’ve got nothing better to do.” 
 
    Why indeed? Amir thought. I’ve going nothing better to do either. At least not until noon tomorrow. That’s assuming the mercenaries attack then like they threatened. 
 
    After telling the lieutenant they accepted his offer, they followed him down several meandering halls that led deeper into the barrack’s complex. They passed several guards positions along the way. Yasland was obviously well known because even accompanied by two strange humans, the guards waved him through. After a while they came to a hall with cases made out of glass. Some of the cases contained intricately carved statues of dwarves in various heroic poses that were made out of precious metals. Other cases contained swords, hammers, axes, and spears. Each of the weapons had a blue gem in its pommel or on its hilt. Suits of dwarf-sized armor and shields were inside other cases. Most of the armor and shields also had blue gems embedded in them. 
 
    Amir sensed magic from every weapon and piece of armor and even from the material of the glass cases. He looked at Yasland. “The glass has spells cast on them.” 
 
    Nodding his head, the lieutenant laughed. “That they do. Some of the spells are preservation magic. Others are protective shields to prevent thieving hands from temptation. You don’t think we’d leave this stuff lying around without guards if they weren’t protected, do you?” 
 
    Amir had wondered about it. “If all of this stuff is from Queen Emerald’s time, I’m surprised someone hasn’t sold it off long ago. It puts King Ironfist’s treasury room back in Ecaria to shame.” 
 
    “I’m sure a lot of my forebears were tempted,” admitted Yasland. “But it was part of the lease document’s stipulation that we keep the dwarves’ treasure until they or their representatives came to retrieve it. We’re an honorable people. We always have been.” 
 
    The thought of the human that had murdered Glory came to Amir. He doubted any humans were honorable. He glanced over at his human teammate. Maybe there are exceptions, he decided. 
 
    “Well, that’s the end of the tour,” said Yasland. “I’ll take you to the rest of your party now.” 
 
    Amir’s stomach growled. “I’d just as soon you take me to get something to eat. I haven’t had a decent meal in a while.” 
 
    “Then it’s off to the kitchens,” said Yasland. “Follow me.” 
 
    The sloop’s captain headed for a different door than the one they’d used to enter the dwarves’ treasure room. “This way’s a shortcut,” he said with a wink. “I’ll make sure you get something in your belly before I take you back to your friends.” 
 
    As they headed for the door, they passed a glass case with a neatly folded set of black leather in it. A strange looking helmet made out of something that wasn’t metal sat on top of the folded leather. Next to the leather and helmet was a belt with strange metal items attached to it. None of the items looked like weapons, but Amir was intrigued nonetheless. 
 
    “What’s in here?” Amir asked pointing at the case. 
 
    “Oh, that,” said Yasland. “According to legend, it’s the armor and weapons of one of the dwarves’ heroes. Whoever it belonged to died helping them take back their home in Old Drepdenor when it was taken over by vampires.” 
 
    “Vampires?” Amir asked. 
 
    Lieutenant Yasland smiled. “It’s only a legend. Vampires are just a type of undead parents made up to scare children before sending them off to bed. All I know is that if that pile of leather is supposed to be armor, it’s no wonder the owner died. It’s too thin to stop a dull dagger much less a sword wielded by someone who knows how to use it. Regardless, according to our legends, the dwarves were adamant the armor be preserved and kept here with their treasure. They said someone would come for it one day.” He laughed. “It’s been over eighty-thousand years. I’d say if anyone was coming, they’d have come by now.” 
 
    Amir turned to Richard and translated the lieutenant’s words. As he spoke, his teammate looked closer at the folded leather and helmet. The man’s face took on a blank look as if he were in deep conversation with someone. 
 
    The sloop’s captain nodded at the folded leather. “If you want a good laugh, take a look at what the old timers called that flimsy piece of leather. It’s written on the plaque at the bottom of the case.” 
 
    Amir glanced at a brass plaque attached to the case. Two words were written on it in dwarf. 
 
    BATTLE SUIT 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 – Armor 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Under Sergeant Aganish’s direction, the dwarves, Telsa, and Rembis got the weapons and armor off the ships and loaded onto the carts in record time. Not long after, they were traveling through the streets of Port Departure led by a squad of humans wearing light chainmail covered by blue tunics. 
 
    “Those are some of the inner guards,” said Rembis as he walked alongside Telsa. “We’ll be staying in their barracks tonight.” 
 
    “Is it comfortable?” Telsa asked, hoping for a good night’s rest in a soft bed. “The mattress on my bed on the ship was so thin, the boards kept rubbing against me. I swear I spent most of the voyage picking splinters out of my—” 
 
    “You did no such thing,” said Raj over the battle helmet’s external speakers. “You slept in your battle suit. I adjusted it each night for maximum comfort, and there isn’t a wood splinter made that could penetrate your suit’s armor.” 
 
    Telsa laughed. “You’re too sensitive sometimes, Raj. Did I ever tell you that?” 
 
    “Yes, you have. You have mentioned it six—” 
 
    “Spare me the details,” Telsa said laughing even harder. She glanced at Rembis. “See what I have to put up with? You should be glad you’re not a wizard scout.” 
 
    The old gnome grinned back. “Oh, believe me. I’m glad. My magic rarely talks back to me.” 
 
    The horses and carts the city had provided made good time through the streets. As they traversed the different parts of the city, Telsa was impressed by the newness and cleanliness of everything. Plus, unlike many cities she’d been in, it wasn’t crowded. While a few people roamed the streets going this way and that, the city was far from overpopulated. She said as much to Rembis. 
 
    “Oh, that’s because the city was built to house both humans and the entire population of Old Drepdenor. We’ve only been gone a few hundred years. I suppose the birthrate of the human citizens hasn’t quite caught up with the empty spaces yet.” 
 
    “Well, that makes for easier traveling for us,” Telsa said. “How much farther are we going?” 
 
    Rembis pointed at a black wall a full ten meters high a couple of blocks ahead. “That’s our destination there.” 
 
    “That’s a barracks?” Telsa said. “It looks more like a fortress.” 
 
    Laughing, Rembis said, “That it is. We sometimes call it the citadel. It was the first fortification Queen Emerald built when we came to the city. As you can imagine, after the Dragars bombed a lot of the cities during the rebellion, there was lot of turmoil. Everyone was trying to find someplace safe, and some of the people didn’t mind taking it from those who were already there. Emerald built the citadel to protect the citizens of Point Departure during those terrible times. The stone we used for the walls and buildings have strength and resistance spells cast on them. I doubt it can ever be breached as long as there are dwarves, gnomes, or even humans with strong hearts to man the ramparts.” 
 
    As they passed through the massive gates of the citadel, Telsa had to admit they looked impressive. So did the buildings inside. Before long, the carts stopped in front of a long, three-story-tall building made out of the same black stone as the citadel’s walls. Telsa found herself unloading equipment from the carts with the others and carrying it inside the building. She didn’t mind the work. After spending weeks doing nothing on the ship, it was nice to have a purpose no matter how menial. 
 
    Loaded down with an armful of swords and shields, Telsa followed their human guides through a maze of halls and stairs to a large room with display cases made out of glass. Some of the cases were already filled with statues of dwarf heroes made from precious metals. Others held boxes of jewelry, coins, and gems of every color of the rainbow. Most of the display cases were empty. 
 
    Sergeant Aganish had his troops place the weapons, armor, and shields in the empty cases. When they were nearly done filling the display cases with the dwarves’ gear, Shandria and Carndador showed up. The high priestess walked up to one of the glass cases, waved her free hand, and chanted words Telsa heard but quickly forgot. Both the equipment inside the display and the case itself glowed blue. The glow subsided and disappeared, but Telsa sensed the powerful magic continue to reside around the glass case. 
 
    “What’s the spell for?” Telsa asked, directing her question at Rembis. 
 
    Shandria turned and gave one of her radiant smiles. Her molten-silver eyes swirled, seeming to draw Telsa in. Used to being around Jeena, she forced herself to look away for a second. When she looked back, the high priestess laughed. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Shandria. “Sometimes I have no control over my abilities. As for your question, I cast two spells on the case. The first was a preservation spell. Queen Emerald said directions from the Oracle were not very clear on how long the items will be here. I want to make sure the equipment is in good shape for whomever it is destined.” She smiled again, her eyes swirling mischievously. “I think you will be interested in my second spell, Wizard Scout. I have set traps on the display cases to protect the items inside. I have connected all of the traps together. Each of the traps would have to be deactivated in turn before any of the display cases could be opened.” 
 
    Telsa looked at Shandria but avoided looking directly into her eyes. “I suppose that’s good, but why did you say I’d be interested?” 
 
    The high priestess glanced at her bondmate. They both laughed. 
 
    High Lord Carndador cleared his throat. “Because your Rick helped my bondmate write the spell. Shandria told me they spent a lot of time together when they were recovering the seed parts. She taught your Rick how to defend links, and he helped her rewrite some of her spells.” He glanced at his bondmate and winked. “I suppose I should be jealous you spent so much time alone with another male, but you chose me in the end, so I guess I am safe.” 
 
    Shandria smiled. “Oh, you are safe. Rick and I are like brother and sister. I will always be fond of him.” 
 
    Carndador nodded. “I know you will, and I am not jealous. He and you are linked. From what you have told me of him, I believe Rick and I could have been good friends.” 
 
    Before Telsa could ask another question, two dwarves came in carrying the chest bound with magic chains. The dwarves placed the chest on the floor near an empty display case and left. 
 
    Major Nekash and Rembis exchanged grins. 
 
    “I suppose it’s time we showed our guests what’s inside,” Major Nekash said looking at Rembis. “Would you like to do the honors?” 
 
    Rembis laughed. “I suppose it’s only proper since I cast the security spells on the chest in the first place.” He glanced at Telsa. “Follow me.” 
 
    Growing more curious by the moment, Telsa followed the major and the gnome to the chest. 
 
    With a wave of his hands, Rembis chanted a series of words Telsa heard but quickly forgot. The chains on the chest wavered and disappeared, then the lid of the chest popped opened. 
 
    Telsa stared at the contents for a couple of heartbeats before looking at the grinning gnome. “It’s a battle suit and battle helmet. How? What are they doing here?” 
 
    “I can answer that,” said Raj over Telsa’s battle helmet speakers. “I have just connected to this battle helmet’s local network. The slot for the battle computer is empty, but I recognize the helmet’s serial number. This gear belonged to Wizard Scout Gaston Myers. The battle helmet was controlled by Wanda. She was a friend of mine. We now know that Wizard Scout Myers destroyed Wanda. It’s a very sad story.” 
 
    Telsa frowned. “That doesn’t answer my question. What’s the suit doing here?” 
 
    “Actually,” said Rembis as he began taking things out of the chest, “there’s also a phase rod, grenades, and a Deloris phase blaster. You may remember that Rick gave Wizard Scout Myers one of his battle suits embedded with Holy Metal before the raid against the vampires. This is Myers’s original suit and weapons. Myers couldn’t take it with him during the recon of Old Drepdenor since he was wearing Rick’s, so he left his old gear with the dwarves. Queen Emerald kept it stored in her treasury until the Oracle told her to bring it here.” 
 
    Telsa watched Rembis place Myers’ equipment in the display case. When he finished, Shandria cast her spells on the case. She looked at Telsa. “I have linked the traps on all of the display cases together. The trap around the battle suit’s case is the keystone. As long as its trap stays intact, no one will be able to break into any of the displays.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, but why bring the stuff here in the first place?” Telsa asked. “I mean, other than the fact the Oracle said to do it. Who’s the stuff for? I don’t like the idea of leaving a battle suit lying around? Maybe we should take it with us.” 
 
    “I would advise against that,” said Raj. “I think they were brought here for a purpose and for someone in particular. I calculate that someone is not you.” 
 
    “Then who?” Telsa asked, puzzled even more by her battle computer’s reply. “Who’s supposed to find it?” 
 
    Her battle computer remained silent for a full five heartbeats. Finally, the external speaker crackled. “I have no idea, Wizard Scout. We can only hope the one who finds it will be a friend.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 – Battle Suit 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard bent closer to stare at the glass case containing the folded black leather suit, helmet, and belt. Distant memories pulled at his mind as if demanding he acknowledge their existence. He heard Yasland say something to Amir in gibberish and laugh as he pointed at the plaque attached to the case. 
 
    Time seemed to stop, or perhaps Richard’s mind went into overdrive. He didn’t know or care which. He only knew the equipment in the case was important, and he needed to know more. 
 
    “I know I’ve seen that stuff before,” Richard told his battle computer. “What are they?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo. “That’s strange. I am sure I should know what it is, but the information is not in my databanks. I will admit the missing information seems important.” 
 
    Richard tried to use his passive scan to find out something about the folded leather and other equipment, but he detected nothing. “It’s like it’s not there. Can you pick up anything with the sensors in the ring?” 
 
    “Not really. Uh, wait a nanosecond. The suit has a network connection. I think I can access it. I’m in. Ah. It is a battle suit. The helmet is a battle helmet. I am able to access the information in the helmet’s databanks. The suit belonged to a Wizard Scout Gaston Myers. The slot for the helmet’s battle computer is empty. The suit is inoperable without a battle computer to control it.” 
 
    “Can you take over control of the suit?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Me? It’s more a case of can you. According to information in the suit’s databanks, battle suits are attuned to their wizard scouts. Your DNA would have to match the owner’s in order for you to use it. According to what information Amir has been translating to us from Yasland, the equipment in this room is over eighty-thousand years old. The odds that your DNA would be a close enough match to the original owner’s DNA is basically nonexistent.” 
 
    Something tickled at the back of Richard’s mind. Drawing what little residual Power he could from his Power reserve, he touched the battle helmet on top of the folded leather. Something clicked in his mind. 
 
    “Guess I was wrong,” said Nickelo. “Connection has been made. Your DNA is not an exact match, but it is close enough to complete the connection to the battle suit. I calculate you could use it if you desired.” 
 
    “You said the suit was inoperable without a battle computer,” Richard said. “You’re inside my ring. Could you control the suit from there?” 
 
    “Affirmative, Wizard Scout. A battle computer does not have to be in the helmet to control the suit. As I said, I am able to access the battle helmet’s databanks. According to that information, this Wizard Scout Myers was helping a Queen Emerald and her dwarves fight a rebellion against their Dragar and Tharg masters. Myers and some other wizard scouts were preparing to make a raid on the dwarves’ home at Drepdenor Mountain. According to the databanks, vampires had taken over the mountain. Oh, and you might find this interesting. The Dragars had a spaceport near the mountain. Myers and the other wizard scouts were trying to find a way to attack the spaceport. I calculate the recon of Drepdenor that they were getting ready to do was part of the plan to take out the spaceport.” 
 
    Richard stared at the folded suit. Now that he was connected to the battle helmet, he could sense things about the battle suit that had evaded his passive scan. The belt beside the folded leather contained a hand-length black rod. Somehow he knew it was a weapon: a phase rod. 
 
    “What’s the suit doing here?” Richard asked. 
 
    “According to the last entry in the databanks, Wizard Scout Myers was given another battle suit by someone. The other battle suit was supposed to be more effective for fighting against vampires. If what Yasland told Amir was correct, this Myers died during the recon. I calculate the dwarves must have placed his original suit and weapons here.” 
 
    Richard mulled over the information for a second. “What happened after they went on their raid?” 
 
    “Unknown. The information in the battle helmet’s databanks ends when its battle computer Wanda was removed. Strange, that name seems familiar to me. I wonder if I knew her.” 
 
    Before his battle computer could start taking a stroll down memory lane, Richard asked, “Who gave him the other battle suit? If we ever have to fight vampires, it might be nice to know what happened to it. Maybe the other battle suit is also with the dwarves’ treasure. It might be close by.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” replied Nickelo. “I calculate Yasland would have mentioned it. As to who gave Wizard Scout Myers the other battle suit, well, that brings up something very interesting.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “The wizard scout that give Myers the replacement battle suit was his brother. His name was Wizard Scout Richard Shepard.” 
 
    “That’s my name,” Richard said. 
 
    “Affirmative. The battle helmet’s databanks has a video of you giving Myers the replacement suit and weapons. What makes it so interesting is that it happened over eighty-four thousand years ago.” 
 
    With that declaration, time returned to normal. Richard could hear Amir and Yasland talking again. He was tempted to start asking his companions questions, but something told him now wasn’t the time.  
 
    “Are you all right?” asked Amir. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    Richard shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe I have.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 – Attack 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The first indication the elves and Richard had of an attack were the sound of explosions in the distance. The reverberating sound of thunder just kept coming. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Richard jumped out of the upper bunk he’d been assigned in the long barracks room that had been set aside for the elves. He heard shouts and the sounds of trumpets as noncommissioned officers of the inner guards ran down the hallway rousting soldiers out of bed. Not that there were many in the building. When Yasland had escorted Amir and him from the kitchen to the room assigned to the elves, Richard had seen two companies of heavily armed foot soldiers being marched out the gates of the black-walled citadel. He remembered Amir translating the explanation from Yasland that most of the inner guards would be spending the night in buildings closer to the city walls in preparation for the next day’s attack. Only a token force would remain at the dark fortress to keep an eye on the elves. 
 
    With the sounds of attack echoing in the distance, Sergeant Thornbriar began shouting orders to his lancers. Richard gathered his gear and made his way over to Tracer, Amir, and the rest of his team. They were hastily donning chainmail and fastening belts laden with weapons around their waists. Since he wore no armor, Richard helped Grapeon and Skylark buckle on their arm guards and greaves. 
 
    As he worked, Richard said in his shared space, “Okay, Nick, fill me in. What’s going on? My passive scan’s picking up a lot of life forces around the city’s north wall.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” replied Nickelo. “I am monitoring the situation with the ring’s sensors. I will send the results to our shared space. From what I can gather, several hundred of the mercenaries are inside the north wall. They appear to have control of the city’s north gates. The defenders are falling back.” 
 
    “How’d they get inside the wall already?” Richard asked. “I thought the city’s magic users had defensive shields up.” 
 
    “Insufficient data to make an analysis,” replied Nickelo. “All I can tell you is that the city’s forces are being pushed back from the north sector of the city. The mercenaries must have gotten some of their troops in somehow and opened the gates.” 
 
    Whatever the reason, Richard’s passive scan picked up an increasing number of life forms in the city pushing south. It was difficult to pick out individual life forms at a distance in a crowded place like a city, but he noticed masses of life forms huddled together in what he assumed were buildings. 
 
    Civilians, he thought. I don’t blame them for hiding. Most of them probably don’t have weapons and probably wouldn’t know how to use them if they did. 
 
    Images of the city appeared in Richard’s mind as Nickelo merged the results of the passive scan with the data from the ring’s sensors. A group of life forms in one of the buildings dimmed and then blinked out. 
 
    “What just happened?” Richard asked. “There weren’t any life forms around them. Did they die? What killed them?” 
 
    “Insufficient data to make an—” 
 
    Richard ignored the rest of his battle computer’s reply. He had other concerns. As Sergeant Thornbriar and his corporals shouted commands, the elf lancers hurried out of their common room and trotted in a double file down the hallway to the closest door leading outside. Richard made sure he stayed just behind Amir. As they approached the door, the mage Freestrod motioned for Amir and Richard to move to the side. Once they were out of the way, the old mage cast a spell on Amir. A soft blue glow appeared around the big man’s eyes. The mage turned to Richard and cast a spell on him. Richard sensed a line of Power reach out from him and push the mage’s spell aside before it could take effect. Freestrod muttered some gibberish and motioned his head at the door. 
 
    “Guess he does not want to waste any more of his Power trying to cast a night-vision spell on you,” said Nickelo. “Too bad your natural resistance prevents useful spells from affecting you. The good news is that I calculate your ability to resist magic diminishes the effect of harmful spells to some degree.” 
 
    “Yeah, lucky me,” Richard replied as he followed Amir out the door and into the night. 
 
    The darkness was broken only by a few light-globe spells someone had cast on two-meter-high wooden stakes stuck in the ground. It wasn’t much light, but the globes provided enough illumination for Richard to follow Tracer and Amir up the stairs to the top of the citadel’s wall, near the main gate. Looking down at the street, Richard saw a crowd of civilians trying to cram their way through the citadel’s open gate. Several people in the crowd carried staffs with light-globes at the end, that provided enough light for him to make out the fear in their holders’ eyes. Some of the civilians shouted at the guards as they entered the gate and pointed back the way they’d come. Since it was all gibberish to him, Richard turned to Amir. The big man and he were the only ones in Tracer’s team without bows. Neither of them had anything to do until whatever enemy there was got within range of hand weapons. 
 
    “What are they shouting about?” Richard asked. 
 
    Taking his eyes off the crowd, Amir looked at Richard. “They’re saying something about the dead coming back to life. I can’t make all of it out. It sounds like their saying whatever it is can’t be stopped.”  
 
    Since Amir and his positions on the wall were close enough to the open gate to see individuals in the crowd, he took the time to look at those already inside the citadel’s courtyard. An older man and woman had the arms of a younger man draped around their necks as they tried to help him walk. Richard immediately saw why the man needed assistance. The older man was holding a cloth against the young man’s neck. The cloth was soaked with a dark liquid. 
 
    “Blood,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “Ya think?” Richard thought back. “I’m not blind. I know blood when I see it.” 
 
    Richard was about to add a few more choice comments when the young man stiffened before going limp. Unable to bear the full weight of the man, the older couple was dragged to their knees. Recovering, they laid the young man on the ground face up. The crowd parted around the trio, giving them a little room. Since the three were directly underneath a light-globe, Richard had no trouble seeing the young man’s face. It was cherub-like. 
 
    “He’s just a teenager,” Richard told his battle computer. “War sucks. The young always seem to get the worst of it. It’s not fair.” 
 
    Before his battle computer could reply, the young man’s eyes snapped opened. They looked red and wild. Reaching up, the teen boy pulled the woman close to his face as he opened his mouth and bit at her neck. The woman screamed. The old man tried pulling the two apart, but the teenager held on tight. Blood spurted around the woman’s neck as she screamed again. Then she went limp. When she did, the teen boy released his grip on her and began clawing at the old man. The boy’s bloody fangs snapped as the old man tried shoving the teenager away. Without warning, the old woman rose from the ground and lunged at the old man. The man fell on his back as both the old woman and the teenager began tearing at his throat. 
 
    A memory of a time in an underground tunnel system flashed in Richard’s mind. The memory triggered other memories of creatures walking through stone and sucking the life out of their victims. 
 
    “Vampires!” said Nickelo. “I’m still connected to the battle helmet back in the museum. All information collected by your brother and you before the raid on Drepdenor is available to me. Vampires can shift into the void. They can only be killed by extremely powerful spells or by weapons made out of creallium. That’s what the citizens of Portalis call Holy Metal. A lot of the elves’ armor and weapons are magic, but the magic is from spells. They aren’t made from Holy Metal. I calculate the spells on their gear is not nearly powerful enough for this battle. Their swords will not harm the vampires. Their armor will not protect them from the vampires’ bites. While we’re on the subject, your sword and shield aren’t even magic. They will not help you against this enemy.” 
 
    More memories of the raid beneath the dwarves’ mountain home of Drepdenor flowed into Richard’s mind. He knew everything his battle computer was telling him about the inadequacy of the elves’ gear was correct. Glancing down at the now screaming mass of people that had made it through the gate, Richard spotted the two older people and the teenager grabbing others in the crowd and biting at their necks. Two soldiers wearing the blue capes of the inner guards came running up, swinging their swords at the teenage vampire. The guards’ swords passed through the boy’s shimmering form, doing no harm. The vampire turned on the guards, dragging one of them to the ground as his bloody fangs tore out the guard’s throat. Within seconds, both teenager and guard rose from the ground and lunged at other victims. 
 
    The screams in the courtyard intensified as the frightened citizens scurried in all directions trying to find safety. There was no place to hide. In less than a minute, the three vampires turned to ten. The ten turned to twenty. Two of the shimmering vampires half ran, half floated up the stairs leading to the ramparts on the wall. The vampires were the two guards who’d tried to stop the teenager. 
 
    One of the elf lancers met the two vampire guards at the top of the stairs with his sword and shield at the ready. Richard’s passive scan told him the elf’s shield and weapon were magic, but they weren’t made from Holy Metal. The elf struck out with his sword. The magic blade passed through the rightmost vampire without effect. The vampire’s shimmering arms reached through the elf’s shield like it wasn’t there. Before the elf could turn and run, the guard bit into the lancer’s neck. The elf screamed and tumbled down the stairs as the vampire ripped at his throat. 
 
    A ball of blue magic sped past Richard. He recognized the frequency of the mage Freestrod in the spell. The blue ball struck the remaining vampire guard in the chest. Or rather, it should’ve struck the creature’s chest. Instead of exploding on contact, the spell continued on its path and hit the stone wall behind the undead creature. Pieces of shattered stone flew into the air, but the vampire was unfazed. The other vampire guard and the now blood-soaked elf lancer came running up the stairs with teeth bared. 
 
    Richard started forward to meet the three vampires head-on. 
 
    The voice of Nickelo sounded in Richard’s head with an urgency he hadn’t heard before. “No! Your weapons cannot harm them, I tell you. All you can do is retreat.” 
 
    His battle computer’s words made him hesitate just long enough for Amir to rush past and swing his sledgehammer into the head of the lead vampire guard. While the hammer wasn’t made of creallium, its magic was apparently high level enough to work against creatures in the void. The vampire’s head cracked open like a ripe fruit on its way to market. The sledgehammer continued on to the second vampire guard, catching the monster on the shoulder and knocking it to one side. The vampire guard shimmered and disappeared into the stone wall next to the stairs. 
 
    Remembering how the vampires had passed through stone to attack their victims during the Drepdenor raid, Richard grabbed hold of the back of Amir’s chainmail and jerked him back two steps. The vampire guard’s head and shoulders came out of the stone steps right below where Amir had been standing. 
 
    “Hit it!” Richard yelled. He didn’t have to tell the big man twice. 
 
    With a mighty overhead swing, Amir brought his sledgehammer down on the vampire guard’s head. Blood and gore sprayed high into the air. The vampire stopped shimmering. His battered body remained where it was, half-in and half-out of the stone step. 
 
    The vampire elf lancer lunged over the body of the vampire guard straight for Amir. Richard caught a glimpse of blue on the waist belt of the vampire lancer and sensed magic, strong magic. 
 
    “It’s creallium,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Reaching past Amir, Richard plucked a dagger with a blue gem in its pommel out of the vampire elf’s belt and stuck it full to the hilt into the undead lancer’s neck. The vampire’s teeth snapped repeatedly as the creature tried to bite Amir’s throat. Richard jerked his dagger out of the vampire’s neck and shoved the creallium blade into the left side of the vampire’s chest. He sensed the creallium blade drive deep into the vampire’s heart. Giving the dagger a twist, Richard forced the blade into a part of the heart where his passive scan picked up something evil. The vampire stiffened and then stopped shimmering. 
 
    Shoving the vampire’s body off the rampart to the ground below, Richard took a look at the situation in the citadel’s courtyard. A third of the crowd were already vampires, chasing down new victims and dragging them to the ground. At least a dozen vampires were already on the ramparts. 
 
    Richard noticed two shimmering elf lancers with glowing red eyes running toward Mia and Derander. Both magic users pointed their staffs at the approaching vampires and let loose with blue balls of magic. Lord Derander’s ball passed through one vampire elf and continued on into the night. Mia’s ball of magic fared better. When it touched the vampire elf’s chest, it burst into a small but intense explosion of blue light. The shimmering elf was flung through the air, spraying entrails and blood as it went. When the vampire’s body hit the stone parapet, it bounced off and into the courtyard below. 
 
    With clawed-hands outstretched and fangs glinting in the glow of the light-globes below, the second vampire-elf charged Mia. Commander Astradis came out of nowhere and stepped between the vampire and the high priestess. The monk held no weapons and wore no armor, magic or otherwise. 
 
    With Amir’s large body blocking most of his view of the vampire elf, Richard gambled on the monk’s reflexes. He threw the magic dagger in his hand straight at Astradis’s chest. With a speed Richard knew he couldn’t hope to match, the monk commander caught the dagger, did a flying spin in the air, and drove the point of the glowing blade into the elf vampire’s temple. In a blur of motion too fast for Richard to follow, Astradis pulled out the dagger and struck the vampire in the left side of its chest. He then twisted the blade until the vampire stopped shimmering. When it did, he kicked the body off the edge of the rampart and into the mob below. 
 
    Richard waved at Mia to get her attention. “They attack in the void. Only Holy Metal stops them.” 
 
    “That is not quite correct,” said Nickelo sounding very matter of fact considering the circumstances. “Powerful relics like Mia’s staff or high-level spells that affect multiple dimensions are also effective.” 
 
    “Don’t distract me, Nick.” 
 
    “Compliance, oh greatest of wizard scouts.” 
 
    Raising his sledgehammer, Amir gave a battle cry and headed for the stairs with the obvious intent of attacking the swarm of vampires starting to come up. Richard reached out and slammed the big man against the stone wall forming the parapets. “No! You’d be committing suicide.” Glancing around, he caught sight of the building across the courtyard where the museum containing the ancient dwarf armor and weapons were located. Pointing at the building, Richard said, “There’s Holy Metal weapons in the museum. Make Mia understand that we’ve got to get to them.” 
 
    Shoving Richard off him like he was a rag doll, Amir roared with anger and raised his sledgehammer in preparation for an attack. His wild eyes widened as if suddenly realizing who he was about to attack. He glanced at the building on the opposite side of the courtyard and lowered his weapon. With a nod, he began shouting gibberish at Mia and Derander. 
 
    Glancing around, Richard tried to find a clear path to get from their position on the rampart to the building containing the museum. He saw none. The majority of the running figures in the courtyard below were now red-eyed, shimmering monsters. Most of the inner guards stationed on the rampart had also succumbed to the attacks of the undead. The party of elves was faring better since one out of five had weapons made of Holy Metal. Even so, Richard saw at least half a dozen elf lancers with glowing red eyes and vicious looking fangs attacking their former comrades. Only the line of elves with weapons of Holy Metal kept the vampires at bay. 
 
    “I calculate the vampires will be shifting into the void and passing through the stone wall to attack the elves from below,” said Nickelo. “If Amir cannot make the priestess and the mage understand the need to leave, I highly recommend you make your way to the museum on your own. I calculate you can use that battle suit and weapons. Once you put the battle suit on and override the safeties, I can help you fight. The phase rod is made from creallium. With the battle suit and the phase rod, you might stand a chance.” 
 
    Richard took another look at the chaos in the courtyard. “Just how do you propose I get there on my own? Fly?” 
 
    Before Nickelo could answer, four of the elves without Holy Metal weapons rose into the air and began floating toward the museum building. Richard sensed magic surrounding the four elves. He sensed the frequency of Master Freestrod in the magic. 
 
    “The mage is levitating the elves,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Four more elves rose into the air. Richard sensed Derander’s frequency in the spell surrounding the elves. 
 
    Tracer raised her sword and waved at Richard. “Over here!” she shouted using intergalactic standard. 
 
    Richard noticed a group of vampires nearing the head of the stairs. Without a weapon made from creallium, he chose a hasty retreat over blind valor. He made a beeline for Tracer and the rest of his team located halfway down the rampart. Amir beat him there. The big man raised his hammer and took up a position to the left side of Mia while Tracer positioned herself on the right. All three turned to face the stairs. 
 
    Glancing at Tracer’s long sword, Richard noticed a blue gem glowing in the pommel. Commander Astradis and the monk Meshanahl came running up and went one to each side of Mia, forming a defensive line of five determined souls between the stairs and the remaining elves. Astradis raised the dagger of Holy Metal Richard had thrown to him, seeming to offer it back to him. Richard shook his head. He noticed that Meshanahl also held a Holy Metal dagger. 
 
    Richard moved between Amir and Tracer. 
 
    Tracer elbowed him behind her. “No! The high priestess ordered only those with Holy Metal are to engage these monsters. Join the rest of our team by Master Freestrod and Lord Derander.” 
 
    The first of the vampires reached the top of the stairs and charged forward, cutting off any protest from Richard. Mia shouted words he heard and quickly forgot. The night lit up with a flash of blue as a line of magic shot out from her staff. The magic burst into a barrier wall at the top of the stairs. The lead vampires bounced off the blue shield and screamed with rage as they gnashed their fangs. 
 
    “Tracer’s right,” said Nickelo. “You can do nothing without a weapon. Join the other elves. I calculate there will be plenty of fighting to go around. The city is lost, that’s a given. All you can do now is help the elves escape and hope for the best.” 
 
    “Hope? You’re a computer. I thought you existed on logic. Humans are the ones who hope.” 
 
    “Actually, more races than humans hope, but I will not argue the point. As for battle computers, I calculate logic is the best method for making decisions, but when logic gives no suitable answer, all that’s left is hope. Under those circumstances, I choose hope any day.” 
 
    Unsure if he was making the right decision, Richard allowed Tracer to shove him in the direction of Skylark, Minsk, and Grapeon. His three teammates were lining up in front of Master Freestrod. When he joined the members of his team, the old mage waved his hand to form an intricate design in the air and chanted words Richard heard but quickly forgot. He sensed the magic in the mage’s hand reach out and wrap around his team. That is, it wrapped around everyone but him. When the spell drew close to his body, a line of Power reached out from within him and tried knocking the magic aside. It only partially succeeded. A flickering blue glow encased Richard, and he felt himself grow noticeably lighter. He rose a meter into the air, then the blue flickered out. He fell back onto the stone. The blue glow reformed. He started to rise again before falling back to the stone again. 
 
    Richard waved both hands at Freestrod. “It’s not going to work on me. Your spell’s liable to cut out while I’m over the courtyard and drop me right in the middle of those vampires.” 
 
    Freestrod increased the volume of his chanting as he drew more Power from his reserve. The blue glow around Richard steadied. He rose into the air two meters before the glow began flickering. Just as he was starting to fall, Grapeon and Minsk grabbed hold of his arms and pulled him up. 
 
    “We will carry you,” said Minsk. “Do not struggle.” 
 
    By this time, the blue glow was flickering at a rapid pace. He felt his weight increase, but his teammates held on tight, pulling him along with them as the levitation spell drew them ever higher. Once they were ten paces above the rampart, the spell began moving them horizontally in the direction of the museum building. 
 
    Richard made the mistake of looking down at the crowd of vampires. The glowing red eyes of the undead followed him as they snapped their fangs and howled with rage. Taking his eyes off the vampires, he looked back at the rampart. The last group of four elves was already being levitated by Derander. Only Mia, Tracer, Amir, the pair of monks, and the two mages remained on the battlements. Mia’s barrier of blue magic was still in place, but Richard noticed a dozen vampires shimmer before disappearing into the stone wall. He sensed the undead moving through the stone and to the rear of Mia and the others. 
 
    “They’re going to come out behind you,” Richard shouted, hoping his comrades could hear. 
 
    Either Mia heard him or detected the movement of the undead on her own. In either case, she waved her left hand and shouted a word Richard was unable to make out. A blue glow surrounded her and the others, lifting them into the air just as the heads of several vampires came out of the stone behind her. The vampires reached out, snapping their jaws and clawing at the elves and Amir, but they were too late. The high priestess’s levitation spell carried the elves and Amir ever higher. Even as they were raised, Freestrod and Derander continued chanting as they concentrated on levitating the other groups of elves to the museum building. 
 
    “I calculate it is a good thing the mages aren’t easily distracted,” said Nickelo. “Otherwise, you would probably be joining your playmates below.” 
 
    Although dark, enough of the courtyard was visible amid fallen light-globes to reveal scores of undead following along beneath the levitating elves. Since he was being carried by two of those elves, Richard said a silent prayer the mages would be able to maintain their concentration. They did. Within seconds, everyone was over the roof of the museum building. He felt Grapeon and Minsk release their grip. 
 
    As soon as his feet touched the roof tiles, Richard glanced around for a door. He spotted one a quarter-way down the building and ran in that direction. “We’ve got to get the dwarves’ weapons,” he yelled unsure if anyone bothered to listen. 
 
    Without waiting to see if any followed him, Richard jerked the door open and stepped inside. A light-globe in the ceiling lit up a set of stone stairs leading down. What waited inside the building, he didn’t know. 
 
    “Well,” said Nickelo, “you know what’s outside the building.” 
 
    Making his choice, Richard started down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 – Traps 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Taking the steps three at a time, Richard half-ran and half-fell down the stairs. The sound of pounding feet came from behind. Turning a corner, he found himself at a three way intersection. None of the hallways looked familiar. 
 
    “Which way, Nick? I’m lost.” 
 
    “Nothing new there,” said Nickelo in a tone indicating his disapproval. “When will you learn to pay attention? Yasland took us past here. It is fortunate for you that I took the time to map our route during your tour. I have correlated our position with that of—” 
 
    “Nick! Just tell me which way do I freakin’ go?” 
 
    “Fine. You don’t have to shout. Go straight ahead and then take lefts at the next two intersections. That will lead you into the room with the dwarves’ weapons and armor. I am connecting with the battle suit’s network now and starting a function check. I assume you approve.” 
 
    Running as fast as he could, Richard made his way toward the dwarves’ treasure room. He sensed most of the elves trailing along behind him. His passive scan told him that Mia and the two mages were still on the roof casting spells at the vampires below in an apparent attempt to keep them out of the building. He knew they were already too late. Life forms, or rather undead forms, were already penetrating the walls and making their way inside. 
 
    “We haven’t got much time,” Richard yelled over his shoulder. “We’ve got to get the Holy Metal weapons and make our stand.” 
 
    Richard heard Skylark translating his words to any of the elves that hadn’t bothered trying to learn his language. Whether they understood or not, the elves followed. That was all Richard cared about at the moment. Leading the way, he came out in the treasure room. Blue gems embedded in weapons and armor glinted in the light from two massive light-globes in the ceiling. The reflected light of the gems seemed to taunt the elves from inside their protective glass cases. Richard made his way toward the glass containing the battle suit and phase rod. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Spinning around, Richard was just in time to see Grapeon flying through the air. The big elf was flung into Skylark and Minsk, taking all three to the marble floor. 
 
    Sergeant Thornbriar pulled another of the lancers back before the elf could touch a display case. “The cases are trapped. We have to wait for the high priestess and the mages.” 
 
    Richard’s passive scan told him the high priestess and the others were still on the roof. It was obvious there was not going to be time to wait. A score of vampires were inside the building two floors below and making their way up toward the treasure room. 
 
    “Suggestions?” Richard asked in his shared space as he turned and looked at the battle suit and phase weapon inside the display case. 
 
    “You might try bypassing the magic traps on the cases.” 
 
    “How do I do that? All I’ve got is a little residual Power from the overflow of my self-heal reserve. If the information you’re sending to our shared space is correct, the spells protecting the gear is high-level.” 
 
    “Very high-level,” agreed Nickelo. “And, of course, the information I am sending you is correct. What do you take me for, an amateur? I have combined the results of your passive scan and the ring’s sensors. I have overlaid the merged data onto the map I created of this building during Yasland’s tour. I calculate you have twenty-seven seconds before the first vampires make it here. The high priestess and the mages are on their way down now. They will not arrive for another thirty-eight seconds. I calculate half the elves could be vampires by then. Maybe you too, for that matter.” 
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, Richard drew what little residual Power he could from the overflow of his self-healing reserve and reached out toward the glass case containing the battle suit. A friendly, feminine voice from some distant memory sounded in his head, telling him to be efficient. He had the feeling that the owner of the voice had told him to be efficient on a lot of occasions. Taking the memory of the voice’s words to heart, he tightened his probe to the merest hint of Power and touched the spell surrounding the glass case. He sensed the flow of magic. It twisted and turned. The flow of magic seemed all too familiar. 
 
    “I’ve seen this spell before,” Richard told his battle computer. “How can that be? I’m not a magic user.” 
 
    “I know I am just a battle computer,” said Nickelo, “but since the vampires will start arriving in twenty-two seconds, maybe now is not the best time to try to figure this particular mystery out. Just a suggestion.” 
 
    Forgetting why he recognized the magic, Richard eased his line of Power into the protective spell around the glass case. The spell’s energy increased as if preparing to lash out against an intruder. Before it took action, the magic calmed as if recognizing who was probing. Taking advantage of the situation, Richard looped two lines of magic back on themselves. Cracks appeared in the display case before it shattered completely. Shards of glass fell tinkering to the marble floor. 
 
    Resisting an urge to reach for the battle suit, Richard kept his probe where it was. The protective spell was still there, and he was still inside its magic. He sensed faint lines of magic from the spell connecting all of the display cases. Using the spell as a conduit, he extended his probe to the spell surrounding a second glass case and then another. The magic in each spell seemed to energize his probe to the next. Much in the way he’d connected Mia and the two mages to each other on the Mengaza during the tidal wave, Richard connected the spells around each of the display cases in a circle. Once the circle was complete, he looped lines of magic back on themselves. The sound of shattering glass from display cases reverberated through the room. 
 
    “Sergeant Thornbriar,” Richard shouted. “Grab what weapons you can. Send half of your elves to guard the door. Spread the other half around the room. Some of the vampires will be coming up through the floor.” 
 
    Although Sergeant Thornbriar was nowhere near as good at understanding Richard’s language as were the members of his own team, he apparently understood enough. After shouting several words of gibberish, the sergeant grabbed a battle axe and shield, both embedded with blue gems, and then led the way to the door they’d come in. 
 
    The remaining elves began grabbing weapons and shields of Holy Metal. While they armed themselves, Richard grabbed the battle helmet and shoved it on his head. The helmet changed shape, extending down until it covered his ears. A red visor slid down to a point just past the tip of his nose. The dimly lit room became bright as day, albeit with a reddish tint. 
 
    “No time to don the suit,” said Nickelo. “Activate the phase rod. A vampire is going to be coming through the floor below you in four seconds.” 
 
    Taking his battle computer’s advice, Richard ignored the battle suit and grabbed the phase rod. The hand-length piece of dark metal tried to resist him, but he bent it to his will as he thought the command to activate the rod. A meter-long length of metal shot out the end of the handle. As if he’d done it thousands of times in the past, Richard’s thumb moved a switch on the handle to destructive mode. Miniature arcs of red phase energy began running up and down the length of the rod. 
 
    “See,” said Nickelo. “I told you that your DNA was a close enough match to operate the equipment. By the way, a vampire’s head will be coming out of the floor near your left foot in three, two, one.” 
 
    Taking a step back, Richard swung at the floor with the phase rod just as a bloody head emerged from the floor. The phase rod ricocheted off the vampire’s temple. Richard sensed microscopic explosions of phase energy scrambling the monster’s brain. The brain immediately started reforming. Pulling the phase rod back, he shoved the tip into the vampire’s left eye and wiggled the end back and forth. He kept doing so until he sensed the brain no longer trying to reform. 
 
    “You need a cutting weapon,” said Nickelo. “I calculate cutting the vampire’s head off would have done the trick, although destroying its heart is probably the better option. Your phase rod is a battering weapon. I calculate you need a sword.” 
 
    Glancing around the room, Richard saw elves scattered around the room, battling a dozen vampires. An elf lancer cut the head off one of the vampires with a battle axe. The elf was Skylark. A second vampire came out of the floor behind her and grabbed hold of Skylark’s shoulders. The vampire pulled her back as its long fangs drew close to her neck. With no time to spare, Richard instinctively reached out with his mind to the utility belt on top of the battle suit. Using the power of his mind, he pulled a weapon out of the belt’s holster and into his hand. His fingers wrapped around the grip of what he knew was a Deloris phase pistol. Firing from the hip, the weapon bucked in his hand. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A ball of red energy shot out the barrel, catching the vampire in the back of the head and knocking it past Skylark. The elf started to turn to thank Richard, but another vampire began to rise from the ground. With a sweep of her battle axe, she chopped off its head, sending it flying through the air to land beside the head of the first vampire she’d killed. Forgoing thoughts of any thanks, she raised her battle axe and ran to help Minsk and Grapeon, who were locked in combat with vampires of their own. 
 
    “Head shots won’t destroy them,” said Nickelo. “I calculate some type of virus is located in their hearts. You either need to blow a hole in their heart large enough to remove the virus or cut off their heads. By the way, you have sixteen rounds left in the pistol. There are two extra magazines in the ammo pouch on the belt. I recommend you save them for a real emergency.” 
 
    Wondering what his battle computer considered a real emergency considering what was happening, Richard shoved the pistol in his sword belt and hurriedly made his way to what was left of a shattered display case to his left. Dropping his non-magical dagger and short sword, he replaced them with two similar weapons made from the dwarves’ Holy Metal. Shoving the dagger into his scabbard, he switched the phase rod to his left hand and took up the magic short sword with his right. 
 
    “Do not forget the battle suit and utility belt,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Richard didn’t plan on forgetting the gear, but at the moment, he had no time to think about anything other than staying out of the vampires’ reaches and keeping as many of the elves alive as possible. 
 
    A group of the undead was trying to force their way through the line of elf lancers holding the main doorway to the treasure room. Several of the elves held large shields embedded with glowing stones in both hands as they pushed against the vampires. Other elves swung swords, spears, hammers, and battle axes of Holy Metal over the shield wall in an attempt to drive the undead creatures back. They might have succeeded given time, but the heads of three vampires poked out of the floor behind the elves, followed by the rest of the monsters’ bodies. 
 
    “Behind you,” Richard yelled as he lunged forward swinging both phase rod and sword. 
 
    Two of the vampires turned and reached for him. The third vampire, a female, grabbed Sergeant Thornbriar by the hair and jerked him back before plunging razor sharp fangs into the elf’s neck. The sergeant fought as best he could by shoving the tip of his longsword over his shoulder and into the throat of the vampire. The vampire screamed and released her grip, but the deed had been done. Blood spurted out of the sergeant’s neck. As the elf fell to the floor, he drew back his sword for a final thrust and plunged it into the vampire’s heart. Both vampire and elf hit the floor one atop the other. 
 
    The two remaining vampires charged Richard. One moved to his right and the other to his left. Richard started to kick out with his foot before remembering that only creallium or Holy Metal would do the job. He used both. Lunging with his phase rod, he rammed the tip into the left side of one of the vampire’s chests. Even as he sensed the microscopic explosions of phase energy tearing at the monster’s heart, he swung his sword at the second vampire. The blade of his short sword was razor sharp. It cut into the neck of the monster, passing through flesh and bone. The vampire’s head fell to the floor followed by its body. Wasting no time, Richard turned back to the first vampire. He sensed the heart healing inside its chest. Before the creature completed its healing, Richard cut off its head with the sword of Holy Metal. 
 
    “They are breaking through,” yelled an elf. 
 
    Richard turned just as the shield wall at the main entrance broke. Two of the elves forming the shield wall were overwhelmed by a wave of undead. The two elves were dragged to the floor kicking and screaming. The remaining elves fell back. Three balls of magic passed over Richard’s head, making their way toward the charging undead. Two of the spells passed through the shimmering bodies and into the hallway beyond, doing no harm. The third spell exploded on contact. A wave of blue energy knocked Richard off his feet and onto his back. He felt something heavy on his chest. It was the bloody body of Sergeant Thornbriar. 
 
    The dead sergeant’s eyes suddenly opened, glowing red. Shoving the undead creature off him with a strength born of fear and revulsion, Richard scrambled to his feet. Before the now vampire sergeant could regain his feet, Richard swung his sword. The sergeant’s head went flying one way as his body went the other. Richard felt a moment of sorrow. He’d liked the sergeant. Too much was happening in the room for the moment to last long. 
 
    Mia and the two mages were now standing at the main door, flanked by all five monks and Amir. As the mages, monks, and Amir swung their weapons at the undead, Mia shouted words Richard heard and quickly forgot. A bright ball of blue energy formed around the gem at the top of the high priestess’s staff. The spell turned into a glowing blue version of a lion that leaped into the mass of undead. The vampires were scattered as swipes from the lion’s claws knocked them right and left. 
 
    While the blue lion held the vampires’ attention, Mia turned and scanned the room. Her eyes found Richard. “How do we escape?” she asked in intergalactic standard. “Which way do we go?” 
 
    Why’s she asking me? Richard wondered. How the hell would I know? 
 
    Before he could tell the elf he had no idea, a schematic of the building appeared in Richard’s mind. A green path led from a wall at the back of the treasure room. The green path led down and to an exit at the back of the building. 
 
    “What’s that,” Richard asked in his shared space. “Is it a secret door? How’d you map that?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” said Nickelo. “The map of the building was in the databanks of the battle helmet. I do not know how it got there. Does it really matter?” 
 
    Sensing the magic sustaining the blue lion fading, Richard had to admit now wasn’t the time for questions. He waved at Mia. “Follow me. We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    Only a few vampires remained alive in the treasure room itself. Amir and the elves had put up a valiant defense, but it had cost them dearly. The headless corpses of seven elves littered the treasure room floor, mixed in with more than a score of other bodies. 
 
    Making his way to the stone wall where the green path began, Richard looked for a door. He found none. “There’s a secret door here,” he shouted. “I don’t know how to open it.” 
 
    Amir shoved his way past and placed the palm of his left hand on the stone.  
 
    Richard sensed emotions more than energy pass from the big man to the stone and back. The stone swung inward to reveal a dark hallway made out of roughhewn stones. 
 
    Using the battle helmet’s night-vision filter, Richard led the way inside the pitch-black hall. A vision of him wounded and lying in total darkness as someone fought a battle nearby came to his mind. A flash of light in his memory revealed the head of a dragon so close he could’ve reached out and touched it. He knew the dragon in his memory was a demon. Why the memory came to him now, he didn’t know, but a chill ran down his spine nonetheless. 
 
    Rushing through the tunnel, Richard sensed Amir and the other elves following close behind. The two mages and Mia were at the rear of the group. Richard’s passive scan indicated a score of undead closing in on the high priestess and her mages. He heard a blast of thunder as the tunnel lit up for a single heartbeat. When the light faded, Richard sensed only four undead closing in on Mia and the others. 
 
    “They can take care of themselves,” said Nickelo. “You need to concentrate on getting yourself and the others out alive.” 
 
    The hall led to a set of stairs. Richard ran down until they were well below the level of the building’s first floor. Still the stairs continued down, weaving back and forth. The stone walls grew moist as the hall turned into a tunnel. Drops of water fell from the ceiling. Suddenly the stairs leveled off. He hurried forward, leading the elves. He counted only fifteen elves plus Amir and him. 
 
    Hopefully we didn’t leave any back in the treasure room as vampires, Richard thought. 
 
    “Worry about the dead later,” said Nickelo. “Concentrate on saving the living. Assuming we leave this tunnel alive, do you have any idea how you are going to get out of the city? Between the ring’s sensors and your passive scan, I calculate the invaders have taken over most of the city. The vampires do not appear to be bothering the mercenaries. I calculate a ninety-two percent probability the mercenaries and the undead are working together. I have insufficient data to determine how the mercenaries are controlling the vampires or to what end.” 
 
    The floor of the tunnel began filling with water. It was at Richard’s waist before the tunnel began leading them upward. He heard screams ahead. Turning a corner, he almost ran into a wooden door. With both phase rod and short sword in hand, he kicked the door open and stepped out. He saw wooden walls with nets and fishing gear hanging from pegs. 
 
    “You are in a shed,” said Nickelo. “Based upon the nets and gear, I calculate we are near the shore.” 
 
    Moving to the only door he could see, Richard shoved it open to reveal the backyard of a stone house. The sound of waves mingled with distant screams. The majority of the screams came from the left. The sound of the waves came from straight ahead. He heard no screams in that direction. Using the night vision filter of his battle helmet, Richard made out a long wooden dock two hundred meters away. Tied to the dock was a sloop of war. It was Lieutenant Yasland’s. 
 
    A group of sailors holding swords and spears was at the end of the dock where it met the shore. Richard recognized them as the sloop’s captain and his crew. 
 
    “You’ve got to admire their courage, but they are doomed,” said Nickelo. “They don’t have a single magic weapon amongst them.” 
 
    With little to lose and time of the essence, Richard ran out of the shed and straight toward the dock. 
 
    “I am surprised that no vampires are here,” said Nickelo. “Only Yasland and his sailors are at the dock. I calculate that will not last long.” 
 
    “Yasland!” Richard yelled as he drew close. “It’s us. We’ve got to go. We’ve got to go now.” 
 
    Even through the red tint of the night-vision filter, the face of the sloop’s commander looked ashen. At Richard’s words, the man’s face took on a confused look. The lieutenant raised his sword higher. 
 
    “He cannot understand you,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Richard glanced around for Amir, but the big man was just exiting the shed with Mia and the two mages. 
 
    Tracer shoved her way past Richard and shouted words of gibberish while pointing her sword at the sloop.  
 
    The lieutenant shook his head and said several words of gibberish back. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Richard said as he raised his phase rod. “I’ll make him understand.” 
 
    Turning her head long enough to glance at Richard, Tracer said, “You will do nothing unless I tell you. Sergeant Thornbriar is dead now. I am the senior corporal. I am in charge, not you. I will handle this.” 
 
    As soon as they got to the foot of the dock, Tracer exchanged gibberish with the lieutenant. Her words were accompanied by a lot of pointing at the city and the sloop. Yasland finally turned to his men and began snapping orders. By the time Mia, Amir, Derander, Freestrod, and the monks arrived at the docks, the sailors were already hustling the elf lancers onto the ship and untying mooring lines. 
 
    When Commander Astradis passed Richard, the monk shoved a bundle of black leather in his arms. “You forgot this.” 
 
    The battle suit, Richard thought. He even got the utility belt and grenades. 
 
    “I did warn you not to forget them,” said Nickelo. “One of these days you’ll start listening to me?” 
 
    “Can it, Nick. I was busy at the time.” 
 
    “Fine. Don’t forget to thank the nice monk.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Richard told the monk commander. 
 
    For the first time since he’d been with the elves, Richard noticed Astradis smile. 
 
    “Forget it,” said the monk. “You threw me the dagger when I needed it. Now we are even.” 
 
    Before Richard could say anything else, Tracer ordered everyone to get on the ship as she pointed to her left. 
 
    Looking to the left, Richard saw a crowd of people a hundred meters away, rushing down the shoreline straight for the dock. A check of his passive scan told him none of the people were alive. 
 
    Most of the elf lancers were already on the sloop. Skylark grabbed Richard’s arm and began dragging him down the dock while shouting gibberish. Taking another look at the size of the vampire mob, Richard shook his arm free and ran for all he was worth. He saw Mia run past him in the opposite direction. 
 
    The elf priestess stopped a dozen paces from the shore just as the first of the vampires stepped onto the wooden planks. Richard noticed her glance over her shoulder as if to make sure everyone was on board the sloop. They were, Richard included. 
 
    Mia slammed the butt of her staff on the dock. A wave of blue magic swept out from the base of the staff, throwing shattered planks and more than a few vampires into the air. By the time the magic ended, a ten-meter section of the dock was missing. Several vampires shimmered and floated into the air as they levitated over the missing section of the dock. 
 
    “Oops,” said Nickelo. “I think we have a problem. The bow of the ship is still tied to the dock.” 
 
    Sure enough, Richard noticed a mooring line at the bow of the sloop tied around a wooden post. Renewing his grip on the phase rod and short sword, he took a step toward the bow of the ship, preparing to jump back onto the dock and help Mia. A large hand reached out and grabbed his arm. 
 
    “No,” said Amir. “You will only get in her way. She will hold them off until the mages have us away from the dock.” 
 
    Two sailors ran forward carrying axes. With a quick chop, the mooring line was free. As soon as it was, Master Freestrod cast a spell. The sloop’s sails filled with a strong breeze. At the same time, Derander cast a spell of his own. The spell covered the bow of the ship in blue. The front of the ship lifted out of the water slightly and began turning in the direction of the harbor entrance. 
 
    “Breeze and levitation spells,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “Thanks,” Richard said. “Never would’ve figured that one out on my own.” 
 
    “That is what I am here for,” replied Nickelo, ignoring the obvious sarcasm. 
 
    Mia cast another spell from her staff. It shot out and burst into a fireball of blue, catching the levitating vampires in midair. Other vampires on the shore began running into the water. As their heads disappeared below the surface, Richard sensed them moving on the bottom in the direction of the sloop. 
 
    “It is going to be close,” said Nickelo. “Be ready.” 
 
    Richard figured he was as ready as he could get. All he could do now was wait. Within seconds, the sloop completed its turn. Once it faced the open sea, Derander dropped his levitation spell and cast a second breeze spell. The sloop lurched forward. 
 
    “Mia’s still on the doc,” Richard shouted. He turned and tried to get the helmsman’s attention. “You can’t leave her.” 
 
    “They aren’t,” said Amir as he pointed toward the dock. “Look.” 
 
    Turning back, Richard saw the elf high priestess floating across the water on a small cloud of blue. Before the sloop had traveled a hundred meters, she was back on board. Some of the vampires tried levitating over the water but weren’t fast enough to catch the magic-driven sloop. The undead were soon left far behind. 
 
    Richard and those not involved in handling the ship looked back at the city. It was hard to ignore. Parts of the city were in flames. Even from a distance, hordes of undead could be seen roaming the shoreline. Richard had a feeling it would be a long time before anyone would be able to live in the city again. 
 
    “I calculate you would do well not to worry about the city’s future inhabitants,” said Nickelo. “What you should be worried about is what you are going to do next. Do you by any chance have a plan?” 
 
    “Not really,” Richard admitted. “That’s what I’ve got you for.” 
 
    “Ah, so you are finally beginning to realize how valuable I am.” 
 
    Richard shook his head and smiled. “No. I’m just desperate.” He looked around the deck at the bedraggled elves and crew. “I’ve got a feeling we’re all a little desperate.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 – Tunnels of Drepdenor 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The topsail of the sloop-of-war shone red in the first rays of the morning sun as she made her way farther out to sea. The helmsman stood at the wheel but had yet to be given a destination. His only orders from Yasland were to head west and put as much distance between the ship and Point Departure as possible. 
 
    Richard sat cross-legged on the deck near the bow, watching Mia, Derander, Astradis, and Tracer at the stern. They were huddled around Yasland, staring at a map the sloop’s captain held in his hands. The ship’s crew was scattered around the middeck in groups of three or four muttering to each other. What elves had survived the attack on the citadel were clustered on the foredeck with Amir and Richard. Freestrod stood nearby casting resistance spells on the emotionally sensitive female elves. 
 
    “Wise decision,” said Nickelo. “They may need to be in close proximity to the human crew for a long time.” 
 
    Richard looked away from the meeting on the stern long enough to glance at his elven comrades. “Everyone’s in bad shape. I think the elves’ spirits are nearly as battered as their armor.” 
 
    “Can you blame them? There were twenty-eight in their party yesterday. Now they are down to fifteen counting Amir and you. Several of the elves had to kill one of their friends when they turned into vampires. I calculate that would get anyone down.” 
 
    The memory of having to cut off Sergeant Thornbriar’s head flashed in Richard’s mind. “You don’t have to explain how they feel to me. Believe me. I know.” 
 
    “I’m sure you think you do, but I will dwell no more on the subject. The big question now is, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Me?” Richard looked back at the huddled elves and the sloop’s captain on the aft deck. “I’d say it’s more a case of what’s Mia and the mages going to do. I’m just along for the ride.” 
 
    “If you seriously think that, then we are in worse trouble than I calculated. My recommendation is that you take charge of the situation and make things happen.” 
 
    “What things? I was dumped in the middle of the desert with most of my memory gone. I’ve been wandering around this Creator-forsaken place getting into fights I didn’t start and nearly getting killed for who knows what reason. I have no idea what I’m supposed to be doing. Just how do you suggest I go about making things happen?” 
 
    “That is for you to decide, Wizard Scout. I am just your battle computer.” 
 
    Richard was about to make a snide comment when he noticed Freestrod standing above him. The old mage squatted down and leaned his staff across his shoulders. He stared at the bundle of leather setting on the deck next to Richard’s knee. 
 
    Having removed his battle helmet at dawn when it became light enough to see, Richard had set both the helmet and utility belt on top of his brother’s old battle suit. 
 
    The old mage pointed at the gear and spoke in pretty decent intergalactic standard. “Commander Astradis told me that he gave you the equipment from the first display case that broke. I take it for granted you cracked open all of the cases somehow.” 
 
    Unsure how to respond, Richard opted for the truth. “I did.” 
 
    The old man gave a half-smile and rubbed his chin. “One day we shall have to discuss how you accomplished that feat when you have almost no Power available. Today, I am more interested in this equipment of yours.” 
 
    Looking down at the pile of leather, Richard shook his head. “It’s not mine. I think it belonged to someone I once knew.” 
 
    “Yet you wore the helmet and wielded the sword of red fire,” insisted the mage. 
 
    “It’s still not mine.” He looked out across the bow. 
 
    Amir sat on the other side of the bow’s deck, eyeing Richard. 
 
    Richard looked around for the rest of his team. Skylark and Grapeon sat on a crate near the middeck. Minsk was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “You know where Minsk is,” said Nickelo. “His body is back in the dwarves’ treasure room along with the other elves that fell. I saw Tracer cut his head off.” 
 
    Richard had seen the same thing out the corner of his eye, but he’d been avoiding thinking about it. He’d been trying to avoid thinking about a lot of things he’d seen during the night. 
 
    Amir got up and walked over to squat near Master Freestrod, then pointed at the pile of gear. “I too saw you wearing that helmet.” His eyes narrowed. “I’ve seen something like it before. The red glow in front of the wearer’s face is not a thing that’s easy to forget.” 
 
    Picking up the battle helmet, Richard tossed it to Amir. The big man caught it with one hand. He barely looked at it. His eyes stayed fixed on Richard. 
 
    “The red glow you saw is a night-vision filter,” Richard said, growing suspicious of the big man’s sudden interest. “It helps the wearer see at night.” Switching to his shared space, Richard said, “What’s with him. He almost seems angry. Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    Nickelo snickered. “You often do, but in this case, I must admit I am as mystified as you.” 
 
    Amir tossed the battle helmet back. 
 
    Without taking his eyes off his teammate, Richard caught the helmet in his left hand, gripping it in such a way that he could use it for a weapon if the need arose. 
 
    “I have seen something similar to both the helmet and the sword of red fire,” Amir said in a voice that held an edge. “How is it that you know how to use them?” 
 
    Feeling as if he were standing on the edge of a deep, dark abyss, Richard weighed his answer before replying. All of the elves, including Master Freestrod, were staring at him as if waiting to hear his next words. 
 
    “I just do,” Richard said, deciding to remain as noncommittal as possible until he got a better feel for the man’s obvious anger. 
 
    Amir pointed at the helmet. “Show me. Put it on again. I want to see you in it up close.” 
 
    Richard noticed the big man tighten his grip on the handle of his sledgehammer. “I might, sometime. I don’t think now is the time or pl—” 
 
    “I said show me,” repeated Amir, clenching his teeth. “Put your gear on now, and show me how you use it.” 
 
    The elves sitting at the other side of the bow rose and made their way toward the middeck to stand near Skylark and Grapeon. As they moved, Amir stood and raised his hammer to waist level. 
 
    “Be careful,” said Nickelo. “He is still wearing his chainmail. If he attacks, you will need something besides your helmet to defend yourself.” 
 
    “Relax,” Richard said. “If he was thinking about attacking me, he’d have drawn his sword.” 
 
    Amir drew his sword with his left hand and took a fresh grip on his hammer with his right. Staring at Richard, he said, “Show me how you use it. Do it now.” 
 
    Master Freestrod had also stood when Amir did. The mage cleared his throat. “Amir, perhaps you and I should talk to the high priestess first.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Amir pointed at the pile of gear. “No. One way or the other, he is going to put on his equipment. I will know for sure, and I will know now.” 
 
    “Perhaps it might be a good idea to put on the battle suit like he says,” said Nickelo. “I am not sure what’s happening, but I would feel better if you were wearing your armor. I can help you in battle moves if you have it on.” 
 
    Amir’s demands had grown loud enough for Mia and the others at the stern to hear. They were no longer talking. 
 
    Richard noticed Mia looking at them. He made a last attempt to reason with the big man. “I told you it’s not my equipment.” 
 
    Amir’s face turned a darkening red. He gritted his teeth and raised both hammer and sword. “Are you going to put it on or not?” 
 
    Holding out both hands in a stopping motion, Richard said, “Fine. I’ll put it on.” He stood and placed the battle helmet on his head, lowering the visor so it extended to the tip of his nose. “There, are you happy?” 
 
    Amir gestured at the remaining gear with his sword. “All of it. I want to see what you look like with all of it on.” 
 
    Richard glanced at Master Freestrod. 
 
    The old elf shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    He looked at the elves standing near Skylark and Grapeon.  
 
    Skylark started to walk to the bow, but Amir pointed his hammer at her and said “No.” She reconsidered and remained where she was. 
 
    “I recommend you put your battle suit on and activate it,” said Nickelo. “I am not sure what kind of bee the man has in his bonnet, but that sledgehammer of his is dangerous. I would be more comfortable if you were wearing full armor.” 
 
    Richard was forced to agree. He’d started to think of Amir as a friend during the last couple of weeks. No longer. One look at the veins popping out on the big man’s temples washed all thoughts of friendship away. Without further argument, he removed his boots and shirt. 
 
    As he unbuckled his pants, Amir said, “What are you doing?” 
 
    Pulling off his pants, Richard said, “That’s a battle suit. It’s a form of armor for a wizard scout. The wearer has to be bare-skinned for it to work properly.” He pulled on the battle suit’s trousers and slipped on the boots. Once the boots sealed with the trouser legs, he picked up the battle suit top and put it on. After the top meshed with the trousers, he strapped on the utility belt with its phase rod and Deloris blaster. He looked at Amir. “There. Now are you satisfied? I’ve got it on.” 
 
    The color of Amir’s face lightened, almost returning to normal. His grip on the sledgehammer and sword seemed to relax. “It’s different than I expected. I just thought…” He tightened his hold again on his hammer. “Is that all it does? It looks too thin to be armor.” 
 
    “Rick,” said Nickelo. “This is dangerous. Activate your armor. Do it now.” 
 
    The veins on Amir’s temple began showing again as the man raised his hammer to waist level. “I said, is that all it does?” 
 
    Footsteps sounded from the stern of the ship. Richard’s passive scan told him Mia and the others were on their way forward. While the sloop was small, he had a feeling something was going to happen before they got here. He didn’t understand what was going on, but one thing he knew for certain, he wasn’t going down quietly if it came to a fight. 
 
    In a calm voice, Richard said, “The suit’s in deactivated mode. Here, I’ll show you what it looks like when it’s activated.” 
 
    Although some of his memory had returned, it was still full of gaps. One thing he did remember though was how to activate a battle suit. He had a feeling he’d done it thousands of times in the past. As he thought the activation command, he grabbed the phase rod off his hip with his left hand. The helmet closed around his face and neck, sealing it with the upper part of his battle suit. The suit itself changed shape. In a split-second, the soft leather became a hardened alloy, encasing him in armor impervious to all but the strongest weapons. Thumbing the phase rod’s activate switch to stun mode, Richard waited to see what would happen. He didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    Amir’s eyes flashed fire and he roared with anger. “It was you! You murdered Glory! I’ll kill you!” Raising his hammer and sword, the big man rushed forward. 
 
    Master Freestrod twirled his hand and shouted a word Richard couldn’t make out. A green beam shot out from the old mage’s hand. 
 
    Richard sensed a line of energy reach out from Amir. It deflected the green beam into the air. 
 
    “I told you Amir was a magic user,” said Nickelo. “He must be a shaman of some type. I calculate his hammer and sword aren’t the only things you need to worry about.” 
 
    Ignoring his battle computer, Richard dodged to the left as Amir brought his hammer down. The blow missed, tearing a hole in the deck. Richard ducked beneath the man’s sword thrust and struck out with his phase rod. 
 
    For such a big man, Amir was fast. He twisted out of the phase rod’s way and shoved out with his hammer, aiming for Richard’s face. At the same time, a line of magic reached out and wrapped around Richard’s legs, tripping him to the deck. 
 
    The battle suit twisted of its own volition, causing a blow from the sledgehammer to pass through air instead of Richard’s head. He thanked the Creator that he’d instinctively given the command to override the battle suit’s safeties. 
 
    “Good thing too,” said Nickelo. “I calculate the magic in that hammer is strong enough to crack open your helmet and smash your head into bloody goo. I recommend you avoid testing my theory.” 
 
    Taking a backswing with his phase rod, Richard caught Amir on the side of his left leg just below the knee joint. The big man stumbled but succeeded in recovering at the last second. Jumping to his feet, Richard aimed a spinning side kick at Amir’s chest. Already off balance, Amir fell back against the ship’s railing and dropped his sword in an effort to catch hold of the wooden rail. His fingers slid off the wood as his momentum started to carry him over the side of the ship. 
 
    Skylark and Grapeon were running from their position near the stairs to the middeck. They lunged forward in an attempt to grab hold of their teammate before he went over the side. They were a hair too slow. Amir went over the side, followed by a splash of water shooting up into the air. 
 
    “Stop the ship!” yelled Skylark. “He’s a giant. He can’t swim.” 
 
    “He’s got his armor on,” shouted Grapeon as he looked over the side. “He’ll drown.” 
 
    “Good riddance,” said Nickelo. “He was trying to kill you, Rick. He’s getting what he deserves.” 
 
    Richard wasn’t so sure. “He said I murdered someone.” A sick feeling passed over him. Something told him he’d done a lot of terrible things during his life. He wondered if murder was one of them. No, I’m not a murderer. And I refuse to become one now. 
 
    Without waiting to consult his battle computer, Richard jumped over the railing, into the water. Sensing Amir’s life force twenty meters below and sinking faster, Richard held his breath and kicked his feet, swimming down as fast as he could. 
 
    “You do not need to hold your breath, Wizard Scout. The battle suit is a self-contained environment. I calculate you can go down a thousand meters before you’d experience problems.” 
 
    Breathing normally, Richard focused on reaching the sinking Amir. The battle suit was heavy—heavier than the big man’s chainmail. Going down fast wasn’t the problem. Going sideways was. Amir was now thirty meters to his right and ten meters below him, then five meters below, then none. All of a sudden, Richard found himself lower than Amir. 
 
    “This suit’s too heavy,” Richard told his battle computer. “I can barely swim in it. Maybe I should deactivate it.” 
 
    “Negative,” said Nickelo sounding concerned. “If you deactivate your suit, it will unseal. The two of you are already fifty meters down. You would never make it to the surface carrying Amir before you both drowned. He’s on the verge of drowning now. I calculate he has another twenty seconds of air before he’s forced to draw a breath. If you take in water, it won’t be any fun, but you won’t drown; at least not right away. Your self-heal will keep you alive until your reserve runs out of Power. Amir does not have the luxury of self-heal. When he drowns, he’ll be dead.” 
 
    Richard had a vision of the Deloris blaster levitating into his hand back in the museum. He tried to remember how he’d done it. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” said Nickelo. “You were a little busy at the time, but I monitored you drawing Power from the link you have to whoever or whatever is at the other end of the gem in your ring. If you try doing it again, maybe you can levitate yourself underwater.” 
 
    Kicking up in an attempt to reach Amir, Richard could tell it was a losing battle. He was moving up and to the side, but not fast enough to prevent Amir from drowning. With few available options, he stopped swimming and concentrated on his ring. It felt warm—warmer than usual. He sensed the link from him to whomever or whatever was on the other side of the gem. Drawing a little of the residual Power that was leaking from his reserve, he passed it down the link. In less than a heartbeat, more Power came back than he’d sent. He passed all of the Power back down the link. Again, more Power was returned than he’d sent. He wasn’t sure it was enough to do what needed to be done, but he sensed the life force in Amir growing dimmer. 
 
    It’s now or never, Richard thought. 
 
    Using the Power returned from the gem’s link, Richard wrapped it around his battle suit and willed it to move through the water, toward the drowning man. The suit moved. Within seconds, he was close enough to grab hold of Amir. 
 
    The muscles in the man’s neck were bulged out, and his eyes were opened wide. They focused on Richard for a brief second. The eyes no longer blazed with hate. They held more of a look of acceptance. Then Amir’s mouth opened, and out came a stream of bubbles. When the bubbles stopped coming out, Amir tried drawing a breath. Panic filled the man’s eyes as he began struggling in Richard’s grasp. The struggling grew less, then stopped. 
 
    “You are seventy-five meters down and sinking faster than ever,” said Nickelo. “The sloop has stopped, but it is three hundred meters away now. If you intend to save Amir’s life, you need to get to the surface, and fast.” 
 
    Wrapping an arm around Amir’s neck, Richard kicked upward. At the same time, he used what Power remained from the link to levitate both them upward. 
 
    The water’s cold, Richard reasoned. His lungs are full of water, but he’s not dead yet. I can still sense his life force. If I can get him to the surface, maybe the elves’ medic can save him. 
 
    From the concentration of life forms overhead, Richard sensed the location of the sloop several hundred meters away. A smaller concentration of five life forms was nearly straight overhead. 
 
    “They must have launched the sloop’s dinghy,” said Nickelo. “My advice is to make for that.” 
 
    Richard was way ahead of his battle computer. Kicking hard, he broke the surface and tried forcing Amir’s head above the water. A wave pushed them both under. Again, he forced Amir’s head clear. This time hands were there to pull Amir into the ship’s dinghy. One of the seamen rolled Amir onto his back. An elf Richard recognized as the lancer’s medic cleared the big man’s airway and began pushing on his chest. One of the seamen helped Richard into the dinghy while two others began rowing with all their might. At the tiller, Lieutenant Yasland turned hard and made straight for the sloop three hundred meters away. 
 
    As he knelt on the floor of the dinghy, Richard felt useless. He watched helplessly as the medic worked on Amir. The seaman who’d helped him into the dinghy began helping the medic strip off Amir’s chainmail. Richard noticed Amir’s right hand still locked around the handle of his sledgehammer. 
 
    “Death grip,” said Nickelo. “The man’s muscles are frozen stiff. His heart is still beating, but I calculate it will stop long before the dinghy makes it to the sloop. Not that it matters. There are no healers with magic on the ship. The medic is doing the best she can, but I calculate her efforts are for naught.” 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t need magic,” Richard said. “Maybe he needs something else.” 
 
    Memories flooded Richard’s mind. He saw the images of tens of thousands of injured and sick people being healed. They were of all races, ages, and genders. He sensed they were being healed with Power. Somehow he knew they’d been healed by him. 
 
    “I calculate you’re grasping for straws,” said Nickelo. “Why are you so determined to save Amir? He was trying to kill you. Your self-heal reserve is the only reserve you have access to. The Power in it cannot be used to heal others. The man is as good as dead. Your best course of action is to accept the inevitable and move on.” 
 
    Some stubbornness deep inside Richard, perhaps in his very DNA, refused to accept defeat. He sensed his three Power reserves. As his battle computer said, only his self-heal reserve was accessible. He concentrated on the blocked links to the other two reserves. His passive scan didn’t provide enough information to make out what was blocking the links, and he knew he didn’t have the Power to create an active scan. 
 
    In desperation, he screamed out in his mind. “Damn you, whoever you are. You took away my Power and my memories. I want them back. He’s my teammate. I won’t let him die.” 
 
    Ripping off his battle helmet, Richard tossed it into the bottom of the boat and shouted a final thought in his mind. “Either give me the Power I need to help Amir, or I swear I’ll jump in the water and sink to the bottom of the ocean. Even my self-heal won’t be able to keep me alive once my reserve runs out. I swear I’ll do it.” 
 
    Why he thought anyone could hear his demands, Richard wasn’t sure. He felt more stubborn than foolish. Rising to his feet, he tensed his muscles in preparation for jumping overboard. Something stirred within him. He sensed the link to the smallest of his three reserves change and the Power in the smallest reserve become accessible. At the same time, a part of his memory returned. Suddenly he knew how to heal others. 
 
    A realization came over Richard, giving him pause. “I’ve got to drown in order to heal him.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” said Nickelo. “Additional information has become available in my databanks. You are an emp-healer. You will need to take on Amir’s injuries in order to heal him. Are you sure that’s what you want? His heart just stopped. I calculate you only have a few seconds before he is completely dead. Just FYI.” 
 
    The stubbornness inside Richard that had been willing to cast himself into the sea came flooding back to the surface. It refused to let a little thing like drowning stop him from doing what needed to be done. Tearing off his right glove, he grabbed Amir’s left hand. It was ice cold. For one brief millisecond, he looked at the man’s bluish face. He imagined how the face should look. He imagined how Amir’s body should be. He tried comparing it to the way it was now. He had trouble imagining the difference. 
 
    “I calculate this is not his real form,” said Nickelo. “I detect magic in him, a spell of some kind. Do you see it?” 
 
    Richard did. He followed the twist and turns of the magic. As he did, he got a better picture of the man’s true body structure and how it should be. Leaving the spell in place for fear of doing more harm than good by trying to remove it, he grabbed onto the difference between how Amir’s injured body was now and how a healthy version of it should be. He drew the difference into himself. As his lungs filled with water, he gasped and fell to the bottom of the dinghy. He tried to breathe but couldn’t. Red spots flashed before his eyes, then everything went black. 
 
    In the dark place that was now his home, memories flashed in Richard’s mind. Most were lost as soon as they came. A few remained. One was the memory of a yellow gem, along with a feeling of great need. Something told him if the gem was not found, all was lost. The same something gave him a feeling that Mia, Amir, and he needed to work together to find the gem in order to save all that was good. Another memory came that was a vision of a time-bubble and a spaceport that he’d helped destroy in the past. A third memory was of a tunnel system under the mountain the dwarves had once called home. The word Drepdenor flashed in his mind. A final memory was of a bird of metal, a drone. He remembered once helping two children launch the drone. 
 
    Awareness slowly came back to Richard. He stared up into two beautiful eyes with swirling silver specks. It was what could only be described as the face of an angel. 
 
    Am I dead? Richard wondered. 
 
    He noticed that the angel had pointed ears and long black hair. The angel smiled. 
 
    “So, you are awake at last,” said Mia. “I had begun to think we had lost you.” 
 
    The head of a big man appeared over the high priestess’s shoulder. The man’s hair was wet. The man was Amir.  
 
    “They told me that you saved my life. Why?” 
 
    Forcing himself to a sitting position, Richard looked around. He was back on the sloop with both ship’s crew and elves forming a circle around him. He looked up at Amir. “Why? You’re my teammate. You were in trouble. That’s what teammates do.” 
 
    “I was trying to kill you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Richard said, rubbing his chin. “I’ll admit that made me hesitate a little bit before I jumped over the side to get you.” He frowned. “Which reminds me, did I hear Skylark say something about you being a giant? Aren’t you a little short for a giant?” 
 
    “I am a giant,” said Amir. “I am from the Ecarian clan.” 
 
    “But you’re too short to—” 
 
    “I did that,” said Mia. “Amir is under a special polymorph enchantment.” 
 
    “I told you there was something different about him,” said Nickelo in their shared space. “Maybe next time you will listen to me.” 
 
    With Mia’s help, Richard rose to his feet. “I don’t understand. Why the deception?” He narrowed his eyes at Amir. “Prove to me that you’re a giant. Drop the spell and show me.” 
 
    “No!” said Mia before Amir could reply. “The magic is a one-time affair. Amir can deactivate the spell and return to his true form any time he wants, but I would not be able to use it on him again.” She waved a hand to encompass the sloop and smiled. “Besides, do you really want a five-elf-high giant on this ship? His weight would sink us.” 
 
    “The high priestess is right,” said Tracer. “Amir and you almost went to the bottom of the ocean once today. Are you sure you want to try it again?” 
 
    “Her point is valid,” said Nickelo. “I see the logic of keeping Amir in his current form. He will definitely draw less attention if we have to pass through another city or town.” 
 
    “Fine,” Richard said, looking at Mia. “I’ll take your word for it. He’s a giant. My only question is why? Why is a giant with a group of elves?” 
 
    “Why?” said Mia. “Because we were given a task by the Oracle to save the land.” 
 
    Richard nodded. Things were finally starting to make sense. He thought of the memories he’d seen while healing Amir. “Don’t tell me. You need to find a yellow gem.” 
 
    Mia’s eyes grew large. “You know of the gem?” She glanced at Amir before looking back at Richard. “Do you by any chance know where one is or where must we go?” 
 
    “Actually, I do,” Richard said. “We need to go to the dwarves’ old home. We need to go to Old Drepdenor.” 
 
    Lord Derander moved beside Mia. His eyes narrowed. “How do you know this? Even we do not—” 
 
    “Because I just know. Trust me. It only makes sense. We were attacked by vampires last night. The Drepdenor I knew was infested with vampires. I think some of them were used to take the city.” 
 
    Lieutenant Yasland cleared his throat. When he had everyone’s attention, he said something in gibberish. Amir said something back. They exchanged a few words more. When the sloop’s captain stopped talking, Amir looked back at Richard. 
 
    “Yasland says he’s a sailor. He does not know where the dwarves’ old home is. He only knows it’s somewhere to the north.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “Then tell him to head north.” A memory of the drone he’d seen came back to his mind. “I know where Old Drepdenor is, or at least I soon will. Tell Yasland I’ll let him know which way to go soon enough.” 
 
    The faces of those around him looked doubtful.  
 
    Only Mia’s gaze had an air of confidence. The silver in her eyes swirled faster. “We will do as you say, Rick. We will follow you to Old Drepdenor.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 – Old Drepdenor 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Two and a half weeks after Telsa and the others left Point Departure, they arrived at the foothills surrounding Old Drepdenor. The massive mountain loomed overhead as if beckoning to the dwarves. There was no laughter and very little talking amongst the dwarves. Even Rembis was solemn. 
 
    Since the dirt path they were following was wider than most, the elves were in a column of twos with Telsa riding next to Rembis. She leaned across the space between the gnome and her and whispered, “Why’s everyone so quiet? I thought the dwarves would be more excited to see their old home.” 
 
    Wiping at his eyes, Rembis looked away from the mountain, turning his gaze on Telsa. “Old Drepdenor is their home no longer. We lost a lot of friends during the battle against the vampires. The mountain is now our friends’ tomb.” He shrugged his shoulders and did his best to smile. “I suppose I thought it would be easier to come back. It’s not.” 
 
    Easy or not, everyone knew what needed to be done. General Fenmar and his nephew led the way to the secret tunnel where Telsa remembered the X-shuttle saving them from the vampires. The last time she’d seen the tunnel, the entrance had been a broken hole in the side of the mountain with scattered rocks and bodies of vampires lying all around. 
 
    Telsa pointed at the spot where she remembered the tunnel entrance being. “Someone’s fixed the entrance.” 
 
    Rembis gave a quiet laugh. “What did you think? That Emerald was going to leave our mountain open for anyone who wanted to come inside? The dwarves repaired the damage before we left. They tried to leave their home in good repair out of respect for their dead.” 
 
    Major Nekash came riding down the line of ponies, giving orders. Dwarves were soon unloading equipment from the pack animals. Telsa and Rembis were also put to work as was everyone including Queen Emerald, High Priestess Shandria, and High Lord Carndador. Well before the sun began to set, the dwarves’ camp was complete with tents, cooking fires, and guard posts. 
 
    After Rembis and Telsa finished a hasty meal, a soldier brought them a request from Emerald to attend a meeting in her tent. Since a request from a queen was the same thing as an order, Telsa and the gnome mage wasted no time in gathering with Shandria, Carndador, Fenmar, Nekash, Chancee, and Emerald. They were all huddled around a small folding table with an illusion of three transparent spheres on top. One sphere was green, one orange, and one purple. Miniature hallways, rooms, and tunnels were visible within the spheres. 
 
    Telsa looked at Shandria. “How accurate is your illusion?” 
 
    “Very accurate,” said the high priestess. “I spent over two years mapping the three time-bubbles before the final seed part was found.” 
 
    Pointing at a large cavern in the green sphere, Shandria said, “That is where Rick and I fought our final battle against the demon-dragon Efrestra. The access point I used to enter and exit the green time-bubble is there. Access points also exist within the purple and orange time-bubbles.” 
 
    Chancee moved closer to the purple sphere. “That long section of tunnel that has the four switchbacks looks familiar. It’s been a while, but I think that circular room before the switchbacks is where I was attacked by the lich.” She reached her hand into the purple part of the illusion and pointed at a spot on the wall of the circular room. I’m pretty sure that’s where I entered the time-bubble from Drepdenor’s lower tunnels.” 
 
    Shandria stared at the circular wall, her brows furrowing. The point on the wall of the circular room turned white. “That makes sense. The room was empty when I was in it, but I sensed an access point there, and it was not the one I created.” She stared at the illusion for several heartbeats before looking up at the blonde woman. “Can you remember where you encountered the yellow light you told us about?” 
 
    The ranger stared at the illusion for several heartbeats before pointing. “I was pretty fevered at the time, but I think it was near the point in the purple sphere where it overlaps with the green and orange spheres. The T intersection at the top of the stairs looks familiar. From what I can remember, there was a solid wall at the intersection that suddenly seemed to fall away. There was a cavern on the other side with a pool of water. I remember the water because I was so thirsty. Before I could drink any, I noticed a yellow light near a boulder. Bands of colors stretched from the boulder to the yellow light. I think that’s when he, I mean the light, started talking to me. Then he healed me. The next thing I knew, I was back in Drepdenor’s lower tunnels where General Fenmar found me.” 
 
    The entire group had remained silent while Chancee told her story. They remained quiet for several seconds before Telsa’s battle computer broke the silence. 
 
    Speaking over the battle helmet’s external speaker, Raj said, “Tele-bots recorded Wizard Scout Shepard’s mission in the time-bubbles. I was given access to the data six nanoseconds ago. From the videos, it appears Rick and Shandria met in the green time-bubble near a T intersection at the top of stairs. The wall at the intersection fell away similar to the way the ranger described. When the wall fell away, it revealed a cavern with a pool of water.” 
 
    Telsa removed her battle helmet and sat it on the table next to the illusion. “Are you saying it was the same intersection?” 
 
    “Negative,” replied Raj. “The intersection was similar, but it was not the same. I calculate there is also a similar intersection in the orange time-bubble. I calculate all three intersections are near the point where the three time-bubbles intersect. You will notice the convergence of the three colored spheres in the high priestess’s illusion creates an area of overlap. Based upon current data, there is a ninety-two percent probability that overlap is the cavern with the pool of water both Shandria and Chancee saw.” 
 
    Queen Emerald studied the illusion before looking at the high priestess. “Can you still get to your access point in the green time-bubble? Maybe we should try for it instead of the one Chancee stumbled upon.” 
 
    Shandria shook her head. “I think we should try for the ranger’s point of entry. Master Raj is just guessing that—” 
 
    “Computers do not guess,” said Raj sounding indignant. “I based my calculations on the available facts.” 
 
    The high priestess smiled. “I stand corrected, Master Raj. Still, you indicated only a little over a ninety-percent chance my intersection and Chancee’s lead to the same hidden chamber. We know the ranger’s way leads to the yellow light. I believe that is the way we should go.” She glanced at Emerald. “Besides, Rick and I were attacked by the demon-dragon Efrestra at the intersection in the green time-bubble. The ways of the demons are strange to me. Who is to say he or one of his brothers will not be waiting for us there now?” 
 
    Queen Emerald glanced at the others in the tent. After getting only a shrug of the shoulders from General Fenmar, she said, “Very well. We will leave half of Major Nekash’s soldiers in camp to guard our rear. The rest of us will enter the tunnels first thing in the morning and make for the purple time-bubble. Does anyone have any objections?” 
 
    No one did. 
 
    “Very well, then,” said Emerald. “Go to your tents and get some rest. We’ve got a big day tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 – Choices and Decisions 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Two weeks after leaving the sloop and its crew, Amir found himself trekking through another forest devastated by the increasingly frequent earthquakes. He looked ahead at the line of elves making their way around fallen trees crisscrossing what remained of a barely visible wagon trail. The mountains had been growing increasingly larger as they made their way east. A tall pinnacle Richard said was Old Drepdenor appeared tantalizingly within reach. 
 
    Amir glanced over at Tracer who was pulling rear guard with him. “There are only fifteen of us now. I’m not sure what we’re supposed to do when we get to this Old Drepdenor of Rick’s. If the dwarves’ ancient home is infested with vampires like he thinks, it would take an army to force our way in.” 
 
    Coming up to the trunk of a fallen tree, Tracer checked the other side to make sure a snake wasn’t sunning itself on the other side before stepping over. “There would be less of us if Ohadis and Regis had not sacrificed their lives to give the rest of us time to get out of the vampire’s trap.” 
 
    The memory of the trap they’d walked into four days ago flashed in Amir’s mind. To Richard’s credit, he’d tried to warn them that the area near the broken-down fort they’d stumbled upon was suspicious. Lord Derander had argued against blindly following the human’s advice to leave the area without checking out the fort. Mia had finally compromised by sending in a squad to recon. A company of mercenaries under cover of advanced illusion spells had attacked from one side while a dozen vampires materialized out of the fortress walls and attacked the recon team from behind. The monks Ohadis and Regis had held the vampires back long enough for the rest of the recon team to return to the main body, but it had cost the two monks their lives. 
 
    Amir glanced at the working end of his sledgehammer. In his mind, he could still see Ohadis’s blood dripping off it. 
 
    I couldn’t leave her as one of them, he reasoned. She begged me to kill her before she completely turned. 
 
    Amir remembered how Richard had joined him in trying to rescue the two monks before the elves were bitten. They’d been too late. The attackers hadn’t given them enough time to try healing the monks. While Richard had been forced to cut off Regis’s head, he’d had to mercifully kill Ohadis. As it was, Mia and the two mages had been hard-pressed to force a path through the mercenaries and get the rest of the party out of the trap. 
 
    Looking at the head of the column, Amir spotted Richard walking close to Mia. She’d been keeping the man near her ever since the ambush at the fortress. Amir still didn’t know what to make of him. 
 
    The high priestess has been relying more and more on Rick to keep us out of harm’s way. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not. He claims to know the path to the dwarves’ old home, but he has no map, just some unseen friend he claims is flying higher than anyone can see and guiding our way. 
 
    Actually, Amir knew the unseen part wasn’t exactly true. On two occasions, he’d spotted something in the air. As a giant, he’d always had good eyesight. Whatever it was had been too high to make out, but there had definitely been something there. 
 
    Pointing overhead, Amir glanced at Tracer. “Do you believe Rick’s story about the flying bird that shows us our route?” 
 
    Tracer shrugged. “He calls it a drone in his language. I have seen a lot of things in my four-hundred and eighty years of life. A bird of metal that sends messages to someone on the ground would not be the strangest thing I have ever encountered.” 
 
    “So you believe him?” 
 
    Tracer walked half a dozen steps before replying. “Do I believe him?” She nodded her head. “Yes, I think I do. I believe there is a lot he is not telling us, but I also believe what he does tell us is the truth as he knows it.” 
 
    Mulling over the elf’s reply, Amir had to admit he agreed with her line of thinking. The human had tried to explain that the black armor wasn’t his, but when pressed, he’d admitted that he was pretty sure he had a set of his own. The man also claimed to have gaps in his memory but insisted that he remembered being at the dwarves’ old home once before, although he refused to say when or for what purpose. 
 
    When Amir remained silent, Tracer asked, “You like him, don’t you?” 
 
    Nodding his head, Amir said, “I suppose I do.” He gave a half grin. “I mean, when I’m not trying to kill him, that is.” 
 
    A laugh burst out from Tracer before she caught herself. Several elves in front of them turned around and stared. She pointedly ignored them. “I suppose trying to kill him does cut down on the comradeship a little. For my part, I have to admit having Rick assigned to our team and spending so much time with him learning his language has made me fond of him.” She gave a wink. “I mean, despite the fact he is a human.” 
 
    Amir nodded and dropped the subject. He wasn’t quite ready to admit that he was also fond of the human. He touched the pouch beneath his chainmail where it dangled on the leather thong and imagined Glory’s face with a yellow flower in her hair. The image faded away. He glanced ahead at the human. 
 
    I wish I knew what was going on in the man’s mind. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I wish I knew what is going on in that mind of yours,” said Nickelo. “You have been keeping a lot of your thoughts in your private space lately.” 
 
    “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, Nick. Our mission has me confused.” 
 
    Richard glanced at Mia walking to his right. A strand of her long black hair had come loose and was blowing in the breeze. He fought an urge to reach out and tuck the errant hair back into the strip of blue cloth holding the rest in place. The ring on his finger grew warm. He kept his hand resting on his waist belt. 
 
    “Oh, you have been thinking all right, but I calculate it has not been about our mission. You forget who you are talking to. I can sense the increase in your heartbeat when you are near the high priestess. The ring’s sensors have also picked up an increase in her heartbeat when she is around you.” 
 
    “Really? Her heart beats faster? Uh, not that it matters.” 
 
    Something silver flashed in Richard’s mind. The image resembled eyes. The ring on his finger grew noticeably warmer. A feeling of guilt washed over him. He wasn’t sure why. 
 
    Mia must have sensed him looking at her. She glanced over and smiled. “Are you talking to your drone again, Rick? You have that blank look you get on your face sometimes.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. I, uh, was just verifying our position. We should reach the entrance to the tunnel I told you about sometime around noon tomorrow.” 
 
    “Liar,” said Nickelo. “You were talking to me. Instead of making up tales, you should be figuring out what we are going to do when we get there.” 
 
    Mia sighed. “It is unfortunate this drone of yours cannot see inside the mountain. It would help to know what we will be facing.” She glanced around at what few elves were left in her command. “Our lancers have paid a heavy price for my bad choices. I do not wish to make them pay more.” 
 
    “You haven’t made bad decisions,” Richard said. “How could anyone have known vampires would attack the city? Heck, you and that staff of yours saved our lives.” 
 
    Mia nodded her head. “Yes, the Staff of the Lady of the Tree was the difference between life and death. My fear is that even its magic will not be enough if the tunnels under Old Drepdenor are filled with the same undead. Perhaps our quest was doomed before we ever started.” 
 
    “Then why go on? Why not return home now, before we’re all killed?” 
 
    “You know why, Rick. If we do not find another yellow gem to stop what is happening to our land, there may well be no safe place anywhere on our world. All will die. Our only hope is to press onward.” 
 
    Richard wasn’t so sure, but he didn’t naysay her. He wasn’t sure what they’d find in the dwarves’ old home. Rack his brain as he might, he couldn’t remember anything about Old Drepdenor that indicated there was a yellow gem there. The color blue kept flashing in his mind. 
 
    “Yes,” said Nickelo. “I have scanned the memory banks of the battle helmet you wear. Wanda recorded everything up until the time she was removed from the helmet. I have told you all I know. You supplied the dwarves with some blue gems you found. They were using them to create armor and weapons of Holy Metal. The other wizard scouts and you were doing recons of the Dragars’ spaceport in preparation for an attack by the dwarves and their human allies. You were getting ready to make a recon of the Drepdenor tunnels. That is why you gave your brother one of your battle suits. That is all I know.” 
 
    “So you’ve told me,” Richard said. “It still feels like someone else’s history, not mine. I don’t remember having a brother. My memory of my past is pretty much a blank. You told me parts of the battle helmet’s databanks are also blank.” 
 
    “I did not say blank,” replied Nickelo. “I said they were inaccessible. It is as if someone or something only wants us to know the minimum necessary to complete our mission. Logically, the helmet’s databanks should contain information about where we came from and the people you have known in the past. I am positive that data is in the helmet’s memory banks, but I cannot access it. I have been unable to construct an algorithm that can tell us why.” 
 
    “Well, a lot of things elude me too, so don’t take it so hard,” Richard said. “In the meantime, have the drone concentrate on the area around Old Drepdenor. You sent me an image of an opening in the side of the mountain. I think that’s our best point of entry. The only problem is that if anything still lives in those tunnels, it probably also knows about the entrance.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo. “I calculate it is not living things you need to worry about. Technically speaking, vampires are not alive.” 
 
    “Forget the science lesson. Just make the drone do what I said.” 
 
    “Compliance, oh greatest and most wondrous of wizard scouts.” 
 
    “Oh, put a sock in it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 – Dreams 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard and the others reached the foot of Old Drepdenor just as the last rays of sunlight disappeared over the horizon. Mia wanted to press on, but Richard convinced her that if the vampires were in the tunnels like he feared, they’d probably be more active at night. For once Lord Derander agreed with him. Between the mage and him, they were able to persuade the high priestess to wait until morning before trying to breach the ancient mountain fortress. 
 
    The elves made a cold camp for the night. As close as they were to their destination, no one wanted to risk a fire. That meant eating uncooked rice and dried meat for supper. Richard opted to pass on his share of the food. It wasn’t that he wasn’t hungry. He was always a little hungry. It was just that given the choice between eating a handful of dry rice or letting his self-heal take care of his nourishment, he chose the self-heal. 
 
    “Wise decision,” said Nickelo. “I calculate eating such a meager amount of food is not worth the effort.” 
 
    Richard sealed his battle suit but didn’t activate it. Curling up next to a log, he got as comfortable as he could. “Says someone who doesn’t eat. If you don’t mind, you can keep those kinds of calculations to yourself.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Expecting some kind of snide remark from his battle computer, Richard was pleasantly surprised when none came. He closed his eyes and dozed. Not that his body needed the rest, but the strain of the last few days had taken a toll on his psyche. He knew he needed a little sleep to refresh his mind. Sleep didn’t come easy, but when it did, he let it take him where it willed. 
 
    A dream, or maybe it was more of a memory, swept over Richard while he dozed. He was lying on the ground overlooking a spaceport. The port was located at the base of a mountain. He instinctively knew the mountain was Old Drepdenor, the previous home of the dwarves. The man that Nickelo had told him was his brother was lying on the ground near him. There were two kids with them, a teenage boy and girl by their looks. The spaceport stretching below them in his dream was indistinct. Even so, he was able to make out enough to know it was protected by a shield of some kind. The faintest wisp of a memory told him the shield was a time-bubble. He wasn’t totally sure what a time-bubble was, but at the same time, he was sure he was looking at one. The time-bubble was composed of three smaller bubbles, all connected to form the whole but yet at the same time, separate. One of the smaller time-bubbles was green, one was orange, and one was purple. Something yellow glowed where the three time-bubbles intersected. 
 
    Is that a fourth time-bubble? Richard wondered. 
 
    The yellow glow moved as if it were a living creature. 
 
    A feeling of agony washed over Richard. The feeling seemed to come from the yellow. 
 
    “Help me,” came something from the yellow that was not a voice. 
 
    “Help you how?” Richard asked in his dream. 
 
    Instead of replying, the feeling of agony from the yellow glow increased. Richard thought he sensed another something in the fourth bubble, besides the yellow. The other something was dark and full of hate. Richard shrank back. The something’s eyes, if eyes it had, turned and focused on Richard. Evil like he’d never felt swept over him. 
 
    “My master cannot protect you here,” said the something. “Come. Come to me and feel my mercy.” 
 
    The yellow screamed. So did Richard. 
 
    “Rick! Rick!” shouted voices from far away. “Wake up.” 
 
    Richard felt hands shaking him. He struggled against his dream. The other something latched onto him with its evil, refusing to let him leave. Somehow the yellow was able to reach out and give him a shove, breaking the evil’s grip. As he floated up toward the light that he knew was consciousness, he sensed the evil strike out at the yellow. 
 
    “You shall pay for that,” said the evil. “The agonies you have felt will be as nothing compared to what I have in store for you.” The evil struck out again. 
 
    The yellow screamed, although the scream had no sound. 
 
    Richard matched the yellow’s scream, only his scream had a lot of sound. 
 
    “Wake up!” shouted a feminine voice. “By the Lady, wake up!” 
 
    Richard opened his eyes. Two red points of light stared back at him. He thought the command to deactivate his visor. When the night-vision filter disappeared, the two red lights turned into twin pools of silver-speckled orbs of black. 
 
    Reality came rushing back into Richard’s mind. “Mia,” he said, rubbing at his eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    The high priestess rose from where she knelt next to him. “You tell me, Rick. You were the one screaming. I daresay any vampires or mercenaries within half a league know we are here now.” 
 
    Rising to a sitting position, Richard looked around in the light of the full moon to see everyone in camp staring at him. “Sorry,” he said. “I, uh, I was having a dream.” 
 
    Shifting her staff from her right hand to her left, Mia shook her head. “Nay. From the sound of your screams, it was more a nightmare. I fear you have placed us in danger. We can remain here no longer.” 
 
    The memory of what he’d seen and felt in the dream rushed back into Richard’s mind. “You’re right. We need to leave before it’s too late. We have to rescue him.” 
 
    Standing next to Mia, Lord Derander glanced at her before looking at Richard. “Go where? Under the mountain? I thought you said it was too dangerous to try it at night. Who is this that you want us to rescue? Our quest is to find a gem. We do not have the resources to go rescuing everyone in trouble we meet.” 
 
    Richard ignored the mage and focused on Mia. Although it was dark, the silver specks in her eyes reflected the moonlight back at him. 
 
    “If it is too dark for you,” said Nickelo, “why don’t you activate your night vision filter again. Oh, and by the way, I too would like to know where you are planning on going and who you think we need to rescue. I was not privy to your dream, if a dream it was.” 
 
    Richard paid no more attention to his battle computer than he had to Derander. His full attention was on the high priestess. “I saw something. It was yellow. I don’t know how I know, but I’m certain it has something to do with the gem you seek. He’s in trouble. We have to save him.” 
 
    Mia stared at Richard for five heartbeats before looking at Lord Derander and Master Freestrod. The frown on Derander’s face gave his opinion. Freestrod merely shrugged his shoulders. Turning back to Richard, she said, “Him? Him who? Our quest is to find a gem, not a person. A gem is not a person.” 
 
    “I know,” Richard said, confused himself. “Nevertheless, they are connected. We have to save him.” 
 
    “Rick,” said Mia as if choosing her words carefully. “I—” 
 
    Standing off to the side near Tracer, Grapeon, and Skylark, Amir lowered the butt of his hammer so it rested on the ground. “Some gems have souls.” 
 
    The big man’s words were unexpected enough that everyone, including Richard, turned to look at him. 
 
    “What?” said Mia. “What did you say?” 
 
    Amir shuffled his feet. “Stones and gems can communicate if you know their language. Some gems have souls, or perhaps it’s more of a case that some souls are gems. Even Shaman Blackroot doesn’t know for sure.” 
 
    Mia took a step toward Amir. “What are you trying to tell us? You are the elf friend. If you say we should abandon our mission and go rescue this person of Rick’s, then who am I to say nay? Is that what you are telling us to do?” 
 
    Amir touched his hand to a bulge under his chainmail before lowering it back to his hammer. He glanced around at the group of elves, then finally turned to Richard. “I too was dreaming. I also saw yellow. The yellow called to me through…something. The call came from long ago, but at the same time, it seemed to come from now and beyond now. The yellow is being tortured. It was asking for our help.” 
 
    Something Amir said piqued Richard’s curiosity. “You said the yellow called to you through something. What do you mean by something?” 
 
    Amir stared long and hard at Richard, then let his sledgehammer rest against his leg. Raising his hand to his neck, he tugged on a leather throng and pulled out a small pouch that had been hidden beneath his chainmail. He opened the pouch and poured the contents into his free hand. 
 
    From what Richard could see, Amir’s palm was filled with jagged shards of some kind. Sensing the shards were important, he thought the command for white light. A bright beam shot out from the forehead of his helmet, illuminating Amir’s hand. Yellow light reflected back from shattered pieces of what had obviously been a gem. Mixed in with the shards was a yellow flower. Richard detected a faint magic emanating from the flower. 
 
    “I calculate the magic is a preservation spell of some type,” said Nickelo. “I detect no magic in the gem pieces, although I do get the impression they once held great Power.” 
 
    The results of Richard’s passive scan gave him the same impression. He pointed at the shards in Amir’s hand. “What are they?” 
 
    Amir let go of the pouch and wiped at his eyes before looking down at the shattered gem. “These pieces are all that remain of the Heart-stone, the yellow gem that was entrusted to my clan.” He looked up at Richard. “It was destroyed by someone wearing a suit like the one you wear now. I did not see his face, but I could tell he was a human male. After destroying the gem, he killed many of our giants before making his escape. He also killed…he, uh…” The big man wiped at something in his eyes with his free hand. 
 
    When no one said anything for a full ten seconds, Richard whispered, “And the flower?” 
 
    Seeming to stare at the flower mixed in with the handful of shards, Amir wiped at his eyes again. When he finally looked at Richard, his eyes were shiny, but there were no tears. “Glory and I were to be married. She was wearing this flower the day the human destroyed the Heart-stone.” Sensing Richard’s confusion, Amir said, “That is what we called the yellow gem given to us for safekeeping. The Heart-stone held the destructive forces of our world at bay. Once it was destroyed, they were unleashed. I do not think our world will continue to exist if we do not find a replacement for the Heart-stone.” He picked the yellow flower out of the dull pieces of yellow gem and held it between two fingers. “Glory always liked yellow.” 
 
    “Liked?” Richard asked already knowing the answer but having to ask anyway. 
 
    Amir looked away from the perfectly preserved flower and locked eyes with Richard. “Yes, liked. The human wearing the suit like the one you wear now killed her. I made a vow over her body that I would find him and get revenge. I have dedicated my life to doing so.” 
 
    Forcing himself not to look away, Richard said, “Do you think I destroyed your Heart-stone? Do really believe I killed your Glory?” 
 
    Amir hesitated only a single heartbeat. “No. Once I did, but no more. The human who murdered Glory was…different. He was shorter, but it was more than that. I sensed a taint of evil on him that is not in you. I do not think it has ever been in you. The armor you wear may be like his, but you are not him.” 
 
    Breathing a sigh of relief, Richard nodded. “You said the yellow in your dream asked you for help. How?” 
 
    Raising the hand holding the pieces of shattered gem, Amir said, “Through this. It’s as if the remains of the Heart-stone and the yellow in my dream are connected.” He poured the yellow shards back into his pouch before dropping in the flower, then stuffed the pouch beneath his chainmail. “What’s left of the Heart-stone has no Power of its own, but I sense the connection to the yellow. I believe the yellow in my dream may have the Power we need to restore the balance in the land.” He turned to Mia. “I agree with Rick. I believe we must help the yellow from our dreams, if help we may. As Elf Friend, I am giving you my advice.” 
 
    The high priestess looked at Derander and Freestrod. The two mages said nothing, although Richard thought he detected the merest nod from Master Freestrod. Turning her attention back to Amir, Mia said, “Very well. Help you shall have, Elf Friend. Where should we go? To the tunnel Rick told us about?” 
 
    Amir picked up his hammer and glanced at Richard. “The yellow did not tell me where to go? Do you know a way?” 
 
    Richard shut off the white light and smiled. “Actually, I think I do. I just wish we had some allies. I think we’re going to need them.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 – The X-shuttle 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The planet Portalis showed up bright and clear in the view screen of the X-shuttle. Sitting in the shuttle’s copilot seat, Jeena had a clear view of her home world. The green and brown of the planet’s two major continents were easy to distinguish against the brilliant blue of her oceans. 
 
    “She is beautiful,” Jeena whispered. 
 
    The sensitive ears of the shuttle’s orc pilot picked up her words. “Yes, she is,” said Timerman. “Portalis is almost as beautiful as my home world of Redestan. I haven’t seen her in quite a while.” 
 
    Jeena noticed the teenage orc wipe his eyes with the cuff of his sleeve. “Is our stealth shield holding?” she asked in an attempt to take the teenager’s mind off any homesickness he might be feeling. 
 
    “Why ask him?” said Danny over the ring’s external speaker. “I could tell you that information. The merged stealth shield of the two scouts combined with the protective magic from Calatron and your spells is functioning perfectly. I calculate neither the Dragars’ magic or technology sensors on their ships will be able to detect the shuttle. Calatron’s invisibility spell on the X-shuttle also means we could pass right in front of one of their warships without being seen.” 
 
    “Don’t bet on it,” came the squeaky voice of the gnome mage Calatron from the crowded crew compartment of the X-shuttle. “There are spells and magic items that can penetrate invisibility spells. Plus, it’s been my experience that there’s always the unexpected which can get you in trouble.” 
 
    Jeena turned in her chair to glance at Calatron. He was sitting on the shuttle’s portside bench seat with the gnome mage Kester and Red Wing and Stella. The two scouts had crammed the two smaller gnomes into one corner of the bench. The six dwarves led by Felspar were on the opposite bench seat. While not has big as the two scouts, between the dwarves’ wide shoulders and their armor and weapons, the dwarf security team took up the full length of the bench seat. 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Jeena told Calatron. “We have protected ourselves as much as we are able. The rest we will leave up to the Creator. For our part, we need to concentrate on landing near the location of the future spaceport. There we will find the time-bubble. We will enter using the spell given to me by the Lady and do what we must do.” 
 
    Calatron gave one of the grins for which gnomes were famous. “What exactly must we do? As I’ve said before, you’ve been plenty light on the details.” 
 
    The color yellow flashed in Jeena’s mind. For some reason it was accompanied by a vision of white wings. “I have not told you because I do not know. All I have been told is that we must enter the time-bubble. I am confident the true purpose of our mission will come to us at the proper time.” 
 
    The gnome mage didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t argue. None of the others spoke up either, and silence filled the shuttle for several moments until an alarm on the pilot’s console flashed red accompanied by a warning bell. 
 
    “Incoming!” said Timerman. “I have a bogey at one hundred thousand meters coming in fast on our seven.” 
 
    Jeena glanced at the X-shuttle’s tactical hologram located between the pilot and copilot seats. A red dot off the shuttle’s tail marked the position of an approaching ship. A dozen yellow and orange dots left the red dot and began moving at a high rate of speed toward the location of the white dot that was the X-shuttle. 
 
    “They are anti-ship missiles,” said Danny over the ring’s external speaker. “Contact in six seconds.” 
 
    Jeena didn’t waste time wondering how they’d been spotted. She activated the shuttle’s rear force field and angled the shields for optimum efficiency the way Sergeant Ron had shown her. At the same time, she drew Power from her reserve in preparation for casting a defensive spell around the X-shuttle. She needn’t have bothered. Both Red Wing and Stella had beaten her to the punch by forming defensive shields around the ship. 
 
    The X-shuttle banked hard to the left as Timerman tried an evasive maneuver. “Activate countermeasures,” ordered the teenage orc. 
 
    Jeena punched an icon on the armrest of her copilot chair. “Activated. What else can I do?” 
 
    The shuttle bucketed slightly as a barrage of anti-anti-ship missiles left the shuttle and headed for the incoming missiles. 
 
    “Pray,” said Timerman. 
 
    Jeena prayed. At the same time, she switched the copilot’s view screen to the rear camera with max zoom. A Dragar destroyer appeared, the emblem of a black dragon with a red stripe down its side clearly visible on its hull. 
 
    How did they spot us? Jeena wondered. What sensor could pick up the X-shuttle? 
 
    The external speaker on Jeena’s ring crackled. “Four missiles were taken out by our countermeasures,” said Danny. “Two are still heading our way. Contact in two seconds.” 
 
    Two heartbeats passed. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    The X-shuttle bucketed. 
 
    “Our rear shields held,” said Timerman. “I’m turning to attack the destroyer.” 
 
    “No,” Jeena ordered. “Take evasive maneuvers. You have to drop us near the time-bubble. That is all that matters now.” 
 
    Half into a turn, the X-shuttle straightened out and renewed her course toward Portalis. 
 
    The translator on Stella’s battle helmet crackled. “Our defensive shield has been weakened. Should I contact the Defiant and request assistance?” 
 
    Jeena thought of the recon ship and its battery of magic and technology weapons. While it might prove a match for the Dragars’ destroyer, the Defiant was on the far side of the sun, putting out the last of the modified tele-bots.  
 
    “No. Danny, I want you to inform Sergeant Ron of our situation but tell him that he is to maintain his current position. We have been compromised. He has not. Liz is going to need the information from those tele-bots. Tell him to continue his mission.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    “Now what?” asked Red Wing. “The destroyer is closing fast, and Portalis is too far away. My fighting computer calculates we are not going to make it.” 
 
    Jeena glanced at the tactical hologram and gauged the distance to their drop zone. She had a feeling the Crosioian scout was right, but she’d been around her bondmate too much to give up. “We will make it,” she said hoping her voice sounded as confident as her words. “Somehow we’ll make it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 – Working with Fools 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Lord Crendemor gritted his teeth as he stood on the bridge of the Dragar destroyer. Why must I always work with idiots and fools? he thought. Turning to the destroyer’s captain, he said, “I told you to disable the ship, not destroy it. We need what is onboard in one piece.” 
 
    The Dragar snorted, sending mucus from his reptilian snout. “You need it, not us. How am I supposed to attack something that does not show on our sensors? We had to launch the missiles based on the location you gave us. The shuttle was invisible. We could not see or detect it.” 
 
    Balling his left fist, Lord Crendemor recited a calming mantra. “Well, you will see it soon enough. I have a way to pinpoint the shuttle’s exact location. Line up for another attack. This time make sure you take out their engine. I will not tolerate failure a second time.” 
 
    The Dragar’s dragon-like skin turned a dark gray. 
 
    Crendemor prepared a defensive spell in case the destroyer’s captain attacked. 
 
    Instead of attacking, the Dragar turned to his first mate and began issuing attack orders. 
 
    Lord Crendemor allowed himself a hint of a smile. Apparently he is not as big a fool as I thought. 
 
    Turning from the destroyer’s captain, Crendemor checked to make sure his personal stealth shield was still in place. Unlike the stealth shield around the destroyer that had dropped when they’d launched their missiles, his shield was functioning perfectly. Wrapping a line of Power with another stealth shield, Crendemor sent an active scan in the direction of his enemy’s shuttle. Like earlier, he was unable to detect the shuttle itself, but it didn’t matter. He only needed to detect that which was inside. As before, his active scan picked up the presence of the thing he sought, the thing he’d spent five decades of his life trying to master. 
 
    The Lady’s staff, he thought, remembering the feel of the powerful artifact in his hand. Soon it will be in my possession again. This time I will take full control of the staff and use it to open the gate to the demonic plane. The demon armies will be mine. Nothing can stop me once I have the staff in my hands. 
 
    Lord Crendemor thought of the last time he’d possessed the staff. The Lady’s hold over the staff had proven too strong and resisted him. Not this time. This time I know its secret. The link connecting the staff to Jeena strengthens the staff. I need to kill the high priestess. I cannot destroy her link to the staff, but once she is dead, there will be nothing at her end. The staff will be mine. All I have to do is kill her. 
 
    He sensed the location of the Lady’s staff with his active scan and muttered a spell to send the position to the crystal ball that was the Dragars’ version of a weapons guidance system. 
 
    “I have sent you the current location of the shuttle,” Lord Crendemor told the destroyer’s captain. “My spell will keep the location updated in your weapons control system. Fire now. Destroy their engine and force them to land on the planet.” 
 
    “Firing now,” said the weapons officer. 
 
    A wave of six missiles followed by two more shot out the front of the destroyer. 
 
    “The shuttle has activated additional countermeasures,” said the weapons officer. 
 
    Lord Crendemor glanced at the crystal ball. Four of the six yellow dots marking the positions of the missiles in the first wave were already gone. The red dot denoting the location of the staff swerved to the left. The final two missiles in the first wave passed by and exploded. 
 
    “They shot them down with their forward plasma cannons,” said the weapons officer. “Our second wave will make contact with their shield in five seconds.” 
 
    The last two yellow dots in the crystal ball drew closer to the single red dot. Both missiles disappeared. The red dot swerved left and right before continuing on an erratic course in the direction of the planet’s surface. 
 
    “Our missiles destroyed her force field,” said the weapons officer. “The shuttle’s stealth capability is gone. She is showing up on our sensors now.” 
 
    “Transfer their image to the forward view screens,” said the Dragar captain. 
 
    The image of a shuttle streaming vapor out of her rear compartment appeared on the forward screen. For a moment, Lord Crendemor was concerned the shuttle was in danger of exploding. Before he could order the Dragars to intervene, the pilot of the shuttle seemed to regain at least partial control as it plummeted through the planet’s upper atmosphere. 
 
    “It is heading for the eastern continent,” said the Dragar captain. “She may reach the location of our time-bubble before she’s within range of our tractor beams.” He turned and faced Lord Crendemor. “Shall I have my forward gunners destroy her with disintegrator spell beams?” 
 
    Lord Crendemor shook his head. “No. Let her land. You have the troops onboard that I requested.” 
 
    “Yes,” replied the captain. “We have a company of heavy infantry and a squad of recon-golems ready in the drop bay. Once we unload our infantry, we will use our tractor beams to deploy heavier golems onto the surface. My troops should be able to easily kill any survivors from the shuttle’s crash.” 
 
    “See that they do, Captain.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor continued following the flight of the X-shuttle with both his active scan and by looking at the crystal ball. As the shuttle passed through the planet’s atmosphere, the vapor trail turned into dark gray smoke. Within seconds, streaks of green and purple fire flared out the back of the shuttle. Somehow the pilot of the small ship kept enough control to begin leveling off a thousand meters above the surface. 
 
    Something touched the edge of Crendemor’s passive scan. It is the Dragars’ time-bubble. They are going to land closer to it than I would like. 
 
    Turning to look at the Dragar captain, Lord Crendemor said, “Hurry, fool, or they will be out of the shuttle before you can unload your troops.” 
 
    The Dragar captain bared his teeth. Hatred flared in his eyes, but he seemed to think better of it. He turned away for a second before turning back. The flames in his eyes were still there, but his voice was calm enough. “I can go no faster. This destroyer was not designed to land on a planet’s surface. Her bottom decks would be crushed. We must come to a hover to drop my troops.” 
 
    “Then do so,” Lord Crendemor snarled. “Do it in a hurry. I will not be pleased if the shuttle’s occupants escape.” 
 
    “Nor would I,” replied the captain as he turned to issue his commands. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 – Green Time-bubble 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The morning sun was just peeking over the mountain the dwarves called Old Drepdenor when Richard arrived at the hill in his dream. He looked down on a shrub-filled plain stretching out for several kilometers in all directions. The ground seemed amazingly flat except for a few mounds covered in shrubbery and small trees that dotted the landscape. 
 
    “This is the place, I’m sure of it,” Richard told his battle computer. 
 
    “Not having access to your dream, I cannot confirm the location,” replied Nickelo. “What I can tell you is that my sensors are picking up stray bits of metal on the plain. The radiation level of the plain is slightly higher than that of its surroundings. If I had to guess, which you know I do badly, I would say a nuke or something like it had detonated in the area in the distant past.” 
 
    Richard glanced at the elves around him. “Is the radiation dangerous?” he asked his battle computer. “I’ve got this battle suit, but everyone else is unprotected.” 
 
    “The blast was a long time ago, Wizard Scout. From what little you can remember from your last time at the Dragars’ spaceport, and from what I can glean from Wanda’s databanks, the explosion happened eighty-four thousand years ago. It is perfectly safe now.” 
 
    Taking his battle computer at his word, Richard turned to Mia and Amir. The other elves, including the monks and the two mages, waited at the base of the hill. “This is the place. There was a time-bubble here, or rather a series of time-bubbles.” 
 
    Mia gazed out over the plain. “I neither see nor sense anything unusual. Are you sure this time-bubble of yours is still here?” 
 
    Nodding his head, Richard pointed at the plain below. “Oh, it’s there all right. A time-bubble exists in all times at the same time. It can never be destroyed, but you need access points to get inside.” 
 
    Amir had also been looking at landscape below the hill. At Richard’s words, he raised his left hand and touched the bulge beneath his chainmail. “The remains of the Heart-stone grow warm. I too think this is the place we need to be. I must profess that like the high priestess, I neither see nor sense anything. How are we supposed to enter something we can neither see nor touch?” 
 
    “Good question,” said Nickelo in Richard’s shared space. “Unless you have been hiding things from me, you are unable to create a time-bubble on your own. I calculate that even if you had access to all three of your Power reserves, which you do not, you would have insufficient Power to do so.” 
 
    Richard was about to agree with his battle computer when Mia spoke. 
 
    “Before I left Silverton, the Lady of the Tree provided me with a spell. The Lady told me if my quest was to succeed, that I would need to enter that which could not be entered. She told me the spell would give me the access I would need.” She turned to Richard. “You mentioned an access point. The Lady also used the word access. I do not think it was by accident.” 
 
    The hair on the back of Richard’s neck tingled. “Neither do I. From what I remember, our recon of the spaceport found a weak point in the shield. It was just below this hill. I’d say that would be the place to try your spell.” 
 
    Calling the others forward, Mia followed Richard and Amir down the hill. When he indicated the position of the weak point, she placed the butt of her staff on the ground and drew Power from her reserve. The blue gem at the top of her staff glowed bright as she began chanting words Richard heard but quickly forgot. After a full minute of chanting, the air ten meters to their front started to shimmer. The shimmer took on a greenish tint. 
 
    That’s strange, Richard thought. I’d expect the color to match the blue color of the gem in the Lady’s staff. 
 
    “Actually, the green color does not surprise me. According to what little you remember, the time-bubble at the Dragars’ spaceport was created by three dragon eggs. One was green, one orange, and one purple. Based upon the color of the shimmer, I calculate the high priestess’s spell is creating an access point to the green time-bubble.” 
 
    Richard continued to watch the shimmering in the air. Within a dozen heartbeats, the green tint solidified into an opening resembling a two-meter diameter, green-outlined circle in the air. The area within the opening was dark. The smell of death came from it. 
 
    Tracer, Grapeon, and Skylark started forward with bows at the ready. 
 
    Having finished her spell, Mia stepped in front of them. “No. I will be the first to enter. I have lost too many under my command as it is.” 
 
    “Like hell you will,” Richard said. “The rest of us are expendable. You’re not.” 
 
    “The human is right,” said Lord Derander. “I shall be first to enter the opening.” 
 
    Amir shifted his hammer to his left hand and pointed at the opening with his right. “You declared me Elf Friend. It is my responsibility. I shall go first. If it is safe, I will—” 
 
    “Commander, no!” cried Mia as she started toward the opening. 
 
    Turning away from the arguing Derander and Amir, Richard caught sight of the three remaining Kreorian guards stepping through the access point. He reached out and grabbed Mia by the shoulder before she could follow them. 
 
    “It’s too late,” Richard said. “They’re already inside. All we can do is wait and see what happens next.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” came Nickelo’s thought. “Everyone could enter after them. I would not advise that, but it is an option.” 
 
    Richard didn’t feel like trying such a low-success option at the moment, so he waited. 
 
    Shrugging Richard’s hand off her shoulder, Mia also waited. She glared at him. “Never do that again. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Richard nodded. “Loud and clear.” 
 
    As Richard and Mia glared at each other, Tracer placed half the lancers in a semicircle facing the rear with bows at the ready while the other half faced the opening with swords drawn. Then they waited. 
 
    After a full minute, Richard felt the ring on his finger becoming warmer. The heat grew to the point of burning. Just as he was grabbing his ring finger with his right hand in preparation for removing the ring, he sensed an emotion coming through the ring. It was full of hate. It wasn’t hate at him, but the unexpected emotion was enough to make him leave the ring in place. The emotion was accompanied by a flow of Power, a lot of Power, and a demand for something. 
 
    What’s going on? Richard thought. I don’t need Power right now. 
 
    “Maybe you do not,” said Nickelo, “but I calculate whoever or whatever is on the other side of that gem does. They fed you Power when you needed it. I calculate whoever it is expects you to do the same in return.” 
 
    Drawing the Power into himself, Richard felt it double in size. “Maybe I should keep it for myself. I’m probably going to need it when we enter the time-bubble.” 
 
    Before Nickelo could give his opinion of the subject, Richard sensed an emotion of desperation coming from the ring. An image of silver eyes and silver hair flashed in his mind. On impulse, he sent the Power back through the ring’s gem, holding none back. Power returned back to him through the link, more than he’d sent. As soon as the returned Power touched his reserve, it doubled again. He sent it back down the link a second time, then a third and a fourth. Each time the Power made a round between him and whoever was on the other side of the ring’s gem, it increased incrementally. The Power returned for a fifth time. When the Power doubled again, it reached a point where Richard nearly lost control. He sent the Power back a fifth time. It did not return for a sixth round. 
 
    The warmth in the ring faded until the paper-thin metal was cool once more. Try as he might, Richard detected nothing on the other end of the ring. “It’s like it just disappeared. Do you think whatever’s on the other side died?” 
 
    “Insufficient data to tell one way or the other,” replied Nickelo. “My suggestion is to worry about your own problems. By the way, something is coming back through the access point.” 
 
    A hand and arm appeared in the dark opening followed by the rest of Meshanahl’s body. The young monk had a rag tied over his mouth and nose. 
 
    Looking around, Meshanahl spotted Mia and gave a half bow. “Commander Astradis sends his greetings, High Priestess. He says it is safe to enter.” He pointed at the rag across his face. “You may want to prepare yourselves. The air is very foul.” 
 
    Taking the monk at his word, Tracer gave the command to her lancers to tear strips from their cloaks and cover their mouth and nose. The two mages along with Amir and Mia followed suit. 
 
    Nickelo chuckled. “Kinda makes me glad I do not breathe. I calculate you are fortunate that your battle suit is a self-contained environment. You will not have to breathe whatever noxious odor the monks have found on the other side.” 
 
    Richard activated his battle suit. In less time than it took for his heart to beat once, the suit converted from its leather form to high-density armor. He did a quick function check of the suit’s seals. The check came back positive. Glancing to his left, he checked to make sure the transition to full armor wasn’t going to set off Amir. 
 
    The big man glared at him, but after a second, he nodded his head, raised his hammer and shield, and stepped next to Richard. “We will go in together.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Richard replied. 
 
    Before Richard could take a step, Mia lifted the Lady’s staff and stepped between them to take the lead. She was followed by Meshanahl and the two mages. Richard was about to fall in behind them when Tracer shoved him out of the way and moved forward with her lancers. 
 
    Glancing at Amir, Richard shrugged. “I guess we’re tail-end Charlie.” 
 
    The big man smiled. “If that means we’re last, then I believe you’re right.” He waved his hammer at the now empty opening. “Shall we?” 
 
    Stepping forward, Richard entered the access point with Amir close behind. It was dark inside. That mattered little to Richard since he had his night-vision filter in place, but Amir stumbled a little as his eyes adjusted. 
 
    Richard found himself inside a large cavern. Tracer had the elf lancers in a half-circle facing the center of the cavern. Two of the elves were on their knees making retching sounds. The same sound came from behind him as Amir went down on one knee and began throwing up his meal from the night before. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo. “Based upon the reactions of Amir and the elves, I calculate a one hundred percent probability you should be thankful you do not have to breathe the air. I also calculate the source of the odor causing their reaction lies at your ten o-clock position.” 
 
    Turning to his left front, Richard spotted a thirty-meter long lump of rotting flesh. It took him a moment to make out the body as that of a black dragon with a long neck with nothing at the end. He spotted what was left of the dragon’s head a dozen meters away. He glanced around the rest of the cavern. Smaller bodies were piled against the cave’s walls as if they’d been swept there by a giant broom. 
 
    A memory came flooding into Richard’s mind. In the memory, he was also in a cavern. It was dark. A black dragon that wasn’t a dragon was taunting him. Lightning flashed behind several boulders followed by the glow of exploding fireballs. The explosions stopped. Someone came running around the boulder carrying a staff with a blue gem at the top. The someone was a female elf with silver hair and silver eyes. 
 
    “Shandria,” Richard thought. “I know who she is. I can remember.” 
 
    The images continued. As the elf charged forward, she sent blast after blast of magic at the demon-dragon. The great beast drew back. As it did, the Richard in his vision levitated forward and placed something at the base of the dragon’s neck. The images ended. 
 
    “Nick, did you—” 
 
    “I saw it. A section of my databanks has just become accessible. This cavern is where we completed our first mission for ‘the One.’ We are in the same time-bubble where you found the blue seed part. The elf in your vision was Shandria.” 
 
    Parts of Richard’s memory that had been previously blocked came back to him. He remembered ‘the One.’ He remembered his mission in the time-bubble. As the images from his memory had flowed into his mind, he’d remembered how Shandria told him that each of the three seed parts were stored in separate time-bubbles by demons. The memory of his battle against the demons and the undead in the time-bubble where the blue seed part was located washed over him. 
 
    “Shandria had a red and a yellow sphere,” Richard told his battle computer. “Do you think the yellow sphere was—” 
 
    “No, I do not, Wizard Scout. Those three spheres were seed parts, not gems. I calculate Mia’s quest is to find a yellow gem.” 
 
    Richard searched the part of his memory that had come back to him. “I don’t remember seeing any gems in this time-bubble.” 
 
    “Nor I,” said Nickelo. “Then again, we did not search the upper levels. The demon that was the dragon over yonder forced us back to the lower levels after you met the elf.” 
 
    Richard remembered the battle. He remembered Shandria being bitten by a ghoul and subsequently being paralyzed by its poison. He’d found a secret chamber with the blue seed part. They’d stayed there for months recovering as Shandria trained him in shields and links. 
 
    “Nick, I’m confused. I know that I’ve only got the part of my memory back that includes our stay in this time-bubble, but I think that was an awful long time ago. Yet that dragon and the bodies against the walls are only half rotted. How’s that possible?” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “We are in a time-bubble. I calculate the flow of time here has little to do with the flow of time outside the bubble. Based upon the deterioration of the dragon’s body, I calculate it died about a month ago.” 
 
    A hope came to Richard. “Do you think Shandria is still here?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” said Nickelo, splashing cold water on Richard’s hope. “From the information in my databanks, she was desperate to get the seed parts back to her village of Silver. She told you she had a spell that gave her access to the time-bubbles. I calculate she would have left after the demon-dragon was killed.” 
 
    “Rick!” 
 
    The urgency in Mia’s voice brought Richard back to his surroundings. The two elves and Amir were no longer on their knees. The blue gem at the top of Mia’s staff shown bright, illuminating the body of the headless dragon. 
 
    Richard looked at Mia. “Did you say something?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Mia. “I said where do we go now? Is this what you expected?” 
 
    “No,” Richard admitted, “but I remember being here before. We need to go up.” 
 
    Lord Derander narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean you have been here before, human? Have you led us into a trap?” He placed his free hand on the hilt of his sword but kept it in its scabbard as he stepped between the high priestess and Richard. 
 
    What’s with him? Richard wondered. Does he think I’m going to attack Mia? 
 
    Reaching out with her left hand, Mia forced the mage aside. “The decision to enter was mine, not Rick’s.” She stepped close enough to touch Richard. “I trust you. If you say we must go up, then up we will go.” 
 
    When Lord Derander started to draw his sword, Master Freestrod placed a hand on his fellow mage’s arm. “How about casting a night-vision spell on Amir?” said the old mage. “He is the only one of us that cannot see in the dark now, and I am anxious to get out of this cave.” He touched the cloth around the lower part of his face. “It stinks down here. Perhaps if we go up like Rick suggests, we can find fresher air.” 
 
    Lord Derander stared at Freestrod for a couple of heartbeats before nodding his head. He let his sword slide back into its scabbard, then walked over to Amir and mouthed a chant. A soft, blue glow appeared over the big man’s eyes. 
 
    Mia nodded at Richard. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Richard glanced a final time around the cavern. His memory of his first mission for ‘the One’ was back, but most of his time in the demon-dragon’s cavern had been spent in pitch-dark. Plus, it had been a long time ago. Things looked a little different than he remembered. 
 
    “Relax,” said Nickelo. “That is why you have me. I have access to the information in my databanks about our first mission. Fortunately for you, I made a map. The exit out of this cavern is to your three o’clock.” 
 
    Heading toward the exit with Mia and the others strung out behind him, Richard led the way into the tunnel beyond. The walls were covered with soot. The tunnel led down, not up, but it was the only way to go. 
 
    “It will start heading up soon enough,” Nickelo assured him. 
 
    Richard was about to make a snide comment when he felt the ring on his hand tingle. The connection to the whatever was at the other end felt stronger than ever. “I guess it’s not dead,” he told his battle computer. “Strange how the link between me and what’s on the other side of the gem feels stronger. I’d think being inside a time-bubble would’ve made it weaker, if anything.” 
 
    “So would I,” agreed Nickelo. “I would recommend worrying about that later. Right now, we have things to do.” 
 
    Following his battle computer’s suggestion, Richard concentrated on moving through the tunnels. Before long, the tunnel took them to a five-way intersection. Three of the tunnels were partially blocked by rubble. One had a jagged ceiling, and its floor was covered by small stones that made walking difficult, but at least it led up. 
 
    “This is the intersection where you fought the trolls,” said Nickelo. “You closed all the tunnels with explosives after the fight. The gas explosion you made in the dragon’s cavern must have cleared out this tunnel and the one we came through. The good news is, this tunnel will lead us past the door to the secret room where you stayed with Shandria. After that, it should take you to the stairs that lead to the upper levels.” 
 
    Richard remembered the fight and the stairs. “The stairway was blocked when the ceiling caved in.” 
 
    “True,” replied Nickelo. “But Shandria and you were in the secret room for months. I calculate there is a good chance the previous inhabitants of this place cleared the rubble from the stairs. I am more concerned about what we may find upstairs. That is new territory for us. We ran into demons and undead down here. What we will find upstairs is anyone’s guess. To top it off, we do not have a map of the upper levels.” 
 
    They walked for several minutes without encountering anything or anyone. Richard recognized the point in the tunnel where the secret room was located but passed by without stopping. Before long, the tunnel widened out into a sort of antechamber with roughhewn walls. Parts of the stone in the roof had large chunks missing as if from a cave-in, but the rock floor was clear of debris. Twenty meters away was a set of stone steps leading up. 
 
    “This is where the ghoul bit Shandria,” Richard said. “Strange how I can remember details now.” He looked at the stairs. “Those were blocked with tons of rock last time I was here.” 
 
    “See,” said Nickelo. “I told you it would probably be clear.” 
 
    Richard stopped and turned around. Mia and Commander Astradis were side by side behind him with Amir and Lord Derander close on their heels. The others were strung out in a double file. Richard could just make out Tracer and Master Freestrod bringing up the rear. He motioned for everyone to gather around. 
 
    “We’ve been lucky so far,” Richard told the others. “The lower tunnels were filled with demons and undead the last time I was here. We pretty much cleared them out then. Upstairs may be a different story. If we run into demons, our best bet is to let the magic users, Amir, and I handle them.” He pointed at Tracer. “Your lancers will do the most good by keeping any undead off the magic users. You need to give them time to cast their spells.” 
 
    Since no one argued, Richard assumed his makeshift plan met everyone’s approval. He glanced at Lord Derander. The glare he got back told him not everyone approved. 
 
    Piss on him, Richard thought. I’ve got bigger fish to fry than worrying about whether he trusts me or not. He turned to Mia. “You ready?” 
 
    The high priestess nodded. “We are ready. Let us pray the upstairs are as empty of the demons and undead you have told us about as are these lower tunnels. Let us also pray that if we do find enemies, that we will also find allies.” 
 
    Richard was about to tell her that he was pretty sure allies were the last thing they’d find in this Creator-forsaken place when the sound of distant booms drew his attention. 
 
    Everyone became instantly alert. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Amir. “It sounds like thunder.” 
 
    Richard drew his phase rod and activated it in destructive mode. As the meter-long rod of red phase energy popped out of the handle, he took off running for the stairs. “That’s not thunder! It’s gunfire.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 – Crash Landing 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The plastic bench seats nearest the back of the X-shuttle began melting as raging flames of magic and phase energy did their best to turn the ship and everyone in it into a ball of molten metal streaking through the atmosphere. The only thing preventing the flames from reaching the shuttle’s crew as they huddled in the cockpit was Jeena’s magic. The shimmering blue heat-resistance spell kept the flames and most, but not all, of the heat at bay. 
 
    Ignoring the blisters on her arms and face, Jeena continued chanting as the gnome mages Calatron and Kester fed her Power from their reserves. Even the dolgar pup Snowy got in the act by sticking her head between Jeena’s legs and growling at the flames. Jeena extended the blue magic of her spell around the hull of the X-shuttle. The green and purple flames at the back of the shuttle flickered a couple of seconds before going completely out. 
 
    The orc pilot Timerman touched several icons on the pilot’s console before yelling over his shoulder, “I’ve lost control of the shuttle! Buckle in. We’re entering the atmosphere and going down fast.” 
 
    Everyone except Jeena dove for the parts of the bench seats that were still usable and began buckling in. There wasn’t room for everyone. Stella and Red Wing wrapped their arms around Calatron and Kester and locked them in place on their laps with lines of Power. Safe in the arms of the two scouts, the gnome mages continued feeding their Power into Jeena, adding some levitation to her heat shield around the plummeting X-shuttle. 
 
    Something exploded on the outside of the shuttle, causing it to fall faster.  
 
    Jeena’s stomach rose in her throat as her feet left the shuttle’s deck. Her head slammed into the ceiling. Red stars danced before her eyes before turning into solid black. 
 
    As Jeena became aware of her surroundings again, she felt Snowy busily licking her face. The ache in her head disappeared and the blisters left her skin. Glancing around, she noticed that the half-destroyed ramp at the back of the shuttle was down. 
 
    “What…what’s happening?” she asked as gray, rough-skinned arms picked her up off the floor. 
 
    “Explain later,” said Stella as she flung Jeena over her shoulder and ran down the ramp. Once the wizard scout’s feet touched the ground, she carried Jeena through a jumble of downed trees and broken limbs. 
 
    Jeena suddenly realized her hands were empty. She looked back in time to see green and purple flames explode out the rear of the X-shuttle. “No! The Lady’s staff.” Jeena struggled to get off Stella’s shoulder but to no avail. “Put me down,” she ordered. “I have to go back and get my staff.” 
 
    “Already got,” hissed Red Wing as she ran past carrying the Lady’s staff in her left hand. “The destroyer is heading our way. We have to get some fighting room.” 
 
    How Red Wing thought they were going to fight a Dragar destroyer on foot, Jeena didn’t know, but she didn’t argue. She’d been around her bondmate too long to give up without a fight. 
 
    After thirty seconds of alternately running and climbing over downed trees, Jeena had more than enough of being carried. Reciting a single word spell to make her skin oily, she slipped out of Stella’s grasp and landed on her feet. She looked around. They were now in a clearing about a hundred paces across. Felspar and his dwarves were spacing themselves out on the side of the clearing opposite the burning X-shuttle. Their weapons were pointing skyward. She glanced at Stella and Red Wing. The two scouts were in the process of taking up a position in the center of the clearing while staring up into the sky. 
 
    Looking up, Jeena saw a massive chunk of black metal approaching from high in the east. The Dragar warship leveled off five hundred meters above the trees and continued straight toward them. 
 
    “What did you expect?” came Danny’s thoughts. “The smoke from the X-shuttle is marking our location better than any signal flare. If I were the Dragar captain’s combat computer, I would recommend that he come to a hover above the clearing, open the bay doors, and drop a few hundred storm troops with anti-grav belts in our laps. I calculate that would do the trick.” 
 
    “Why not just nuke or blast us with a disintegrator beam?” Jeena asked. “That would be even easier.” 
 
    “Negative,” replied Danny. “They could have destroyed our shuttle when they first spotted us, yet they chose to disable us instead. I calculate they either need one of us alive, or we have something they do not want to risk being damaged.” 
 
    “What could we possibly have that they would not want damaged?” Jeena asked. 
 
    “Weelllll,” said Danny. “I would prefer to think it is me. That might mean I was going to get out of this alive. However, based upon current data, I calculate that is probably not the reason.” 
 
    “Jeehana,” said Red Wing as she waved the arm holding the Lady’s staff. When the Crosioian scout saw Jeena look at her, she tossed the staff in her direction. 
 
    Reaching out with a no-word levitation spell, Jeena floated the blackened staff into her waiting hands. As soon as her fingers wrapped around the wood, she sensed the barest hint of a line of Power leading from the staff back toward the incoming destroyer. 
 
    “What is—” she started before the frequency in the line of energy caused her fingers to tighten around the staff. Primeval hate flared to the surface as the image of a sneering dark elf came to her mind. She drew Power from her reserve and fed it into the blue gem at the top of the Lady’s staff. The gem responded with a burst of blue light so bright both Red Wing and Stella were forced to turn away. 
 
    “Crendemor is here!” Jeena shouted. “He is on the destroyer. We have to destroy it.” The gem’s blue light dimmed slightly as she began chanting her most powerful offensive spell: a beam of magic designed to disintegrate anything in its path. She’d never tried using the advanced spell before. All too often it proved as dangerous to the caster as it was to the intended target. In the heat of the moment, Jeena didn’t care. Her hatred for Crendemor drove out all sense of fear or caution. 
 
    He killed my mother and father. He gave my sister as a sacrifice to the Dalinfaust. I will kill him if it is the last thing I do. 
 
    “Do not forget your mission,” said Danny, interrupting her thoughts. “You and the others have to get into the time-bubble. Now is not the time for revenge.” 
 
    Jeena no longer cared about the mission. Her only desire was to kill the one who had destroyed her family. Crendemor had to die. “Stella, Red Wing. Feed me Power,” she shouted. “Calatron, Kester, give me everything you’ve got. I am taking that destroyer out and Crendemor with it.” 
 
    Whether it was blind loyalty or the sight of the massive destroyer coming to a hover overhead, Jeena didn’t know. Regardless of the reason, four lines of Power began feeding her energy. She added the additional Power to that coming from her reserve and from the gem at the top of the Lady’s staff. Completing her spell, she sent a line of green magic at the open bay door of the destroyer. The disintegrator spell’s beam made contact with the destroyer’s force field and exploded in a blast of green energy. 
 
    The warship’s force field held firm. The disintegrator spell fought Jeena for control, seeming to want to reflect back and devour everyone in the clearing. She focused all her concentration on the spell, forcing it to do her will. The green beam continued exploding against the warship’s defensive shield. The ship’s force field started to shimmer, but it held firm. 
 
    Beams of red, blue, and orange energy shot down from the destroyer as the ship’s crew returned fire from their anti-aircraft weapons. 
 
    Jeena felt the Power from Stella and Red Wing leave her as a translucent shield formed over the small clearing. The destroyer’s energy beams exploded against the scouts’ defensive shields, protecting those below. The scouts’ shields bent downward, but they didn’t break. 
 
    “You mean they are not breaking yet,” said Danny. “The two scouts’ Power reserves are finite. I calculate the destroyer’s weapons will overwhelm the scouts’ defensives shields in fourteen point three seconds.” 
 
    Jeena continued focusing on the hovering warship. Through the destroyer’s open bay doors five hundred meters overhead, she caught sight of dozens of soldiers in black armor lining up in the cargo hold in preparation for jumping out. Mixed in with the soldiers were humanoid-looking lumps of golden metal the size of ogres. 
 
    “Recon-golems,” said Danny. “They are the Dragars’ equivalent to the Empire’s smaller UHAAVs like the Warcat and Tomcat. If you are going to do something, I would recommend you do it before those assault troops reach the ground.” 
 
    Despite the removal of Red Wing and Stella’s Power, Jeena sensed the warship’s force field weakening. Only a little more, she thought. I can do it. 
 
    Just as the ship’s force field seemed on the verge of failing, additional Power flowed into the destroyer’s energy shield. Jeena sensed Crendemor’s frequency. The force field strengthened. 
 
    The line of magic from Crendemor to the Lady’s staff tore at Jeena’s connection to the staff. For a brief moment, the dark elf’s control seemed to win out. The blue gem at the tip of the staff dulled in color, and the disintegrator beam weakened. 
 
    An emotion of victory coming from within the hovering warship was accompanied by an image of Crendemor’s sneering face in Jeena’s mind. She remembered how he’d looked in the lair of the Dalinfaust when he’d left her there as a sacrifice. She remembered the time in the Presence of the Lady when he’d gloated about how he’d killed her family and given her sister as a sacrifice to the demon-dragon. Hatred raged in her soul—hatred beyond anything she’d ever felt. The ring on her left hand tingled and grew warm. In desperation, she reached through the gem and fed half the Power left in her reserve to her bondmate along with an emotion she hoped told him she needed more. With the additional loss of Power, her disintegrator beam weakened even more. 
 
    The first of the Dragars’ soldiers jumped out of the destroyer’s bay doors along with two of the golden golems. Down they came, slowing their fall with anti-grav spells as they added their firepower to that of the warship’s antiaircraft batteries against Red Wing and Stella’s defensive shields. 
 
    Only a dim blue glow remained in the gem at the top of the Lady’s staff. 
 
    Jeena sensed a feeling of pending victory from Crendemor as he sought to wrest the last of her control from the staff. A feeling of desperation swept over her. 
 
    “Lady, help me,” Jeena prayed, unsure if the Lady of the Tree of Light could even hear her two million years in the past as she was. 
 
    Whether the Lady heard or not, her bondmate did. The ring on Jeena’s left hand grew warm to the point of burning. Power flowed through the ring and into her. She sent the Power back, expecting and getting more in return. Three, four, five times the Power bounced back and forth between her bondmate and her. 
 
    When the amount of returned Power was at the point of bursting out of her control, she fed it into the gem at the top of the Lady’s staff. The blue gem shone bright with Power. Crendemor’s control over the staff faded away. A wave of blue energy shot out of the gem and into the green disintegrator beam of Jeena’s spell. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The destroyer’s force field exploded in a violent blast of green and blue. The two falling golems and most of the descending troops were caught in the blast and burnt to ash. 
 
    Something shot up from the center of the clearing, streaking into the warship’s now defenseless bay door. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A blast of red and purple fire shot out of the cargo bay as the Dragars’ destroyer shuddered. A score of black-armored soldiers along with a handful of golems fell out of the open bay doors. 
 
    Jeena glanced at the center of the clearing and spied Red Wing standing there with wings spread wide, lowering a two-meter-long metal tube from her shoulder. 
 
    Baring her fangs in the scout’s version of a smile, Red Wing glanced at Jeena and said, “I would have summoned a nuke from my dimensional-pouch, but I thought it might be overkill. I used a blast rocket instead.” 
 
    “Watch out,” yelled Felspar from his position at the edge of the clearing. “The ship’s going to fall on top of us.” 
 
    Glancing up, Jeena caught a glimpse of fire and smoke coming out of the destroyer’s open bay doors. 
 
    The warship plummeted down. Anti-grav thrusters fired in a vain attempt to stop her descent. Armored soldiers and golems jumped out of the bay doors, desperately trying to reach the ground before the warship crashed. 
 
    With nowhere to run, and no time to escape, Jeena cast the spell she’d been taught by the Lady. A dark opening lined with an orange glow appeared in the center of the clearing. 
 
    “In there,” Jeena shouted, praying that all in the clearing could hear her words above the roar of the destroyer’s sputtering engines. “It’s our only hope.” 
 
    Making sure the others got through the opening first, Jeena sensed the massive black hulk of the warship coming down directly on top of her. She dove into the access point and into the time-bubble beyond. As soon as she did, the ring’s connection to her bondmate disappeared. 
 
    I’m alone again, she thought as everything went black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48 –Purple Time-bubble 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    A purple halo surrounded the dark opening as Shandria finished casting her spell. Lowering the Lady’s staff, she turned and looked at Telsa, Emerald, and the others. “Shall we?” 
 
    General Fenmar tugged his gray beard. “Is this the same access point created by the lich? Will it be waiting on the other side for us?” 
 
    High Priestess Shandria shrugged. “Who am I to say? This is a new opening. The access point created by the lich will always exist, but that access point allows entrance and exit four hundred years in the past. The one I have created will enter the time-bubble in the same place but at a different point in time. As to whether the lich will be there or not, only the Creator knows. Time works strange in a time-bubble, as I am sure you can imagine. My access point might be entering the time-bubble ten minutes after the lich entered or a million years before.” 
 
    Queen Emerald tightened her grip on her battle axe. “Then I say we enter and find out one way or the other. Is everyone ready?” 
 
    From the looks on the other’s faces, Telsa had a feeling no one was, but none of them were going to admit it. When no one moved, she stepped forward. “I’m a wizard scout. Recon is my job. I will go first.” 
 
    “No!” said Rembis. 
 
    Hmmm, Telsa thought. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was scared. 
 
    “Oh, he is scared,” said Raj, “but not for the reason you think. He is worried about you.” 
 
    A warm feeling spread throughout Telsa. 
 
    “I should be the one to go first,” said Rembis. “I’m a mage. I’ve worked with time-bubbles before. Your battle suit will not stop creatures in the void.” 
 
    Chancee stepped forward. “Nor will that cloth robe of yours, old man. I’ve been here before. I will be the one to go first.” She touched the scar on her neck. “I owe the lich. If he’s there, I’ll make him pay.” 
 
    “Nay,” said Shandria. “I am familiar with this purple time-bubble. I spent a year of my life wandering its halls. I shall go first.” 
 
    “Not without me,” said her bondmate High Lord Carndador. “I will not let you go a—” 
 
    Queen Emerald pounded her shield with the head of her battle axe. When she had everybody’s attention, she laughed. It was almost a maniacal laugh. “Save your eagerness for the lich and whatever else we may find on the other side of this portal. No one shall go first. We shall enter together.” 
 
    Waving Chancee, Shandria, Carndador, Telsa, and Rembis forward, Emerald said. “The six of us shall enter as a solid line. General Fenmar, have Major Nekash deploy your troops in teams of six and follow us. Secure our flanks and rear. Assign two teams to hold the far side of the opening. We may need to leave fast.” 
 
    The fifty dwarves quickly formed lines of six behind Emerald and the others. Within seconds, all were ready. 
 
    Telsa noticed the dwarf queen take a final look around before stepping into the opening with Chancee by her side. Telsa stepped forward also as Rembis, Shandria, and Carndador did the same. 
 
    Everything went dark for a single heartbeat, or maybe it was an eternity. Then Telsa’s vision cleared. She and the others were in a brightly lit cavern at least two hundred meters across. A creature more skeleton than man stood in the center of the cave holding a war hammer with a handle of dark wood. A blue gem gleamed at the top of the hammer. 
 
    “I calculate that is Chancee’s lich,” said Raj. “I see he has brought some friends.” 
 
    A hundred corpses in varying stages of decay stood on either side of the lich. Mixed in with the zombies were two score vampires. 
 
    As the teams of dwarves began coming out of the opening behind Telsa, she sensed life forms in the stone below begin emerging from the cavern floor. 
 
    “There are vampires in the floor,” Telsa shouted. “They’re coming up below us.” 
 
    “It’s a trap,” yelled Fenmar. “Get out while you can.” 
 
    Telsa didn’t need her battle computer to tell her that warning was too late. 
 
    As more dwarves rushed through the access point, they forced the ones before them farther into the cavern. Dark hands with vicious-looking claws reached out of the stone, grasping at the dwarves in an attempt to pull them into the floor. The Holy Metal in the dwarves’ armor did its job, preventing the vampires from reaching the flesh contained within. 
 
    Down came swords, axes, and hammers as the dwarves fought back. 
 
    Scores of vampires from a myriad of races rose out of the floor dressed in armor and carrying weapons of their own. Vampire blades hit shields of Holy Metal. Major Nekash tried forcing his way to the access point, but multicolored bands of energy crisscrossed the opening preventing any hope of escape. 
 
    “You shall all die,” shouted the lich in a voice that was more of a scream than a shout. 
 
    Bolts of electricity left the skeletal hands, heading straight for the dwarves. 
 
    Shandria and Carndador raised their staffs as one and formed a blue wall between the lich and the dwarves. The bolts of lightning hit the shield and reflected to the ceiling twenty meters overhead, bouncing this way and that before dissipating into nothing. 
 
    Drawing Power from his reserve, Rembis shouted words Telsa heard but quickly forgot. A beam of green left the old gnome and headed straight for the lich. With a flick of its hand, the skeleton creature formed a shield of magic to its front. The green beam deflected off, disintegrating half a dozen zombies and two vampires as it went. 
 
    The loss of eight of the enemy mattered little. Dozens more of the vampires came floating out of the floor as scores of additional zombies and other undead came streaming out of two tunnels leading into the cavern. 
 
    A vampire came up behind Rembis and grabbed the gnome by the shoulders, pulling him back toward the undead creature’s glistening fangs. Before the monster could bite the mage’s neck, Telsa pulled out her Deloris blaster and put two phase rounds in its eyes. The vampire released its grip and turned toward Telsa. 
 
    “Have you forgotten how to fight vampires?” asked Raj in their shared space. “You have to either destroy the virus in their heart or cut off their head. Two phase rounds in its eyes will not do the job. See, it has already healed its wounds.” 
 
    Telsa did see. She fired four more rounds from the blaster in quick succession into the left side of the vampire’s chest. It fell back, grabbing at its heart. She stepped forward and rammed the end of her phase rod into one of the holes left by the phase rounds. She sensed the creallium tip of the rod touch the vampire’s heart as miniature explosions of phase energy tore the organ’s muscles to shreds. 
 
    The point of life force that marked the vampire’s location on Telsa’s heads-up display disappeared. 
 
    “One down, two hundred and seventy-three to go,” said Raj. “I calculate things are not looking good for our side.” 
 
    Glancing around, Telsa saw Queen Emerald locked in hand-to-hand combat with the lich as Chancee covered the dwarf’s back, keeping vampires and zombies at bay. Shandria and Carndador were trading spells with half-a-dozen vampires dressed in ragged black robes. General Fenmar and Major Nekash were attempting to rally their soldiers into a defensive ring. Surprisingly, the dwarves’ in their Holy Metal armor and weapons seemed to be holding their own against the vampires. Even so, Telsa noticed a half-score of the dwarves either on the floor with blood flowing from their necks or on their feet attacking their former friends with newly formed fangs. 
 
    Firing her modified M12, Telsa sent a burst of plasma rounds at some zombies on the verge of overwhelming Chancee. When the zombies fell at the blonde ranger’s feet, she flashed Telsa a grin before turning back to cut the head off a vampire attempting to take Emerald from behind. 
 
    “Your plasma rounds will not do any good against the vampires in the void,” said Raj. “I recommend you stick with your phase rod and Deloris blaster.” 
 
    “I’ve only got three magazines for my blaster,” Telsa said. “I thought you told me to save it for an emergency.” 
 
    “Uh, I calculate a ninety-nine-point-nine percent probability that this qualifies as an emergency, Wizard Scout. Fire away.” 
 
    Seeing her battle computer’s point, Telsa let her M12 hang from its shoulder strap and fired her Deloris blaster at vampire hearts until the clip was empty. Reloading, she continued firing until that magazine was also empty. Slapping the last magazine into the blaster, she looked for fresh targets. There were plenty, but she hesitated before firing. 
 
    “We can’t win this way,” Telsa told her battle computer. “Check for another way out. What else is in this time-bubble? Give me a schematic.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    An outline of the three time-bubbles resembling the illusion Shandria had created in Emerald’s tent appeared on Telsa’s heads-up display. Looking at the part of the schematic that was the purple time-bubble, she picked out the cavern that was their current location. 
 
    “Add life forms,” Telsa ordered using command voice. 
 
    Thousands of yellow, orange, and red dots denoting life forms appeared not only in the purple time-bubble but the green and orange as well. White dots indicated the positions of her allies. She could see the white dots of Emerald and Chancee next to the red dot that marked the location of the lich. A blue dot not far from Emerald and Chancee’s location drew Telsa’s attention. 
 
    “What’s the blue dot?” Telsa asked. 
 
    “Oh, that is the location of High Priestess Shandria,” said Raj. “She has a stealth shield up, so I cannot detect her, but my sensors are picking up the Power frequency of the blue gem at the top of her staff. It is too powerful to hide when she’s using it in battle.” 
 
    Telsa looked at the schematic on her heads-up display again. Blue dots were also located in the green and orange time-bubbles. White dots surrounded by hundreds of colored dots surrounded the three blue dots. 
 
    After firing two phase rounds into the heart of a vampire that was rising from the floor in front of her, Telsa looked back at her heads-up display. “What are those other blue dots?” 
 
    “Uh,” said Raj. “Actually, they are anomalies. The Power frequencies are the same as the frequency from Shandria’s staff. My calculations indicate they are one and the same as Shandria’s staff.” 
 
    One of the white dots near the blue dot in the green time-bubble had a frequency that seemed all too familiar. Forming an active scan, she sent it toward the white dot, unsure if her scan could even make it through the walls of the time-bubbles. Somehow it did. When the scan returned, Telsa laughed. 
 
    “It’s Rick!” she shouted setting the external speakers of her battle computer at max. “Fight on! We’ve still got a chance!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 – Battle of the Stairs 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    As Richard and the elves closed on the stairs leading to the upper levels of the green time-bubble, a virtual avalanche of decaying creatures came half-running, half-tumbling down the stone steps. 
 
    Raising his Deloris blaster, Richard aimed at the lead zombie’s head. The trigger finger of his battle suit refused to move. 
 
    “No,” said Nickelo. “You cannot get a resupply of ammo. Use your phase rod or that Holy Metal sword of yours. Save your ammo for when you really need it. Uh, that’s just my opinion. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    Since he couldn’t pull the trigger anyway, Richard thumbed the switch for his phase rod to full destructive mode. Miniature red lightning bolts ran up and down the length of the already extended brerellium steel rod with its creallium core. When the first zombie drew close, Richard thrust the tip of the phase rod into the creature’s left eye. Miniature explosions of phase energy in the decaying monster’s head built up pressure in the brain pan. The zombie’s skull exploded, sending bits of rotten flesh and shattered bone in all directions. 
 
    The monk Meshanahl ran past Richard on the right and executed a jumping roundhouse kick at a second zombie. The monk’s foot made contact with the side of the creature’s head, sending rotten teeth and pieces of decayed flesh flying. Unfortunately, the zombie was a large orc. The monk’s blow did little to slow the creature down. 
 
    Still gripping the Deloris blaster, Richard struck out with his right hand at the zombie’s forehead. The end of the barrel shattered the monster’s skull. It fell to the ground, only to be replaced by another of the undead. 
 
    Two balls of blue energy flashed by on either side of Richard’s head, streaking up the stairs and out of sight. Richard sensed the frequencies of Mia and Derander. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    “Fireballs,” said Nickelo. “That ought to take some of the pressure off.” 
 
    Gouts of flames came streaming down the stairway, turning several of the zombies into walking torches. The burning zombies bumped into their neighbors, catching their dry-rotted clothing on fire. Soon a score of the undead on the stairs were aflame. Even on fire as they were, the zombies still came on, stretching out their burning arms and hands before them. 
 
    Half a dozen fast-moving black creatures came running down the stairs, leaping over the burning zombies milling about at the foot of the landing. 
 
    “Ghouls,” said Nickelo. “Their teeth and claws will not be able to penetrate your battle suit’s armor. Amir and the elves are not so lucky.” 
 
    Richard remembered being attacked by ghouls at the foot of the stairs once before. One of the undead monsters had bitten Shandria and paralyzed her. I won’t let that happen to Mia, he swore. Raising his Deloris blaster, he took aim at the fast moving ghouls. This time he was able to pull the trigger. His first shot missed. “Nick, some assistance please.” 
 
    The right glove of his battle suit shifted slightly as the finger pulled the trigger, sending three rounds of red phase energy at the charging ghouls. Two of the rounds caught a pair of ghouls between the eyes, knocking them back into the burning zombies. The third round should’ve hit another of the ghouls, but one of the fiery zombies got in the way, taking the phase energy in its chest instead. The ghoul jumped past the falling zombie and leaped straight at Richard, wrapping its arms around him as it bit at his armored neck. 
 
    Richard was knocked back but remained on his feet. Bracing his right leg on the stone floor, he got his hand against the ghoul’s chest and shoved. The strength of the undead creature was no match for the battle suit’s assisters. As the ghoul released its grip and fell to the floor, Richard brought his phase rod down in an overhead blow on the creature’s shoulder. Microscopic explosions of phase energy tore muscles to shreds and shattered its bones. The ghoul went to its knees, but quickly stood back up. Richard smashed his phase rod into the monster’s face with all the strength of his battle suit’s assisters behind the blow. Blood and shattered teeth sprayed across the floor. Raising his phase rod for another blow, Richard caught movement out the corner of his eye. Two zombies trailing smoke but no longer on fire were heading straight toward him. 
 
    I don’t have time for this, Richard thought. Their teeth can’t penetrate my armor, but they’re keeping me off balance. I’ve got to kill those other ghouls before they take out the elves. 
 
    Help came in the form of Amir. The big man met the two zombies head on with his sledgehammer, shattering one’s head. He pushed the other back with his shield, giving Richard the time he needed to try and locate the other ghouls. 
 
    Spinning around, Richard saw Mia pulling a wicked-looking dagger out of the throat of a ghoul. Commander Astradis and Tracer had another ghoul on the floor, stabbing at it with dagger and sword. Richard caught sight of a dark body clawing at one of the elf lancer’s shield. A second lancer lay on the floor with blood pouring out of his neck onto the stone. Prepared to use another one of his precious phase rounds to save the elf, Richard took aim. Before he could pull the blaster’s trigger, Master Freestrod came running from the rear of the elves’ formation waving his right hand. The old mage shouted a word Richard heard but quickly forgot. A bright, blue glow surrounded Freestrod’s hand as he reached over the lancer’s shoulder and grabbed hold of the ghoul by the neck. The glow spread from Freestrod’s hand and encompassed the ghoul. The blue glow brightened, then blinked out. When it did, the ghoul’s body expanded slightly before turning to dust and falling to the floor. 
 
    “Demons!” shouted Nickelo over the ring’s external speaker. 
 
    Two sets of life energy coming down the stairs appeared on Richard’s passive scan. Turning to face the new threat, Richard saw two monstrosities half again as tall as a man taking the stairs three at a time and knocking zombies out of the way as they came. Each of the massive demons carried a flaming sword in one hand and a shield of fire in the other. A wave of fear swept out from the demons, washing over the elves. 
 
    “It is demon aura,” said Nickelo in Richard’s shared space. “It can freeze even the strongest heart with fear. My databanks indicate you have fought demons before. You should be unaffected.” 
 
    Whether he’d fought them before or not, a shiver still ran up Richard’s spine, but he didn’t freeze. Running at the demon on the left, he dodged a swing from the monster’s flaming sword and fired the Deloris blaster as fast as his finger could pull the trigger. Round after round of phase energy tore chunks out of the demon’s face. At the same time, Richard struck out with his phase rod, catching the demon in the throat with its tip. The demon fell back screaming. Whether the scream was from pain or anger, Richard didn’t know, and he didn’t have time to figure it out. He stayed close to the demon while swinging his phase rod as fast as he could pull his arm back. The nightmare creature was caught off balance. It tripped on the first step of the stairs and fell onto its back. 
 
    Richard fired two more rounds of phase energy into the demon’s forehead. On the third pull of the trigger, the Deloris blaster clicked. 
 
    “Empty,” said Nickelo. “I told you not to waste rounds unless it was an emergency.” 
 
    Wondering what his battle computer considered an emergency, Richard closed the distance to the demon and shoved the end of his phase rod down the roaring monster’s throat. Releasing his grip on his pistol, Richard grabbed the handle of the phase rod with both hands and started rocking the shaft of the rod back and forth. The demon’s chest rippled as miniature lightning bolts came out of its skin. Richard forced the tip of the phase rod to the demon’s heart. The demon struggled to rise but fell back on the stairs. Releasing the phase rod with his right hand, Richard pulled the short sword of Holy Metal he’d taken from the dwarves’ treasure room out of its scabbard and drove the point into the demon’s right eye. He shoved until the blade would go no more. The monster shuddered before growing still. Richard continued jerking both sword and phase rod back and forth until the creature’s life energy completely disappeared from his passive scan. 
 
    Pulling his weapons free, Richard turned to seek out the second demon. Why it hadn’t attacked him, he didn’t know. He had a momentary image in his mind of the demon tearing fear-struck elves to shreds. An image of Mia flashed in his mind. 
 
    I won’t let her die. I won’t. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 50 – Demon Two 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    After taking out the two smoldering zombies that had been threatening his teammate, Amir heard a strange sounding voice shout, “Demons!” The voice seemed to come out of Richard’s black helmet. Although he’d never heard the voice before, Amir heeded the warning call. It was well he did. Coming down the stairs were two monstrosities from his worst nightmare. Half again as tall as an elf, the two demons, if that’s what they were, were running down the stairs, knocking burning zombies to the side as they came. Each of the demons held swords of fire in one of their clawed hands and a flaming shield in the other. 
 
    A wave of fear swept over Amir. His legs grew weak, but he managed to remain on his feet by sheer force of will. Out the corner of his eye, he saw two elf lancers drop their swords and fall to the stone floor before curling into fetal positions. 
 
    The pouch beneath Amir’s chainmail grew warm. The heat spread outward through his body, driving away the icy fear threatening to make him give up all hope. Renewing his grip on Glory’s hammer, he drew his right arm back and swung at a zombie clawing at his shield. The creature’s head shattered like a melon, spraying black blood and goo in the air. Pulling his weapon free, he shoved the zombie out of the way and stepped forward to meet the charging demons. 
 
    I can’t let them reach the elves. They’ll be slaughtered. 
 
    A black blur to Amir’s left beat him to the punch. The human leaped in the air, firing the weapon he called a pistol at the demon on the left. 
 
    Trusting his teammate to handle the leftmost demon, Amir shifted directions to intercept the one on the right. The nightmare creature roared and swung its fiery sword in a wide arc. Amir caught the blow on his shield of Holy Metal. The strength of the demon was more than he’d expected, throwing him back and forcing him to one knee. The shield flew out of his hand and skittered across the stone floor leaving a trail of sparks as it went. 
 
    The demon drew back his sword for a second blow. Before the strike could land, Commander Astradis and Meshanahl came rushing in, striking the demon in a flurry of blows with dagger and short sword. The demon knocked Meshanahl off to the side with its shield of fire. The monk’s cloth tunic caught ablaze. Undaunted, the young monk thrust his short sword over the demon’s shield, plunging the blade into the creature’s throat. 
 
    The demon roared. Twisting its head, it succeeded in pulling the sword out of Meshanahl’s grip. Before the demon could act further, Commander Astradis struck out with his dagger at the demon’s eyes. The monster gave a roar of rage rather than pain. The demon struck out with its sword of fire. Astradis managed to duck below the swing, but the flaming blade caught Meshanahl at the waist, cutting the young monk in half. He didn’t even have time to scream. 
 
    Giant-fury took over Amir. He rose to both feet and swung his hammer at the demon’s exposed head. The blue gem in the handle of the sledgehammer glowed bright. At the same time, Amir felt the pouch underneath his chainmail grow hot to the point of burning. Power came from within the pouch and poured into the hammer, turning its blue glow to a shade of yellow. 
 
    It’s not coming from the gem, Amir thought. The Power’s coming from Glory’s flower. 
 
    The image of his beloved Glory drove the blind fury from Amir’s mind. It gave him a strength all its own. Amir rammed the head of the sledgehammer into the front of the demon’s skull with all his might. The demon was driven back and to its knees. 
 
    Before the monster could rise, Commander Astradis stepped in and shoved the blade of his dagger into the demon’s right eye. The demon swung its fiery shield, forcing the monk to the side, but the dagger remained lodged in the monster. 
 
    The handle of the dagger protruding from the eye gave Amir a target. He swung his hammer, striking the dagger’s pommel as if it were the head of a nail. The weight of the sledge drove the Holy Metal blade deep into the demon’s brain. The yellow glow surrounding the sledgehammer flowed onto the dagger and into the demon’s wound. The monster stiffened before falling onto its back on the stone steps and moving no more. 
 
    Spinning left, Amir raised his hammer in preparation for helping the human with the other demon. The second demon lay unmoving on the steps. 
 
    Richard caught his eye through the red visor and seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    The strange voice Amir had heard from the human’s helmet spoke again. “Do not let down your guard, any of you. More undead are waiting at the top of the stairs. You’ve got to hurry. Something is happening in the other time-bubbles.” 
 
    Distant explosions echoed down the stairs and throughout the tunnels. Amir didn’t know what they were or where they came from, but he was sure the sound did not bode well. 
 
    “Medic,” shouted one of the lancers. “We got wounded.” 
 
    Amir turned to his rear as Commander Astradis knelt beside the two halves of what had once been Meshanahl. Saving his grief for later, Amir looked farther, noticing four lancers on the stone floor. One was holding his neck as blood flowed between his fingers. Another was paralyzed stiff on the floor with blood spurting out of a tear in the chainmail on his arm. The body of one of the fast moving undead lay nearby. A word the older giants used when they told their scary stories around campfires at night flashed in Amir’s mind: ghoul. A third lancer had his chest ripped open while a fourth was missing a head. 
 
    “Medic,” came the shout again. 
 
    Amir knew no medic would come. He’d recognized the headless lancer’s body as that of the elves’ medic. 
 
    Richard stepped forward and knelt beside the paralyzed lancer. As Amir watched, the human removed his glove and gripped the elf’s hand, seeming to take care not to touch the wound itself. 
 
    Amir sensed Power flowing out of Richard and into the elf. He’s healing him like he did the elves during the attack on the city. 
 
    Richard groaned and suddenly stiffened. The blood spurting out of the lancer’s arm slowed, then stopped altogether. The elf rose to a sitting position with the help of one of the other lancers. 
 
    Mia rushed forward and knelt beside Richard. “You fool. We need you more than ever now. You cannot do that again.” 
 
    Despite the high priestess’s words of admonition, she seemed hesitant to stop the human from crawling to the lancer with the neck wound. 
 
    Richard grabbed the second elf’s hand. 
 
    Again, Amir sensed Power flow out and into the injured elf. Although Richard had his helmet on, he grabbed at his armored neck. The wounded elf groaned. Almost immediately, the elf sat up and stared at the blood on his hands. 
 
    Before anyone could do more than stare, another series of distant explosions echoed down the stairway. The explosions sounded closer than they’d been before. 
 
    Richard staggered to his feet with Mia’s help. One of the lancers handed him the pistol he’d dropped. 
 
    The human glanced around. “This is it. There’s no time to grieve. The yellow gem is at the top of those stairs. I feel it. Enemies are there waiting to stop us. More are coming. It’s now or never.” 
 
    Mia placed the butt of her staff on the floor. The gem at its top shone a bright blue. “We are ready,” she said. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “Aye,” said Lord Derander as he took up a position on the high priestess’s left side. “Lead the way, human. You will not go alone.” 
 
    Master Freestrod, the remaining monks, and each of the elf lancers raised their weapons and stepped forward. Only a slight hint of fear was visible on their faces along with a lot of determination. 
 
    The image of Glory came again to Amir’s mind. The pouch under his chainmail remained warm. The yellow glow no longer surrounded the hammer, but it didn’t matter. In his heart, he knew Glory was with him. 
 
    She will always be with me. 
 
    Retrieving his shield, Amir raised his sledge and looked at the human. 
 
    “Lead the way, friend Rick. If we are to die this day, we will die together, as teammates should.” 
 
    The sound of explosions grew closer. 
 
    As one, elves, human, and giant stepped forward to meet their fate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51 – Intersection 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    With only a dozen left in their dwindling group, Richard spread the elves out into what Nickelo insisted was the best formation to keep them alive, at least for a little while. Surprisingly, even Lord Derander had followed Richard’s instructions without argument. When everyone was ready, Richard led the way up the stone steps three abreast with Amir to his right and Commander Astradis on his left. Mia followed with Grapeon and Skylark flanking her sides. A half dozen steps behind came Lord Derander and two of the remaining lancers. The rear guard of Tracer, Freestrod, and the only other surviving monk, Cramis, brought up the rear. 
 
    “Twelve is not going to be enough,” Richard told his battle computer. 
 
    “Well,” replied Nickelo, “if it helps any, you can count me as lucky number thirteen. Plus, someone or something’s at the other end of your ring. You’ve helped each other before. You might be able to do it again.” 
 
    Richard had his doubts but kept them in his private space. He took a moment to replace the empty magazine in his Deloris blaster with a fresh one. 
 
    “That only leaves you with one other mag in your ammo pouch,” said Nickelo. “My advice is to save your ammo for an emergency.” 
 
    Three explosions sounded from above, distant but getting closer. 
 
    “What are those demons up to?” Richard said. “Are they creating some kind of trap for us?” 
 
    “I calculate it isn’t the demons causing the explosions. I know the odds are low, but perhaps we have some allies after all. Stranger things have happened.” 
 
    Richard glanced at his passive scan. Two score life forms were at the top of the stairs just out of sight. He didn’t need to see to know what the area looked like. He’d been there before. 
 
    “That’s where I first met Shandria. There’s a T intersection ten meters past the top of the stairs. The hallway is about five meters across.” 
 
    “Are you trying to explain the layout to me, Wizard Scout? I’m the one who made the map.” 
 
    “Then you’ll remember what happened up there. The wall at the intersection disappeared. The demon Efrestra came out of the wall in the form of that black dragon. There was a large cavern behind the wall. I vaguely remember seeing a pool of water. I’ve got a feeling that’s where we need to go.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo. “Your memory seems to be getting awful good considering you couldn’t recall much of anything when we first appeared in the desert. Are you starting to remember anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Richard said. “I am. But it’s still pretty much hit or miss. I remember flying around in the Defiant. I’ve also started to remember some of my wizard scout friends like Jerad, Tam, and Telsa. On top of that, I’m getting images of past missions I did for ‘the One.’ For some reason, silver eyes and silver hair keeps popping up in my mind.” 
 
    “Based upon the information in my databanks, Shandria had silver eyes and hair. I calculate that is who you must be thinking of.” 
 
    Richard brought up an image of Shandria, remembering her eyes and hair. They were indeed silver, but something told him that wasn’t the silver in his mind. The ring on his left hand tingled as if trying to force him to remember more. He tried, but nothing came. 
 
    With only five steps remaining to the top of the stairs, Richard forgot about trying to bring up lost memories, silver or otherwise, and concentrated on the life forms at the top of the stairs. Based upon his passive scan, there were dozens if not hundreds of life forms in other parts of the time-bubble, heading their way. At least a hundred or more, some marked in the red of magic users, were making their way toward the stairs from behind them. 
 
    Richard turned around and caught Tracer’s eye. “You’re going to be getting some company from the rear right quick. Make sure you’re ready.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, Richard turned his head to look at Mia. Her eyes had a tint of red through the battle helmet’s visor, but he could tell her silver flecks were churning away furiously. He sensed a buildup of Power in the staff she held. 
 
    “We’ll take care of the zombies and ghouls,” Richard told Mia. “Derander and you should save your Power for any demons that show up. Some of them can use magic, so be ready. The rest of us can’t make defensive shields to protect us from their spells.” 
 
    “We will be ready when you need us,” said the high priestess. 
 
    Standing behind Mia, Derander nodded agreement. 
 
    With nothing more to say or do, Richard turned back to the front and began running up the remaining stairs. Amir and Commander Astradis stayed at his side step for step. As soon as he got to the top of the stairs, Richard saw what waited for them. It was a mixture of two score undead; some zombies and some ghouls. They weren’t alone. A three-meter-tall, six-armed monstrosity with four legs stood in the midst of the undead. Energy that had hidden the creature fell away. The large Power reserve now appearing on Richard’s passive scan made a shiver run down his spine. 
 
    “Demon,” said Nickelo using the battle helmet’s external speaker. “It had a stealth shield.” 
 
    The demon drew Power from its reserve and formed a ball of magic in its hands. At the same time, the two score undead surged forward to meet Richard and his companions. 
 
    “This may interest you,” said Nickelo, keeping his words in their shared space. “Based upon the frequency of the ball of magic, I calculate it will be a very large fireball. I have a feeling the demon does not care that it will be burning up its allies along with you and the others.” 
 
    Richard also doubted the demon’s concern. As the first of the zombies and ghouls drew close, he met them with a dozen shots from his Deloris blaster. Since Nickelo didn’t bother chastising him for his wanton use of phase rounds, Richard had a feeling this was the emergency his battle computer had warned him about. Three ghouls and six zombies in the first wave fell to the floor. A second wave clambered over their companions’ bodies with arms and claws outstretched. 
 
    Before Richard could fire again, Amir stepped forward and met the leaders of the second wave with his shield, stopping them in their tracks. Commander Astradis dove into the fray, driving the blade of his dagger into the eyes of zombies and ghouls in movements too fast for Richard to follow. 
 
    Not to be outdone, Richard lashed out with his phase rod, dropping a ghoul and two zombies. It didn’t seem to matter. Twice that number of undead took their place. 
 
    The ball of magic in the demon’s hands had been growing in intensity. Just as the spell shot out, a shimmering wall of blue magic appeared two arm-lengths to Richard’s front. He sensed the combined frequencies of Mia and Derander. The demon’s spell exploded against the defensive shield in a blast of fire and brimstone. Stone tiles fell from the ceiling, but the elves’ shield held firm, resisting the demon’s magic. The same couldn’t be said for the zombies and ghouls on the other side of the elves’ defensive shield. The intense heat of the fireball’s magic turned the undead creatures into smoldering lumps of flesh. The force of the demon’s spell splattered pieces of burnt corpses against the hall’s walls and ceiling. 
 
    When the last of the flames from the demon’s spell dissipated, Mia and Derander dropped their defensive shield. 
 
    Richard charged forward with Amir and Commander Astradis at his side. Swords of fire appeared in the demon’s three right hands as three fiery spears materialized in its left. With no more zombies or ghouls to worry about, Grapeon and Skylark left Mia’s side and took up flanking positions to the left and right of Amir and Astradis.  
 
    Richard fired four rounds from his Deloris blaster at the demon’s head. He pulled the pistol’s trigger a fifth time but was rewarded with a click. 
 
    “You haven’t been doing a very good job of counting shots,” replied Nickelo, failing to mention that he also hadn’t bothered warning his wizard scout that he was getting low on ammo. 
 
    Dodging the thrust of a fire spear, Richard let the empty pistol fall from his hand and exchanged it for his short sword. 
 
    A sword of fire from the demon came straight at Richard’s throat. The battle suit moved of its own accord, twisting him out of the way. Trusting Nickelo to help dodge the demon’s blows, Richard dove headfirst on the floor in an attempt to slide behind the six-armed monster. He didn’t make it. A clawed foot came down, pinning the leg of his battle suit in place. 
 
    Skylark charged forward and thrust the tip of her sword into the knee of the leg holding Richard. The demon roared as the sword’s Holy Metal bit deep into cartilage and bone. At the same time, two balls of blue magic hit the demon full in the face, making it stagger back a step. 
 
    Suddenly free, Richard low-crawled between the demon’s legs while Amir and Astradis kept the monster busy from the front. Grapeon and Skylark continued attacking the demon from the sides. 
 
    Rising to his feet behind the demon, Richard stabbed his short sword upward between the demon’s ribs. Driven by the strength of his battle suit’s assisters, the blade of Holy Metal sunk all the way to the handguard. The demon roared. The sound of agony was so loud it activated the battle helmet’s sound suppressors. Richard followed up the sword’s blow with a strike of his phase rod to the back of the demon’s head. 
 
    The massive creature spun, tearing the sword out of Richard’s grasp. The demon stabbed out at Richard with all three of its spears. One of the flaming spears caught Richard on the left leg of his battle suit. The flaming point penetrated the suit’s armor, tearing a hole in Richard’s thigh. Fiery pain that was more than physical tore through his body. The other spears passed by Richard without touching him, but the damage was done. He dropped his phase rod and fell on the stone floor of the hall. 
 
    Before the demon could follow up its spear thrust with blows from its swords, Amir stepped over Richard and struck an overhand blow with his hammer at the demon’s chest. The demon was knocked back two full paces. 
 
    Richard felt hands pulling at his shoulders. He looked up to see Skylark and Grapeon dragging him away from the fight. They placed him in a sitting position with his back to a part of the wall that was semi-clear of the fighting, then left him to rejoin the fight. 
 
    Power from the reserve Richard used to self-heal wrapped around the wound in his leg. The Power quenched the fiery pain racing through his body. 
 
    “I calculate six seconds until your wound is healed enough to stand,” said Nickelo. “You have a hole in your battle suit’s left leg, but the assisters are still functioning.” 
 
    The seconds ticked by as Richard watched helplessly from the floor. Mia and Lord Derander had joined the fray against the demon at close range, sending blasts of magic at the creature’s head. The demon had its back to Richard, seeming to concentrate on the two magic users. A glint of light from the lower part of the demon’s back caught Richard’s eye. 
 
    “That’s the blue gem in the hilt of my short sword,” Richard told his battle computer. “It’s still stuck in the demon’s ribs. Maybe I can…” 
 
    Knowing he couldn’t yet stand or fight, Richard focused on the handle of the sword. He tried twisting the sword hilt with telekinesis, but the little residual Power leaking out of his reserve wasn’t enough to do the job. He felt the ring on his left hand tingle and grow warm. Taking what little Power he could gather, he pushed it down the link to whoever was on the other side of the gem. An image of silver flashed in his mind. In less than a heartbeat, more Power came up the link than he’d sent. He wrapped the returned Power around the handle of his sword and jerked it back and forth. 
 
    The demon raised its head and roared. When it did so, Amir stepped forward and struck a mighty blow with his sledgehammer straight at the demon’s gaping jaws. Broken fangs and dark blood splattered into the air as the big man drew back for another blow. At the same time, Commander Astradis jumped onto the demon’s leg and used it to raise himself up until he was level with the demon’s head. Striking out twice, the monk blinded both of the demon’s eyes with the blade of his dagger. 
 
    Grapeon and Skylark charged forward, stabbing at the demon’s sides. The screaming creature went down on two legs, but it was far from defeated. Dropping two of its spears, the demon got hold of Grapeon by the throat and twisted the elf’s head off. Tossing the bloody head and lifeless body to the floor, the demon started to reach out for Mia, somehow sensing where she was. Lord Derander stepped in front of her with staff at the ready. The demon knocked the staff aside, tearing at the mage’s chest with two of its razor-sharp claws. The demon pulled its claws back, taking bloody pieces of torn robe and flesh with them. 
 
    Ignoring the pain in his leg, Richard rose to his feet. He fell more than he did lunge at the demon. As he stumbled forward, he levitated the phase rod into his hand using the last of the precious Power he’d received through the gem. Falling against the demon’s back, he ripped out the short sword and shoved his phase rod into the bloody wound all the way to the hilt. 
 
    This time the demon didn’t roar. It screamed. Falling backwards, the demon landed on top of Richard. His battle suit’s armor took the brunt of the blow, causing no harm, but he was pinned in place. He was able to move enough to jerk the handle of the phase rod back and forth. He sensed microscopic explosions of phase energy ripping the demon’s insides apart. Giving the phase rod a hard jerk to the right, he forced the tip of the rod onto the demon’s heart. The tortured muscle exploded on contact. The demon gave a final scream, then lay still. The dot on Richard’s heads-up display that marked the location of the demon went out. 
 
    Explosions and shouts from the bottom of the stairs told Richard the battle was far from over. 
 
    Skylark and Amir rushed over and dragged Richard from underneath the demon’s body. Mia looked at him for a second before running down the stairs. Within seconds, he sensed magic exploding in the cavern at the bottom of the stairway. 
 
    “Lord Derander’s hurt,” said Amir. “He is in bad shape.” 
 
    With his leg now fully healed, Richard was tempted to follow Mia down the stairs, but one look at his passive scan confirmed that between Master Freestrod and the high priestess, the elves had the situation under control. He turned to look at the injured Derander. The light chainmail the mage wore beneath his robe was as torn as his robe. Beneath the ragged chain mesh, Richard could see white bone through the torn flesh. 
 
    Lord Derander opened his eyes long enough to look at Richard and whispered, “Go. Save Mia. My time has come.” 
 
    Richard shook his head and removed his right glove. “Arrogant to the end, aren’t you?” 
 
    Kneeling next to the dying magic user, he took hold of the mage’s hand and pulled the elf’s wounds into his own body. The flesh of his chest ripped inside his battle suit. He heard a scream in the distance. 
 
    The scream sounded familiar. Then everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 – Orange Time-bubble 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Coming to her feet in the orange time-bubble, Jeena found herself in a two-hundred-pace wide cavern. Dozens of elf-high boulders were scattered on the stone floor in seemingly random patterns. The ragged stone ceiling was nearly fifty paces overhead. Except for the X-shuttle’s crew, the place was empty. The cave was dark, but that mattered little at the moment. Everyone on Jeena’s team had night-vision abilities. She’d made sure of it. 
 
    “Exit over there,” said Stella as she raised one of her right hands and pointed at a tunnel on the other side of the cavern. 
 
    “Best hurry,” said Felspar as he organized his dwarf security team in a line facing the orange-lined portal through which they’d come. “For all we know, we might be getting company.” 
 
    Recognizing a good point when she heard it, Jeena wasted no time in giving orders. “Felspar, take the security team along with Calatron and Kester. Secure that exit tunnel. Timerman, you go with them.” 
 
    “But—” started the orc teenager. 
 
    “Best go,” hissed Red Wing. “You are not even armed.” 
 
    The teenager glanced down at his empty hands. 
 
    “Here, take this,” said Red Wing as she tossed the orc her phase pistol. “I summon another from my pouch.” 
 
    Nodding thanks, Timerman ran after the dwarves and gnomes in the direction of the exit tunnel Stella had spotted. 
 
    “What we do?” asked Stella.  
 
    Jeena motioned for the two scouts to spread out. “We stay here for a couple of minutes to see if anyone tries to follow. The Dragar destroyer was crashing, but it may have slowed enough to stay in one piece. They may try and send their troops through our access point.” 
 
    Activating her phase spear, Red Wing said, “Let them try. It has been too long since my mother’s spear has tasted the blood of her enemies.” 
 
    Stella activated all four of her phase rods, one in each hand. She spread her lips and showed her double row of teeth in a Sterilian version of a smile. “I ready too.” 
 
    A whimper drew Jeena’s attention to the floor. A small, furry-white form with two beady-red eyes stared up at her. “Are you wondering what you should do, little one?” she said. “Stay behind me. I will protect you.” 
 
    Snowy growled. The growl was accompanied by an emotion of humor. The small, furry-white body shimmered. The shimmering expanded until it was higher than Jeena’s shoulder. When the shimmering stopped, an elf-high dolgar stood in the pup’s place. The all white dolgar growled, revealing finger-length fangs. Snowy’s fire red eyes fixed on Jeena. 
 
    “All right,” Jeena said, taken a little aback in spite of herself. “I will stand behind you. How does that sound?” 
 
    Snowy bared her teeth and sent out an emotion resembling humor. Then the dolgar shimmered again and disappeared into the stone floor. 
 
    “She be back,” said Stella. “She knows you part of Rick’s pack.” 
 
    Jeena did know it, but the sight of the vicious-looking dolgar had affected her nonetheless. She was a little embarrassed. Shaking her head, she laughed. “To think I was letting her sleep in my bed with me on the Defiant. I think I like her puppy form better.” 
 
    Stella hissed a Sterilian laugh. “I like better too.” 
 
    Something golden moved in the dark opening of the access point. A split-second later, out walked an ogre-sized lump of golden metal with two appendages for legs and two more for arms. 
 
    “Golem,” shouted Danny over the ring’s external speakers. 
 
    As soon as the golem stepped clear of the opening, red beams of magic shot out of its two arms. 
 
    Jeena threw up a no-word defensive spell, deflecting the beams into the ceiling. Shattered pieces of stone fell to the cavern floor, forcing Jeena to dodge to the right. 
 
    Another golem stepped through the opening, followed by a squad of armored four-armed Thargs and two Dragar spellcasters. 
 
    Red Wing met the second golem with a thrust of her phase spear. The shimmering green tip bounced off the hard form of the golem, but the subatomic explosions of phase energy caused the golem to fall back into the two spellcasters. 
 
    More Thargs and Dragars began streaming through the orange-rimmed opening along with two more golems. 
 
    “Fall back,” Jeena said. “Make for the tunnel.” 
 
    Stella was beating on a golem with all four of her phase rods. The blurred motion of the multicolored rods appeared to confuse the golem. It stumbled and fell to the stone floor. After four quick head-strikes from the Sterilian’s phase rods, the golem’s head separated from its body and rolled across the cavern floor. 
 
    When Stella started toward a squad of the armored Thargs, Jeena shouted, “I said fall back. That’s an order.” 
 
    With oblivious reluctance, the Sterilian turned and ran for the tunnel held by Felspar and his security team. She traded shots from her Deloris blaster with the Thargs as they fired magic energy rounds from their rifles at Stella’s retreating form. The Thargs shots ricocheted off her defensive shield doing no harm. 
 
    Red Wing was in the midst of a tangle of Thargs and Dragars, striking out with both phase spear and the points of her bat-shaped wings. Four Thargs lay at her feet, but replacements were coming out of the opening faster than the scout could kill them. 
 
    “Red Wing!” Jeena shouted. “Make for the tunnel. We have to find a yellow gem if one is here. Hurry.” 
 
    The Crosioian scout stabbed another Tharg in the chest with her phase spear and then began to shimmer as she shifted into the void. Before passing completely into the stone floor, Red Wing managed to grab onto a Dragar’s leg and drag the screaming spellcaster into the floor with her. 
 
    Drawing Power from her reserve, Jeena cast a barrier of blue fire in front of the opening of the access point. A dozen armored forms in the process of stepping through the dark opening fell back and out of sight. 
 
    “I calculate that will not hold them for long,” said Danny. “I recommend you join the others before the soldiers already through the access point have time to get reorganized.” 
 
    Firing a blast of magic out of her staff at two Dragar spellcasters, Jeena started her retreat toward the tunnel. Beams of plasma, phase, and magic energy crisscrossed around her as the dwarves and Thargs traded fire, but none penetrated her defensive spell. She was halfway across the cavern when she sensed a powerful spell forming behind her. 
 
    Spinning around, Jeena saw the blue flames in front of the access point waver and disappear. Through the opening stepped an ebony figure with white hair. 
 
    Burning hatred overpowered all thoughts of any yellow gem from Jeena’s mind. “Crendemor!” 
 
    The dark elf caught Jeena’s eye and smiled as dozens of armored Thargs and Dragars rushed out of the opening. “Leave the priestess for me,” he shouted. “She’s all mine.” Drawing a jeweled longsword from his scabbard, he began running toward Jeena. 
 
    Thinking only of reaching her hated enemy, Jeena charged at the dark elf, screaming in fury. Thargs and Dragars alike tried to get out of her way, but she didn’t give them a chance. Drawing Power from her reserve, she sent it into the Lady’s staff. A beam of blue light shot out, exploding in a blast of blue magic so intense that everything in its path was swept away. The only thing remaining on their feet between her and the dark elf were two of the ogre-sized golems. 
 
    As the golems raised their arms in her direction, two shimmering forms came out of the stone floor behind them. One was a massive ball of white fur. 
 
    Snowy clamped her massive jaws around one of the golem’s necks and dragged it back into the floor. 
 
    The second shimmering form was Red Wing. She thrust at the remaining golem with her phase spear. The green phase energy passed through the golden lump of metal. The spear hadn’t been able to penetrate the golem while Red Wing had been in the physical dimension, but it had no such problem while in the void. Smoke and sparks of magic shot out of the golem’s eyes as Red Wing dragged the struggling creature of magic into the stone floor. 
 
    Running at full speed, Jeena met Crendemor head on. She caught his sword blade on the Lady’s staff, deflecting the blow. Kicking out with her left leg, Jeena caught the dark elf in the stomach. She felt hard metal under his robe and sensed magic underneath. The dark elf was driven back a step by the force of the blow, but he was unharmed. 
 
    “He is wearing magic chainmail under his robe,” said Danny. “Get back to the others while you have the chance. Don’t try to fight him on your own. He is too powerful.” 
 
    Thoughts of retreat had no place in Jeena’s mind. She traded a flurry of blows with her staff against the dark elf’s magic sword. Sparks of blue and red magic shot out from the weapons at each blow, but neither seemed able to gain an advantage. 
 
    “Danny,” Jeena thought, “the Lady’s staff is resisting me.” 
 
    As if sensing Jeena’s thoughts, Lord Crendemor laughed. “That’s right, my sweet Jeena. I spent fifty years learning the ways of your Lady’s staff. It will not harm me any more than it will harm you.” He pulled back a little and raised his sword. “My bondmate’s sword is under no such qualms. It is only fitting that you die screaming on Lillia’s blade. I will make sure I tell your precious human the next time I seem him how you died.” He laughed again. “Too bad you are no longer a virgin. I would give you to the Dalinfaust as a sacrifice like I did your sister. Her screams were delicious.” 
 
    Screaming her fury, Jeena lunged forward, closing the distance between her and the dark elf. Crendemor was caught by surprise. She pinned his sword against his chest with the Lady’s staff. Blue and red magic blasted up, blistering the skin on both of their faces, but Jeena ignored the pain. All that mattered was destroying the hated enemy before her. She drew every bit of Power from her reserve and fed it into the blue gem at the top of the Lady’s staff. The immense Power broke the line connecting the dark elf to the staff. 
 
    On the verge of saying a one-word self-destruct spell that she knew would destroy both Crendemor and her, Jeena took her last seconds of life to sense what was happening around her. Balls of magic and plasma energy streaked back and forth through the air. Kester, Calatron, and Timerman were fighting in hand-to-hand combat nearby against the scores of armored soldiers along with Felspar and his dwarves. Red Wing and Snowy were in the middle of the enemy, ripping flesh and armor with fangs and wing-points. 
 
    “What did you expect?” said Danny. “Did you think they were going to stay back at the exit tunnel when you needed them? Speaking of need, I am now in contact with Nickelo and Raj. They are in the green and purple time-bubbles. They are as bad off as you. Your bondmate needs you, Jeehana. Are you going to let him die?” 
 
    The face of Crendemor was so close she could see fear in his eyes as he sensed the beginnings of her spell. They both knew the Power now in the Lady’s staff was more than sufficient to destroy them both with a single word. The Power was there, all ready to go. Jeena’s hatred demanded she destroy the dark elf to avenge her family. But hate was not all she felt. The ring on her left hand felt warm. Jeena sensed the presence of her bondmate on the other side. The sensation was stronger than it had been since they’d separated. She felt love and commitment flowing through the ring to her. 
 
    Along with the love came an emotion that seemed to say, “I need your help.” 
 
    Jeena stared into Crendemor’s eyes. Vengeance was within her grasp. 
 
    “You have a choice,” said Danny. “Live and help your bondmate, or die to get your revenge. What’s it going to be? Vengeance, or love?” 
 
    An image of her bondmate formed in her mind. The link between them was still dulled as if by time and distance, but the connection through the gem of her ring was stronger than ever. The choice given to her by the ex-battle computer was no choice at all. 
 
    “Rick’s in trouble. He needs me.” 
 
    Forming all her love into one emotion, she sent it back through the ring, hoping her bondmate would know it meant, “Whatever you need.” 
 
    A large part of the magic in the self-destruct spell was drawn out of Jeena and into the gem and on to her bondmate. Her spell flickered and dissipated away. 
 
    The fear in Lord Crendemor’s eyes was replaced by a look of victory. He shoved her back, knocking the Lady’s staff out of the way. Raising his sword, he laughed. “You fool. You had your chance. Now it’s mine. You gave too much of the staff’s Power to your human. I will gain control of the Lady’s staff again. It will be mine.” 
 
    Swinging out with her staff, Jeena struck at Crendemor’s head. He parried the blow with his sword. Red and blue sparks filled the air as magic and counter-magic sought to gain control. Jeena swung again and again. Each time the dark elf parried her blows, and with each parry, she was forced back another step. 
 
    Kicking out with his leg, Lord Crendemor knocked the Lady’s staff aside. He laughed as he brought the blade of his magic sword down straight at Jeena’s defenseless head. 
 
    Recognizing her fate, Jeena brought up a final image of her bondmate and waited for death. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53 – Unexpected Help 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    When Richard returned to consciousness, he found himself sitting on the stone floor of the hallway once again with his back against the wall. He sensed movement around him. Glancing to his left, he saw Master Freestrod, Tracer, and the monk Cramis at the top of the stairs, holding off a veritable wave of zombies. He turned and looked at the other end of the hallway that was the T intersection. There he saw Mia, Commander Astradis, and two of the elf lancers engaging a group of undead coming from the left side of the intersection. Lord Derander, Amir, and Skylark were battling half a dozen ghouls and two low-level demons at the mouth of the rightmost part of the intersection. So far, the elves seemed to be holding their own. As he watched, Amir took a mighty two-handed swing with his hammer and smashed one of the demons’ heads like it was an overripe melon. 
 
    Definitely holding their own, Richard thought. 
 
    “It’s about time you woke up,” said Nickelo. “You have been unconscious for eighteen seconds. The first of the demon reinforcements are just arriving. I calculate the main body will arrive in two minutes and fourteen seconds. When they get here, I estimate a ninety-nine percent probability your companions and you will be killed, or worse, taken prisoner.” 
 
    Glancing at his helmet’s heads-up display, Richard noticed several hundred dots of yellow, orange, and red heading toward the group of white dots that was the elves. The outer edges of the heads-up display appeared blurry with dots blinking in and out of focus. 
 
    A series of explosions echoed through the tunnels. The sound didn’t come from the elves or their opponents. Richard noticed at least a third of the dots on the upper left side of the heads-up display and a third on the right turning away and moving off the edge of the screen. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Richard asked. “Why are they running away? For that matter, where are they going? I’m losing track of them with my scan.” 
 
    “I calculate they are leaving this time-bubble for the other time-bubbles,” said Nickelo. “We are in one of three interconnected time-bubbles. I think you were right about the three bubbles overlapping on the other side of that intersection’s wall.” 
 
    Looking in his lap, Richard noticed that someone had placed his Deloris blaster and phase rod there. He hurriedly switched out the empty magazine in the pistol for the last full mag in his ammo pouch. 
 
    “That gives you seventeen shots,” said Nickelo. “There are two hundred and twenty-five life forms still heading our way. I calculate you may be a little short on ammo.” 
 
    Taking another glance at his heads-up display, Richard decided Amir and the elves were holding their own without his help at the present. He forced himself to his feet and made his way to the wall of the intersection. Doing his best to ignore the battle raging to his left, right, and rear, he touched the stone with his mind and tried to sense what was on the other side. Images of green, orange, purple, and yellow came to him. 
 
    “Nick, use the ring and battle suit’s sensors on the wall. I’ve got to get inside.” 
 
    “Compliance. Sensor sweeps complete. The wall has a stealth shield. I am unable to penetrate it at the moment. On the plus side, I am now picking up readings from two other battle computers via the tele-network. Battle computer Raj is in the purple time-bubble located to our left front. Battle computer Danny is located in the orange time-bubble to our right front.” 
 
    At the mention of the two battle computers, the final barriers blocking Richard’s memory fell away. All of a sudden he knew who he was and why he was here. He remembered how he’d volunteered to travel sixteen thousand years in the past. He also remembered ‘the One’ and how the network of computers was using him to battle the demon hordes that were determined to take over the three galaxies. Most of all, he remembered silver hair and silver eyes. 
 
    “Jeena,” he whispered. 
 
    The ring on his left hand tingled. Its red gem grew warm. He tried touching her through their bond link. It remained dulled. He reached into the gem of his ring and touched the presence on the other side. He sensed desperation. “She’s in trouble, Nick. We’ve got to help her.” 
 
    “I calculate you will best help her by completing your mission. My memory banks are functioning normally again. I am sending the data from your memory backup to your mind. It will take thirty seconds to complete your memory refresh. In the meantime, I recommend you figure out how to get past this wall. Wizard Scout Telsa is in the purple-time bubble. She is there with Rembis and the high priestess Shandria, to name a few. Your Jeena is in the orange time-bubble with part of the Defiant’s crew. She has Wizard Scout Stella and Red Wing with her. I calculate it is no coincidence that each of the three time-bubbles now has one of the elves’ high priestesses in it, armed with the same staff. My algorithm indicates the high priestesses and their staffs are the keys to entering the fourth time-bubble. I recommend you use them accordingly. I recommend you use them now.” 
 
    “Shandria’s here as well as Jeena?” Richard asked. “With their staffs? How can that be?” 
 
    Richard’s mind began spinning as he tried to grasp the concept of the same staff existing in three different time-bubbles, at the same location, at the same time. Before he could dwell on it further, a ghoul scrambled over Amir’s shield and leaped straight for him. The arm of his battle suit struck out and slashed the activated phase rod across the creature’s face. The ghoul fell to the floor and lay still. 
 
    Leaving the handling of the undead to his battle computer, Richard concentrated on the wall. He reached into the ring on his left hand and touched Jeena using the link between the gem in his ring and hers. His bondmate’s love and commitment came flowing back. 
 
    “I need your help,” Richard said, sending the words as an emotion. 
 
    An emotion Richard took as “Whatever you need” returned. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” asked Nickelo. “You may have your memory back, but the Power reserve you use for offense and defense is still blocked. I am unable to determine why.” 
 
    Richard didn’t know why either, and he didn’t have time to figure it out. Reaching through his ring’s gem, he drew magic from his bondmate and pulled it into himself. He pulled a lot of magic as if his bondmate had it there ready and waiting. 
 
    “I calculate that will do you no good, Wizard Scout. You cannot use magic. What are you trying to accomplish?” 
 
    Richard didn’t waste time explaining. Taking a risk that his battle computer was right about Shandria being there, he touched the link she’d once connected to him. He found her at the other end. Her presence was strong. He felt an emotion of desperation from her as if she was in a battle of life and death of her own, but he had no time to worry about that now. He pulled magic from her. She did not resist. He combined her magic with that of his bondmate’s. As the two sources of magic merged, he reached out to the link he’d connected to Mia when he’d formed the Circle back in Point Departure. As her magic came up the link, he noticed Mia glance over her shoulder at him. She looked away just as quickly and went back to fighting the zombies, ghouls, and magic users attacking her side of the intersection. 
 
    With the combined magic of the three high priestesses merged into a single ball, Richard touched it to the wall. The magic wasn’t a spell, but it was close enough. The intersection’s stone wall shimmered and fell away, revealing a dimly lit cavern beyond. A glint of light came from the center of the cave near a dark pool of water. 
 
    “Switch to clear visor, Nick,” Richard ordered. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The red tint of the night-vision filter was replaced by a clear field of energy. Richard had an unobstructed view of the glint of light. It was yellow. As he stared at the light, it grew brighter and began pulsing. 
 
    “You have returned,” came a thought in Richard’s mind. The thought wasn’t words, and the voice that said them wasn’t something he could hear, but he took them as words nonetheless. 
 
    “Who are you?” Richard asked, keeping the words in his mind. 
 
    The yellow light pulsed again. “Who am I? I am that which you have been seeking.” 
 
    “What are you?” Richard demanded. 
 
    The yellow light pulsed some more. “Don’t you know, Wizard Scout?” 
 
    Richard stared at the pulsing yellow light. The glow changed shape, taking on the form of a man with yellow hair dressed in a long white robe. Two-meter-long white wings extended from the man’s back. The yellow-haired man looked at Richard with eyes that resembled pools of blue water. A sense of peace flowed into Richard through the man’s eyes. 
 
    The teachings of the sisters at the orphanage where Richard had been raised came rushing back into his mind. In particular, he remembered a painting hanging in the office behind the head sister’s desk. He’d been forced to look at the painting every time he’d been sent to the office for punishment. He’d been sent there a lot. The yellow-haired man standing in the center of the cavern was the spitting image of the painting behind the sister’s desk. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Richard said. “You can’t be one.” 
 
    Seeming to smile, the yellow-haired man said, “But I am, Wizard Scout.” 
 
    “What are you?” Richard demanded, still refusing to believe his eyes. 
 
    “You know what I am, though you refuse to say the word.” 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Richard threw off the sense of peace. “I said tell me what you are.” 
 
    The yellow-haired man locked eyes with Richard and smiled. “I am an angel.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 54 – The Angel 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The sounds of battle raged all around Richard, but he ignored everything except the yellow-haired man standing in his white robe just twenty meters away.  
 
    Richard shook his head in disbelief. “You can’t be an angel. I don’t believe it. There’s no such thing. Angels don’t exist. You look like something from a painting I used to see. You’re an illusion.” 
 
    The yellow-haired man smiled once more. It was a sad smile. “I suppose it is a good thing that your belief or nonbelief has no bearing on my existence. I do find it strange that you believe in demons easy enough but not angels. As for my looks, I took the form from an image in your mind of the painting you used to see. I can take another form if you prefer. I hoped this one would make you feel more comfortable.” 
 
    The man claiming to be an angel lifted his hands to waist level. When he did, Richard noticed a chain composed of intertwined colors of red, blue, and yellow wrapped around the man’s wrists and leading back to a man-sized boulder. 
 
    The angel smiled again. “Although as angels go, I must admit that I am a poor one at the moment. As you can tell, I am a prisoner.” 
 
    “A prisoner?” Richard asked more to stall for time than desiring an answer. He was above average in intelligence, but even he knew it sometimes took his mind a little while to think things out. 
 
    The angel lowered his hands and sighed. “Yes, a prisoner, but the story is too long to tell with words, and your time is too short. Let me show you.” 
 
    Images began appearing in Richard’s mind at a rapid-fire pace. He was on a dark and barren, rock-strewn plain. Volcanoes spewed red lava high in the air. A battle of epic proportion raged around him. Thousands, maybe millions of creatures were locked in combat. Some of the creatures had physical forms. Some were nightmarish monsters too hideous to look at while others were in gentler forms more pleasing to the eye. Still others were only concentrations of energy striking out or defending themselves against those around them. Richard sensed good from some of the creatures and evil from others. Some of the evil creatures had forms he’d seen in the past, demons. The good and evil seemed evenly divided. 
 
    As he watched, a concentration of yellow energy was attacked by a dozen demons. One demon in the shape of a black shadow with three horns and six eyes of fire raised a battle axe composed of red, blue, and yellow Power. The battle axe struck the yellow energy, which Richard knew with absolute certainty was an angel. A fleck of yellow crystal shot into the air and landed on the plain’s rocky landscape. The angel fought back, but the black shadow struck again with its multicolored axe. A large chunk of the angel’s yellow energy fell to the ground, turning to crystal when it hit. The angel cried out in agony. The black shadow pressed its attack while others of its kind wove chains of Power together and ensnared the angel within. The snare tightened, forcing the angel into a concentrated ball of yellow energy. A score of angels rushed forward to aid their fallen comrade. Before they could get close enough to strike, the black shadow shimmered and disappeared, taking its prisoner with it. 
 
    The image of the battle changed to one of a cavern formed by the intersection of three time-bubbles. Knowledge came into Richard’s mind, telling him that demons of untold power had spent many eons creating the prison, for a prison it was. He sensed spheres of blue, red, and yellow being placed in time-bubbles of green, orange, and purple. 
 
    Seed parts, Richard thought. Those are the seed parts Shandria and I rescued. They supplied the energy that forms the prison. 
 
    The black shadow cast the angel to the floor of the cavern. The multicolored bands of energy binding the captive angel turned into chains. 
 
    “There you shall stay until the end of time,” said the black shadow. “Torture shall be your only companion for the rest of eternity. You will no longer play a part in my master’s game. The three time-bubbles will ensure you will remain our prisoner. The Creator’s own helper will supply your prison’s energy. Should some fool try to rescue you from one of the time-bubbles, the other two will keep you locked in place. Despair will be your only existence.” With those words, the black shadow melted into a liquid, forming a pool of dark water on the cavern floor just beyond the stone. 
 
    The scene shifted back to the site of the battle between good and evil. An angel of blue energy picked up the larger piece of crystal that had been cut off the yellow angel. The blue angel took the crystal in the form of a yellow gem to a planet Richard recognized as Portalis. There the blue angel gave the gem to a tribe of giants. 
 
    “Our comrade has been taken, but this part of him shall be the key,” said the blue angel to the giants. “Keep this part of our companion safe until the time of the Great Battle. This part of our friend is now a part of your world. Woe be unto future generations should this part of our comrade ever be truly destroyed.” 
 
    The images in Richard’s mind disappeared as quickly as they had come. He found himself back at the intersection, peering into the cavern. The angel stood next to the boulder with both hands held out. The chains of interwoven blue, red, and yellow energy were clearly visible. 
 
    “You have a choice, Wizard Scout,” came words which weren’t words in Richard’s mind. “You and those with you are creatures of freewill. I watched you when you came and helped take the seed parts. I hoped you would return, and here you are. Release me, so that I may do that which needs to be done.” 
 
    Richard glanced to his left and right. He sensed his friends growing increasingly hard-pressed by the moment. The cavern’s walls had turned translucent, and he could now see into the other two time-bubbles. He saw Telsa standing side by side with Shandria, Rembis, and another elf fighting against a man more skeleton than flesh. He saw Jeena, Stella, Red Wing, and the dwarves from the Defiant battling against a dark-skinned elf and a mass of Dragars and Thargs. Beams of plasma and magic energy flashed in every direction as both friends and foes began to fall. 
 
    “I must help my friends,” Richard said. “If you’re an angel, then you should be able to help yourself.” 
 
    The angel shrugged his wings. “Alas, I cannot. I am incomplete. That which was taken from me keeps me helpless. Removing the seed parts weakened my prison enough to allow you to open the door, but not enough for me to escape on my own. Unless I am complete, I cannot break free. You can make me whole again, Wizard Scout. You are a healer. Heal me now, and I will help you as I can.” 
 
    Richard thought back to the images he’d been shown. He saw the speck of yellow crystal fall to the ground. He saw the larger crystal being given to the giants on Portalis. An image of the pouch with the yellow shards that Amir carried around his neck flashed in his mind. 
 
    That’s just inert dust, Richard thought. It won’t make the angel complete. 
 
    Nickelo’s thoughts came into his mind. “I am in contact with Raj. He says Rembis has the fleck of yellow crystal he found in the demonic plane. I calculate it may be possible to use it to reactivate the dust in Amir’s pouch. It is all part of the algorithm.” 
 
    The sounds of battle grew louder around Richard. 
 
    “This isn’t right,” Richard said. “My friends are being killed. If I had access to all of my Power reserves, I could do this by myself. They could get away. They should never have come. Why didn’t ‘the One’ give me all my abilities? I could’ve done this mission by myself. I know I could.” 
 
    “No, you could not,” said Nickelo. “I calculate your attitude is exactly why you do not have access to all of your Power. You would have foolishly tried to do it all by yourself. I also calculate that is why you have not had all of your memories. You would never have allowed the others to come this far if you knew the cost. You need your friends to complete your task. They are expendable. You are not. Neither is the angel. He must be saved. Portalis is the key to the salvation of the three galaxies. You must not allow it to be destroyed.” 
 
    Thoughts of Jeena, Shandria, Mia, Telsa, and the others flashed in Richard’s mind. “No! They are not expendable. I will save them.” 
 
    “You must save the three dimensions,” said Nickelo. “Some must be sacrificed. Nothing you can do will change that. The algorithm is what the algorithm is.” 
 
    The last words Jeena had said before they parted came back to him. “Two elf friends will die.” 
 
    “That is right,” said Nickelo. “Two elf friends will die. That is the cost. The price must be paid.” 
 
    “I am an elf friend,” Richard said. “If I must die, so be it. But who is the other?” 
 
    A battle roar sounded from Richard’s right. He glanced over to see Amir lifting two zombies into the air by their necks and cracking their heads together. 
 
    “Yes, Wizard Scout,” said Nickelo. “He is also an elf friend. You need to do what needs to be done. Make your decision now, Wizard Scout. The demons’ reinforcements are nearly here. The elves will be overwhelmed. I calculate Jeena, Telsa, Shandria, and the others will also die if you do not free the angel soon. Decide what you are going to do. Choose now before it is too late.” 
 
    Richard glanced through the opposite wall of the cavern to see Jeena swinging her staff at the dark elf. Blue magic surrounded them as magic and counter-magic struggled to gain dominance. The dark elf kicked the Lady’s staff out of the way and knocked Jeena to the ground. 
 
    Richard made his decision. “Amir! I need you. The yellow crystal is inside. I need you now.” 
 
    Amir dropped the broken bodies of the two zombies and glanced back at Richard. “There are too many of them. I can’t leave now.” 
 
    Before Richard could argue, Lord Derander grabbed Amir’s arm and literally threw him to the rear. “Go, you fool. Skylark and I can hold them back for a time. Get the yellow gem. Save our world. That is all that is important.” 
 
    Richard sensed the internal struggle within Amir. The big man hesitated a moment before touching a bulge under his chainmail. Giving the mage a nod, he turned and ran to Richard’s side. He looked in the cavern. “I don’t under—” he started. 
 
    With no time to explain, Richard grabbed the collar of Amir’s chainmail and dragged him into the cavern as he made his way toward the yellow-haired angel. The sounds of battle stopped. Glancing around, Richard looked through the cavern’s walls at the three time-bubbles. Both friends and enemies were frozen as if time no longer existed. 
 
    “It doesn’t,” came a voice Richard recognized as that of the angel. This time the voice was something he heard with his ears and not with his mind. “My prison is an intersection of time-bubbles. It is a time all unto itself. It is past, present, and future.” 
 
    “The seed parts are no longer in the three time-bubbles,” Richard said out loud. “Shandria found two of them, and I found the third. She took them with her to Silverton and planted the Tree of Light.” 
 
    The angel shook his head. “No, that is where you are wrong, Wizard Scout. They are still here, but yet they are not here. Time is not linear. The seed parts are still here in the past, and they energize this prison in the future. Unless I am made whole, I cannot escape. You must make me complete before my jailer returns. The dark one is on the way now. I sense it.” 
 
    Amir had remained silent until now. After glancing through the cavern’s translucent walls at the frozen battle scenes in the three time-bubbles, he looked back at the yellow-haired man. He touched the bulge beneath his chainmail. “You are an angel like the one spoken of in our legends. The remains of the Heart-stone inside my pouch tells me it is so. What must I do?” 
 
    “You must give the part of me you carry to the healer. All the resources he needs are here at this intersection of time and space. Hurry. The moment of possibilities will soon be gone.” 
 
    Richard narrowed his eyes. “You said time doesn’t exist here. We should have all the time in the world to talk things over.” 
 
    Despite his previous entreaties for urgency, the angel smiled. “In this place, a moment is an eternity, and an eternity is but a moment. Even so, your time is short, Wizard Scout. Decide now what you are going to do. My jailer comes. He will be here soon. Decide now, or the choice will be made for you.” 
 
    Richard stared into the blue pools that were the angel’s eyes. He sensed something he’d been denied most of his life. He sensed the peace he’d refused earlier. He allowed the feeling of peace to wash over him. 
 
    Turning to Amir, Richard said, “Give me the pouch.” 
 
    Perhaps it was the presence of the angel, or perhaps it was the sight of the frozen battles seen through the cavern’s walls. In either case, Amir raised a hand to his neck, pulled the leather thong holding the pouch over his head, and handed the bag to Richard without argument. 
 
    Richard didn’t bother opening the pouch. He knew what was there. Inert though the shattered gem was, still something within the pouch called out to him, begging him to reunite the gem with its other parts. Holding the pouch in his palm, Richard reached out with his mind through the cavern’s walls to Rembis. He sensed a flicker of yellow in the pocket of the gnome mage. Pulling Power through the connection Jeena and he shared with the ring on his finger, Richard wrapped it around the vial in Rembis’s pocket and pulled. Although the battle was frozen in time, the vial came willingly. It passed through the cavern wall and hovered in the air an arms-length away from the pouch. A speck of yellow glinted in the vial. 
 
    “Amir,” Richard said. “I need help.” 
 
    Richard sensed a line of Power reach out from Amir and touch the speck of yellow. The speck responded by glowing brighter. Richard felt the pouch in his hand pull as if the contents it carried yearned to be one with the speck. Taking hold of the line of Power from Amir to the speck, Richard pulled it into the shards of the yellow gem that were in the pouch. He compared the inert gem dust in the pouch to the glowing speck in the vial. Using Amir’s Power, Richard pulled the difference between the inert shards of the Heart-stone and the glowing speck into himself. 
 
    Richard’s soul grew warm, then hot to the point of burning. He fell to his knees. Images of the destruction of the giant’s Heart-stone formed in his mind. He saw his brother, Gaston, touch the tip of his phase rod to the Heart-stone. The phase rod was the one Richard had given him. It was one of the phase rods with the taint of the demon Dalinfaust in it. The demon taint consumed the life force of the Heart-stone. The yellow gem shattered, taking part of the demon taint with it. 
 
    Part of the demon’s still in the gem dust, Richard thought. It’s trying to destroy my soul. I can’t fight it. 
 
    “You’re trying to do it all by yourself,” came Nickelo’s voice through the pain. “You have others who are willing to help you. Use them. Do not try to do it alone.” 
 
    “What others?” Richard groaned as the burning agony continued eating away at his soul. 
 
    Something on his left hand tingled. He sensed silver eyes and silver hair. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 55 – At Her Mercy 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Struggling to bring the Lady’s staff between Crendemor’s descending blade and her exposed head, in a moment of clarity, Jeena knew she’d never make it in time. An image of Richard in her mind gave her hope. 
 
    We are bondmates, came a last fleeting thought. We are connected for all eternity. I will be with him in the next life. That is all that matters. 
 
    A blur of white fur came out of the cavern floor. Finger-length fangs fastened around Lord Crendemor’s right hand, snapping it off at the wrist. Crendemor’s hand and the magic longsword it gripped fell to the floor. 
 
    The dark lord’s reflexes were quick. Screaming in pain, he whipped a dagger of dark metal out of his belt with his left hand and plunged it into the dolgar’s unprotected side. The spirit-wolf howled, shimmered, and dove back into the stone floor. 
 
    Striking out with the Lady’s staff, Jeena caught the dark elf in the chest with the blue gem. Magic shot out, sending Crendemor reeling back and to the floor on his back. Jeena was on him in a second. She slammed her left knee into the bleeding stump of the dark elf’s wrist. 
 
    Crendemor howled in pain and stabbed upward with his dagger, cutting a long gash across Jeena’s chest and forcing her back. 
 
    Down on both knees, Jeena ignored the burning pain in her chest and pushed every bit of Power she had left in her reserve into the gem at the top of the Lady’s staff. She raised it in both hands for one final overhand blow against the elf who’d killed her family. She sensed Crendemor drawing Power from his reserve for a counter-spell, but it was obvious he would be too late. She knew it, and he knew it. She could almost smell the stench of his fear as he stared at his pending doom. 
 
    Down came the staff. 
 
    Then time froze. 
 
    Jeena tried to move her muscles, but to no avail. Her enemy was below her. The Power in the Lady’s staff was ready to destroy him, but she couldn’t move. 
 
    Neither can Crendemor, Jeena thought. His eyes are frozen in fear. 
 
    While her eyes couldn’t move, Jeena could sense what was happening around her. Everyone and everything was frozen. Streaks of plasma and magic energy were frozen in midair. Red Wing was in the process of stabbing a Dragar through the neck with the point of her wingtip. Stella had one of the golems raised above her head in her strong arms, ready to hurl it to the floor. Timerman was on his back, firing wildly at a Tharg firing down at him. The gnomes Kester and Calatron were trading spells with four Dragar casters. Jeena sensed Snowy in the void, no longer wounded, coming up under a squad of Thargs. 
 
    What’s going on, Jeena wondered. 
 
    “Don’t you know?” asked Danny. 
 
    “Danny, you’re not frozen,” Jeena thought back. “What is happening?” 
 
    “No one is frozen,” said Danny. “Time has slowed down, or rather your mind has sped up. I am a battle computer. I think at nanosecond speed. To me, everything is always slow.” 
 
    “Well, I am not a battle computer,” Jeena said. “How is my mind able to work at nanosecond speed?” 
 
    “Why? Because you are connected to your bondmate. His mind goes into hyper-mode sometimes during the thick of battle. I am in contact with Nickelo. Our Rick is in the overlapping areas of the three time-bubbles. He is hurt and dying. He needs you.” 
 
    Reaching into the gem of her ring, Jeena sensed a burning pain. She sensed her bondmate asking for something. She didn’t know what, but the Lady’s staff did. 
 
    The Power in the blue gem at the top of the staff tried to go to the red gem in Jeena’s ring. It couldn’t. The Power was part of her spell; the spell that she knew would destroy Crendemor once and for all. He was at her mercy. 
 
    Jeena knew she had another choice to make. Again, it was no choice at all. She gathered the Power in the staff and sent it through her ring’s gem to her bondmate. She sent everything she had, leaving none for herself. 
 
    “Live, my bondmate,” she whispered in her mind. “I will see you in the next life.” 
 
    Then she waited. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 56 – Dark Pool 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Reaching out through his ring’s gem, Richard touched Jeena. She was frozen in time but somehow able to acknowledge his touch. The Staff of the Lady that she held in her hands offered itself to him. 
 
    Using a link from the staff to Jeena, Richard pulled Power from the staff. He did not keep it for himself. Instead, he took it into the adjacent purple time-bubble. There he found Shandria, also frozen in time, but also aware of his presence. Using the link to her that she’d given him long ago during his training, he pulled Power from the staff she carried. The Power came willingly, merging with the Power he’d gotten from Jeena’s staff. Knowing he was far from done, Richard pulled the combined Power of the two staffs into the green time-bubble. Locating Mia through the link he’d created when he’d formed the Circle on the Mengaza, he pulled Power from her reserve and merged it with that of the two other high priestesses. 
 
    The three sources of Power fed on each other. Richard jumped the Power from one high priestess to the other. The Power increased with each jump. He instinctively knew it still wasn’t enough to do what needed to be done. Reaching into the time-bubbles, he ignored the boundary of time. He found the blue, red, and yellow seed parts in the past and drew Power from them. Strangely enough, they gave it willingly to him, as if recognizing his need. He connected the three staffs of the high priestesses, which were really one staff with the three seed parts that were no longer there. Bands of blue, red, yellow, green, orange, and purple energy drew everything together until they were a single source of Power. 
 
    “You’ve created a Circle,” said Nickelo. “This is not part of the algorithm. You are outside the parameters. I do not know what will happen.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Richard thought as he pulled the combined Power into himself. He wrapped it around the demon taint threatening his very soul. Explosions of multicolored energy tried to rip him apart, but his self-heal repaired the damage as soon as it occurred. 
 
    The pain was more than any man should bear, more than any man could bear, but bear it Richard did. He was an emp-healer. He was used to bearing pain. 
 
    The demon taint fought back, drawing energy from sources unseen. 
 
    Richard’s pain increased, but ever so slowly the demon taint drew back. As it retreated, the combined Power of the three high priestesses, the three staffs, and the three seed parts grew stronger. Blue, red, yellow, green, orange, and purple energy surrounded the demon taint, preventing its escape. 
 
    The demon taint tried to force its way free one final time. It failed. Then it was no more. 
 
    With the destruction of the demon taint, Richard sent the blue, red, yellow, green, orange, and purple energy into the pouch gripped in his hand. He merged the shattered gem pieces of the Heart-stone together while healing his battered soul at the same time. With the speck of yellow in Rembis’s vial as his guide, he used its energy to jumpstart the Heart-stone back to its former self. With the healing of the Heart-stone, Richard released the blue, red, yellow, green, orange, and purple energy back whence it had come. 
 
    The pain within Richard disappeared. He grew weak, falling to the cavern floor face first. The pouch and the vial fell as well. The leather pouch tore open revealing the yellow Heart-stone within. His dazed eyes made out something inside the gem. The something was a flower. 
 
    It’s Glory’s flower, Richard thought. It’s part of the Heart-stone now. 
 
    “The gem isn’t whole yet,” said Nickelo. “You have to complete the process to free the angel. You must complete the healing.” 
 
    “I did heal it,” Richard said. “The demon taint is gone. It’s in one piece. What else am I supposed to do?” 
 
    A speck of yellow flashed on the cavern floor near the pouch. Amongst the shattered glass of the vial was a missing piece of the Heart-stone. Although weak, he reached out toward the glowing speck with his right hand. 
 
    “I’ll merge it with the gem,” Richard told his battle computer. “Then everything will be done.” 
 
    Before Richard’s fingers could touch the glint of yellow in the broken glass, a voice that wasn’t a voice echoed off the cavern walls. 
 
    “No,” said the voice, grating of evil. “You shall not take my prisoner. The rules allow my master to have a sacrifice. The rules cannot be broken. The angel must remain here.” 
 
    A line of black liquid stretched out from the pool of water at the cavern’s center. The dark liquid snatched the speck of yellow off the floor before Richard’s fingers could grab it. Although the blackness appeared like water, the fact that it wasn’t grew obvious as the line of liquid with the gem speck drew back into the pool. The dark pool rose to form a ten-meter-high shadow of deepest black. The shadow had three horns and six flaming red eyes. The shadow gripped a multicolored battle axe in its right hand. In its left was a glowing speck of yellow. 
 
    Raising its battle axe to the height of the ceiling, the black shadow turned and faced the chained angel. “I told the master you were too dangerous to be allowed to exist. An elf friend will serve as a sacrifice just as well. It is time for you to cease existence, Angel. It is time to cease now.” 
 
    The axe came down, heading straight for the yellow-haired angel’s head. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 57 – Duel of the Giants 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    As Amir watched the black shadow raise its battle axe, time seemed to go into slow motion. Perhaps it was the demon’s aura freezing him in place. All Amir knew was that he could move neither arms nor legs. It was only sheer force of will that kept him from falling to his knees. 
 
    The demon’s as large as a giant. It can’t be stopped. The angel is lost. 
 
    Amir didn’t need to look at the wizard scout lying helpless on the floor to know there would be no aid coming from that direction. 
 
    Rick’s still recovering from healing the Heart-stone. There’s nothing he can do. 
 
    A voice that wasn’t a voice came to Amir’s mind. He instinctively knew it was the voice of the angel. 
 
    “You must save the Heart-stone,” said the angel. “When the demon destroys me, it will be momentarily stunned. Take the splinter of me that is in its hand while it is weak. Grab the wizard scout and the Heart-stone and escape to your friends. The wizard scout can merge the gem splinter with the Heart-stone later. You are a gem-seeker. You can use the Heart-stone to save your world.” 
 
    Anger and determination freed Amir’s muscles. “No. I won’t run.” He tightened his grip on the handle of Glory’s sledgehammer. The wood was warm. “Glory wouldn’t run. Neither will I.” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool,” said the angel. “The demon is in giant form. You have courage, but your muscles are no match for the demon. Only the strength of a giant would suffice. Run now before it is too late.” 
 
    The demon’s battle axe began to fall, heading straight for the angel’s head. 
 
    Only the strength of a giant can stop it, Amir thought. 
 
    Reaching into the depths of his body, Amir sought out Mia’s polymorph spell. He found it and latched onto the thread of magic that was the spell’s keystone. He wrapped the keystone thread with Power. 
 
    This is for you, Glory. You wouldn’t run. Neither will I. You taught me well. 
 
    Jerking hard, he broke the thread of magic. As soon as he did, the spell unraveled. In less than the blink of an eye, its effects disappeared. The cavern and everything in it grew smaller. Suddenly, Amir was as large as the dark-shadowed demon. 
 
    Thrusting out his now giant-sized shield, Amir caught the strike of the demon’s battle axe on the shield’s center. The blow drove Amir to his knees. His shield cracked, but the axe did not reach the angel’s head. 
 
    With the shattered shield sliding off his numbed arm, Amir rose to both feet. He still held Glory’s hammer in his good right arm. Swinging a blow of his own, he struck at the demon’s head. 
 
    The black shadow raised its shield of fire, deflecting Amir’s blow to the side. 
 
    “Foolish giant,” snarled the demon. “Do you think growing in size will help you? I can become a hundred times as large as this if I were outside.” 
 
    In spite of the situation, Amir laughed. Where he found the courage he didn’t know, but laugh he did. “You are not outside, demon. You are here with me, and today you will meet your doom.” 
 
    The demon roared and lashed out with its battle axe. 
 
    Amir dodged below the strike and made a short jab with his hammer. The blow caught the demon just below the knee. 
 
    The demon drew its leg back without appearing to take any damage. Whirling to its right, the demon raised its axe and struck out at the still recovering human sprawled on the cavern floor. 
 
    Too far to help with his hammer, Amir drew on the teachings of Shaman Blackroot. He drew Power from his reserve and cast a defensive shield over the helpless wizard scout. 
 
    The demon’s blow was too strong for Amir’s defensive shield. The shimmering in the air above Richard started to give, but it held long enough for the human to roll out of the way. The demon drew back its right arm for another strike. 
 
    In desperation, Amir dropped Glory’s hammer and jumped on the demon’s back, forcing it to the ground. Glancing at Richard, Amir shouted, “Free the angel. I’ll handle the demon.” 
 
    Rolling on the stone floor, Amir succeeded in getting both arms wrapped around the black shadow’s neck. He spotted Richard rising to his feet and making for the boulder where the chains holding the angel were attached. 
 
    He’s not going to be able to do it on his own, Amir thought. 
 
    Reaching out with his mind, Amir touched the boulder and asked it to release its grip on the angel. The boulder tried to comply, but Amir sensed flows of multicolored magic forcing the stone to do the demon’s bidding. A glint of yellow in the demon’s left hand caught his eye. 
 
    The gem speck. I’ve got to reach it. 
 
    Releasing the demon’s neck, Amir grabbed for the creature’s left hand. The black shadow shifted into a serpentine shape and wrapped around Amir’s arms and legs. Part of the serpent wrapped around Amir’s neck, cutting off his supply of air. The touch of the demon burned. Amir wanted to scream, but nothing could escape his lips. An image of a brown-haired giantess with a yellow flower in her hair flashed in his mind. 
 
    I’m sorry, Glory. I failed. You would have done better. 
 
    Everything around Amir started turning black as the demon-serpent tightened its coils around his neck. Red dots danced before his eyes. He tried to struggle, but to no avail. A feeling of acceptance washed over him. He knew the feeling. 
 
    It was the acceptance of death. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 58 – Choices 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    As the two giants struggled behind him, Richard made his way to the boulder that was acting as the anchor for the angel’s chains. He sensed a line of Power from Amir reach out to the boulder. He sensed the giant asking the stone for help. 
 
    The stone’s trying, Richard thought. It’s just not strong enough. 
 
    Richard struck at the multicolored chain with his phase rod. The brerellium steel with its creallium core bounced off without doing any damage. 
 
    “It is not a physical object,” said Nickelo. “The chain is a spell.” 
 
    Turning to the angel, Richard shouted, “Help me!” 
 
    “I cannot,” said the yellow-haired angel. “I am incomplete. I can do nothing.” 
 
    Spinning around, Richard spotted Amir’s torn pouch on the stone floor. He dove for it, grasping the gem inside and pulling it out. The outline of a flower was visible within the crystal. As soon as the gem made contact with his gloved hands, Richard felt for the rough spot in the gem where the speck of yellow belonged. 
 
    “You still need the gem speck,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” 
 
    Richard turned toward the struggling figures rolling around on the floor. A gigantic dark serpent was coiled around Amir’s torso and neck. Amir’s eyes were open and his face was a deep blue. The serpent turned its head to stare at Richard. The snake head had three horns and six red eyes. All six burned with a hate far beyond anything Richard could comprehend. A length of dark shadow resembling an arm and a hand protruded from the serpent just below its head. A flash of yellow came from between the serpent’s fingers. 
 
    Snatching his Deloris blaster from its holster, Richard aimed at the serpent’s red eyes, pulling the trigger until the pistol was empty. The seventeen creallium rounds with their surrounding phase energy did their job, tearing away at the demon’s head until goo dripped from its empty eye sockets. 
 
    The demon-serpent hissed in pain and released its grip on Amir before reverting to the shadow form it first had. The demon’s shadowy face wavered, and the empty eye sockets refilled with red. 
 
    “Foolish mortal! Do you think you can kill me so easy? I am equal to any of the four brothers. I serve the master. You may be his variable, but in this place, I control the algorithm. I will turn you into my time-commando. You will serve me. I will become the master. Now kneel and feel my mercy.” 
 
    A wave of hate rolled over Richard. His knees started to buckle, but he resisted and forced them straight. Shoving his now empty blaster back into its holster, he switched the yellow gem from his left hand to his right. Reaching into the gem, he sought out any sign of Power inside. He found the flower. He also found something else, a presence. The presence reminded him of a person. An image of a comely brown-haired woman with a yellow flower in her hair popped into his mind. Along with the image came an intense desire to fight. 
 
    Activating his phase rod with his left hand, Richard rushed forward shouting, “For Glory!” 
 
    Something rose behind the demon. It was Amir. In his right hand was the flaming battle axe the demon had dropped when it turned into the serpent. 
 
    “For Glory!” shouted Amir as he swung the axe. 
 
    The fiery blade sliced into the muscles of the demon’s left arm, cutting it away at the elbow. The shadow arm fell to the floor. The demon fingers twitched as they released the speck of yellow in their grasp. 
 
    Changing directions, Richard dove for the speck of yellow, coming up with it in his hand. The wounded shadow-demon charged at him, but Amir struck out with the flaming axe once more, cutting off the demon’s right leg. 
 
    The nightmare creature fell to the floor. Even as it did, the shadow that was its body wavered, forming a new leg and arm. Rising to its feet, the demon held out its right hand. The fiery axe flew out of Amir’s grasp and into the demon’s waiting grasp. 
 
    “My turn, giant,” laughed the demon. 
 
    “Now, Rick,” said Nickelo. “Heal the gem now.” 
 
    Not having to be told twice, Richard shoved the yellow speck into the chipped spot on the Heart-stone. A blaze of yellow shot out so bright that it caused the blast shield on Richard’s battle helmet to activate. He lost sight of his surroundings. When the shield deactivated, both Amir and the shadow-demon were on their knees with hands covering their eyes. The boulder in the center of the cavern was gone, as was the multicolored chain. 
 
    The yellow-haired angel stood free, but only for a moment. Even as Richard watched, the angel fell to his knees and then to all fours. 
 
    The demon was the first to recover. Picking its axe off the stone floor, the demon rose and headed toward the angel. “You fool. You are not yet complete. The Heart-stone exists outside you yet. I will destroy you before you can be made whole.” The shadow-demon laughed. “You do not have the strength to stop me.” 
 
    Richard moved between the angel and the demon, holding his phase rod in his left hand and the brightly glowing Heart-stone in the other. “Stay back, demon. I swear I’ll tear your heart out before I let you harm him.” 
 
    The demon laughed. “Fool mortal. I have no heart.” He laughed again before raising his battle axe to strike. 
 
    Amir came leaping from the shadows and onto the demon’s back as he’d done before. This time the demon didn’t fall. Amir hung on nonetheless, pinning the demon’s arms to its side. 
 
    “Go!” shouted Amir. “Take the angel and go now.” 
 
    “No,” Richard yelled back. “The demon’s too powerful for you to take on your own.” 
 
    “Do what I say, Rick. I am an elf friend. This is my task. Yours is to save the angel. Don’t argue. I can’t hold him long.” 
 
    Richard glanced from Amir and the struggling demon to the fallen angel. The demon roared and shrugged its shoulders, nearly breaking free. Somehow Amir held on. 
 
    “You have to choose, Rick,” said Nickelo. “That is the price of freewill. You can either help Amir or save the angel. You cannot do both. You may be able to get the angel out first, then come back and help Amir. All I know for sure is that the algorithm indicates you have to save the angel or Portalis will be destroyed. If it is, so too will be the hope of the three galaxies.” 
 
    Richard glanced from Amir to the angel and to the cavern walls. Each of the three time-bubbles was still frozen in time, but the scenes had shifted slightly. Jeena was on her back in the orange time-bubble. A one-armed dark elf was above her with a vicious grin on his face. A blast of blue energy was heading Jeena’s way. Richard sensed that her Power reserve was empty. 
 
    Jeena’s defenseless, Richard thought. She gave everything she had to me. 
 
    He looked at the purple time-bubble. Shandria and Telsa were locked in hand-to-hand combat with the lich. Dozens of demons were heading their way. The situation in the green time-bubble was no better. The undead and demons had broken through Mia and the others. The hallway of their intersection was a blurred mass of swords and fangs as the elves, demons, and undead sought to destroy each other. 
 
    Taking a final glance at Amir, Richard made his choice. He grabbed the back of the angel’s robe and began dragging him toward the exit to the green time-bubble. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” Richard shouted as he dove for the exit. 
 
    Before he got to the opening, everything froze. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 59 – In Check 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The exit from the cavern to the green time-bubble was only half a meter away. It mattered not. Richard was frozen in midair. He could see into the intersection of the green time-bubble where the elves fought. A demon was in the act of stabbing a spear of fire at Mia’s exposed back. Commander Astradis was rushing in her direction, but even frozen in time as they were, it was all too obvious the monk would be unable to close the distance before the spear tore into the high priestess’s flesh. Lord Derander was in the process of exchanging sword blows with a demon and a trio of zombies. Richard could just make out the top of Tracer’s helmet above a mass of zombies. Where the others in the elves’ party were, Richard didn’t have a clue. For all he knew, they were already dead. 
 
    I can think, but I can’t move. I can’t even move my eyes. I can only see what’s in my field of view. 
 
    Richard remained frozen for he knew not how long. 
 
    “Nick, are you there?” 
 
    No reply. 
 
    Richard waited. A moment became an eternity. The lack of a sense of time was a torture all into itself. Finally, he sensed movement out the corner of his eye. The first thing to come into his field of vision was a set of highly polished boots. The boots were followed by a clean-shaven man with dark hair. He wore a white blouse with ruffles around the cuffs. The man moved forward until Richard could see him more clearly. He knew the man that was no man. He was the master demon. 
 
    “Ah,” said the meticulously dressed man in words that came as thoughts. “You recognize me. That is good. I hadn’t planned on meeting you again until the game was nearer the end, but…” He sighed and pointed at the shadow-demon. “Alas, good help is so hard to find. Perhaps my rebellious servant is right. Perhaps an elf friend would serve me better.” 
 
    The shadow-demon was also frozen, but its words echoed in the cavern without need of moving its mouth. “Master, I have done all that you asked. I have guarded the angel ever since the first Great Battle. Not once have I left its side. Although the prison was weakened with the theft of the seed parts, I used my own Power to keep the chains strong. I live only to serve you, Master.” 
 
    “Yes, and that is as it should be,” said the master demon with a smile that was no smile. No longer clean-shaven, a dark mustache now adorned the master demon’s upper lip. He twisted the end of the mustache and looked at Richard. “I desired you to heal the Heart-stone. You did that, but you waited too long to escape with the angel. My servant would have killed you before you got through the opening.” He shook his head. “Now that would never do, would it? You are mine, Wizard Scout. You owe me. When the time of the second Great Battle comes, you must make the right choice. Then and only then shall the game reach its appointed end.” 
 
    Richard tried to glare at the man-demon. He found it impossible with his face muscles unable to move but consoled himself by sending out the strongest feeling of defiance he could muster. “I am no one’s pawn. I have freewill.” 
 
    The master demon laughed. The laugh was almost friendly. “Yes, yes. You and your precious freewill. You may find it is not as free as you suppose.” His laugh turned into a vicious grin. “Everything has a cost, my friend, even when it’s free. As for not being a pawn, I find that amusing. Your Earth has a game called chess. It’s a simple game of strategy involving two opponents. Its lowest game piece is a pawn. They are expendable. Have you ever played the game?” 
 
    Richard refused to participate in the demon’s word game, but the master demon seemed content to wait. He just stood there twisting the end of his mustache. How much time passed, Richard didn’t know. Maybe it was a minute; maybe it was eons. Finally, his natural stubbornness gave out. “I’ve played it with my battle computer. He always wins.” 
 
    The master demon laughed. “I’m sure he does. You see, you have freewill while playing the game, but your precious battle computer anticipates your moves. His moves are designed to make you want to move your pieces in the way he requires. He uses your freewill against you. The game I play is so far above your level of understanding that an eternity would not be long enough to explain the rules to you. Suffice it to say that thanks to you, I now have my opponent in check.” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything to help you. I do not work on the side of evil.” 
 
    The smile on the demon’s face disappeared. The dark-haired man’s eyes flared, drawing Richard in. 
 
    Richard beheld death and destruction on a scale that threatened to destroy his mind. The focus shifted to Portalis. Fleets of starships battled above the planet while winged beings from Richard’s worst nightmares flittered back and forth in the void of space, tearing holes in dreadnaught armor as if the thick brerellium steel plates were made out of paper. His vision focused on the planet’s surface. Down he went. Great armies of demons allied with Dragars and Thargs faced off against formations of elves, dwarves, gnomes, and a hundred other races along with UHAAVs and storm-troopers carrying weapons of technology. Spells and plasma beams crisscrossed a plain below a mountain with a top that looked like the mouth of a dragon. 
 
    Richard had seen the place before. New Drepdenor, he thought. 
 
    The vision passed. Richard was again in the cavern, frozen in midair with the back of the angel’s robe still clutched in his right hand. 
 
    The demon moved close and placed his hand under Richard’s chin. The dark-haired man’s hand grew hot to the touch. Lifting Richard’s head, the master demon locked eyes and smiled. It was not a friendly smile.  
 
    “That is what awaits you, my friend. You are a pawn in a game beyond your understanding. My opponent is unwilling to sacrifice his pawns for the good of the game. I am under no such compulsion. When the time comes, you will choose correctly, and I will win the game.” He smiled. This time the smile was friendly. “In the meantime, you have helped me put my opponent in check.” 
 
    “I haven’t done anyth—” Richard started. 
 
    The master demon flicked his little finger ever so slightly. Waves of pure Power washed over Richard, expelling him through the opening, into the green time-bubble. As soon as he was through the opening, time started again. Waves of pure Power turned demons and undead into atomized bits of dust. Richard was flung through time-bubble’s walls, landing on a brush-covered plain. 
 
    The battle suit’s armor took the hit of landing without problem. He was up in a flash. Bodies rolled on the ground and came to a stop. Richard recognized one in particular and ran over. It was Mia. She was face down. He turned her over and stared into her open eyes. They were no longer dark with silver specks. Her eyes were pure silver as was her hair. 
 
    Recognition came into her eyes. “Rick. We are alive. How? Why?” 
 
    Richard looked around and shrugged. “I’m not sure. Maybe—” 
 
    “Where’s Amir?” came Tracer’s voice. “Everyone’s here except Amir.” 
 
    Helping Mia to a sitting position, he looked around. He spotted Lord Derander and Master Freestrod, both worse for the wear but alive. There was Tracer and Skylark walking through the brush, looking for their comrade, Amir. Commander Astradis and his fellow monk sported bloody wounds to their heads and chests, but they both held weapons in their hands and immediately took up defensive positions around their high priestess. 
 
    Two other elves lay on the ground, both with critical wounds of their own. Near them stood a yellow-haired man in a robe of white with long white wings extending from his back. The angel knelt down and touched the two elves. A white glow surrounded both lancers. When the glow disappeared, the elves’ wounds were no more. The two lancers stood and stared in awe at the angel. 
 
    Rushing over, Richard grabbed the angel by the shoulder and spun him around. “Where’s Amir?” 
 
    The yellow-haired angel’s shoulders drooped. He looked at Richard and shook his head. “The master demon did not see fit to send him with us, I fear. He is lost.” 
 
    “Get him back! Now! You’re an angel. Save him.” 
 
    The angel just stared at Richard’s hand on his shoulder. 
 
    After a moment, Richard released his grip. “Please. You’re an angel. You can save him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Wizard Scout. I cannot. I am not the kind of angel that can fight a master demon. I have another task to do. You also have yours.” 
 
    “I can’t leave him to those demons,” Richard said. “We’ve got to save him.” 
 
    The yellow-haired angel shook his head. “You cannot save everyone, Wizard Scout. Sometimes you have to make a choice. Amir made his. He sacrificed himself so that we could escape. The master demon has him now. The giant was an elf friend. You already know his fate. You were there when he died.” 
 
    “I don’t—” Richard started to say, but the sure knowledge of Amir’s fate came to his mind. He remembered being on a hill overlooking a white-walled city. A giant that wasn’t a giant was battling an elf-maid riding a unicorn. Richard locked eyes with the angel. “I once saw a giant before the gates of Silverton. He was possessed by a demon. But that can’t be—” 
 
    “Yes,” said the angel in a voice full of sympathy and peace. “Amir was once an elf friend, but the master demon kept him behind to make a time-commando of him. Your friend was possessed by the shadow-demon in the cavern. Amir died long ago when the unicorn Elf Friend Swiftmane sacrificed his life to destroy the demon-giant. The side of good lost two elf friends on that day.” 
 
    Realization came over Richard. “They were expendable, is that what you’re telling me? If that’s true, then you’re no better than the master demon.” 
 
    The angel said nothing. 
 
    Richard looked back at Mia. She was holding the Heart-stone. 
 
    “You dropped this,” she said. “If it is what I think it is, then we must hurry back to Slyvrastra before the world is destroyed.” 
 
    “There is no need to hurry, High Priestess,” said the angel. “The Heart-stone is now the wizard scout’s to do with as he pleases.” 
 
    Anger burned inside Richard. “The hell it is. Our friends died getting this gem. We have to use it to stop the world from tearing itself apart. That was our mission.” 
 
    “Nay,” said the angel. “Your task was to free me. You have done so. Your friends did not die in vain. The Heart-stone is a part of me. All that it did before, I can and will do now. Portalis will be saved…for a time. The Heart-stone will be needed later. You may do with it as you will. You will have to make the choice.” Glancing around, the angel waved his hand. A gentle wave of Power reached out, healing all of the elves’ wounds. 
 
    Sensing the angel was preparing to leave, Richard said, “Jeena, Shandria, Telsa, and the others. What about them? They’re still in the time-bubble.” 
 
    The angel shook his head. “No, they are not. The master demon expelled them out at the same time he sent you here. Why, I cannot say, but he did so nonetheless. Jeena and her companions were picked up by your Sergeant Ron in the Defiant almost two million years ago. You will find them waiting for you when you return to your own time. High Priestess Shandria, Wizard Scout Telsa, and the others were also expelled to the place and time they entered the time-bubble. Telsa and Rembis have already returned to Silverton in what you know as the present.” 
 
    Blasts of thunder echoed in the distance. Richard looked past the angel to see smoke coming from the tops of several mountains. The ground shook. 
 
    “It is time for me to go, Wizard Scout,” said the yellow-haired angel. “I will give you one last piece of advice. The demonic forces facing you are too strong to resist alone. You need allies. They are out there. You have only to find them.” 
 
    “Where?” Richard asked. “Who?” 
 
    The angel smiled. 
 
    An image of dragons and angels flashed in Richard’s mind. 
 
    “Where?” Richard asked. 
 
    The angel smiled again and began sinking into the ground. Before he disappeared, an image of dolgars and spirit-horses flashed in Richard’s mind. Then the angel was gone. 
 
    A geyser of yellow shot up out of the ground and washed outward, reaching all the way to the mountains and beyond. The rumbling of the hills grew quiet as the shaking of the earth stopped. The smoke-filled sky grew clear and the sun shone bright. 
 
    Mia walked up and handed Richard the Heart-stone. “Now what?” she asked. 
 
    Richard stared into the yellow gem. For some reason, the outlines of two flowers were now inside. He thought of Amir and the giant’s beloved Glory. 
 
    They’re together now, he thought. They’ll always be together. 
 
    Looking at Mia, Richard said, “Now, we find allies.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 60 – Ironfist 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Six weeks after the battle in the time-bubble, Richard stood on the northern bank of the river facing the mountain called New Drepdenor. He did not stand alone. Mia stood on his left and Lord Derander to his right. Between the river and the mountain was a formation of giants wearing chainmail and helm. They were arrayed in a long line from one side of the river valley to the other. The massive soldiers held shields and spears at the ready. The point of every spear was aimed at Richard. 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Nickelo. “I calculate they are not members of the Wizard Scout Richard Shepard fan club.” 
 
    “I’ve got a feeling you’re right, old buddy,” Richard said as he squared his shoulders and tried to stand as straight as possible in his fully activated battle suit. “It’s nice having my regular battle suit and helmet again. Myers’s suit fit, but it never did feel right. Figures ‘the One’ would wait until everything was over before giving me my gear back.” 
 
    “Well, it is not over yet, Rick, so do not get too comfortable. I calculate the giants will be needed in the battle against the demons. I would advise putting on your best smile and showing them some of your wizard scout charm.” 
 
    Richard glanced at the scowling faces of the ten-meter-high soldiers lined up to his front. “I don’t exactly feel like smiling, old buddy. Myers was the one who created the giants’ current problems, but my brother’s not here. Amir’s people have no reason to trust me. If it wasn’t for the presence of Mia and Lord Derander, they’d probably already be beating on me with some giant-sized clubs.” 
 
    “Their hostility would have been a lot less if you had worn something besides your battle suit. I calculate wearing it fully activated was like waving a red flag in front of a raging pactar. Your brother wore an activated battle suit when he destroyed their Heart-stone and killed the gem’s guards.” 
 
    “I know, but I’m not going to hide who I am. I’m a wizard scout. That’s just the way it is.” 
 
    A giant a full head taller than those around him took a step forward, followed by an ancient, white-haired shaman carrying a gnarled staff and wearing a horned skull adorned with feathers. From Mia’s earlier description, Richard recognized the two as King Ironfist and Shaman Blackroot. 
 
    The giant’s king set the butt of his spear on the ground and looked down at Mia before speaking in a voice that boomed from one end of the valley to the other. “Master Freestrod brought your message to us last month, informing us of the circumstances of Elf Friend Amirithoda’s passing. It was sad news indeed. So much has befallen our clan since the destruction of our home. The death of our best gem-seeker has us wondering if it has all been for naught. The land has been calmed, but our home in the Thandarhar Mountains is no more. I brought my clan to New Drepdenor as the Oracle asked, but the dragon has denied us entry thus far. Not that it matters. We might be able to walk through the largest of the dwarves’ tunnels, but we could never live in their mountain home. Without a home of our own, my people will wither away and die. On top of that, Master Freestrod told me that the Oracle has advised that all mention of our existence be wiped from the histories of all the civilized races.” 
 
    Mia raised her staff high. The blue gem at its top shone bright for all to see. A gust of wind whipped her long silver hair behind her back, giving the effect of a regal cloak. “Those that matter will know you existed, Your Majesty. Elf Friend Rick assures me the hope of Portalis depends on the existence and memory of the Ecarian giants.” 
 
    The giant king’s eyes turned to Richard. The stare he gave was not one of a friend. “If not for the respect I have for the elves’ high priestess, I would have killed you on sight, human. Despite her assurance that you are not the one who destroyed the Heart-stone and killed my people, I find it hard to believe. I am surprised Amir did not kill you as soon as he saw you in that black armor.” 
 
    Richard stepped a pace ahead of Mia and Derander and gave a slight bow. “He did try, Your Majesty. Even so, he was and will always be my friend.” Reaching into the side pocket of his battle suit, Richard pulled out the healed Heart-stone and held it high. “Elf Friend Amir sacrificed his life to give me the time to heal this.” 
 
    The old giant wearing the horned skull stepped closer to inspect the yellow gem. “Yes, the gem is smaller, but it is the Heart-stone, fully healed. I see two flowers within. That alone tells me Amir and Glory are together again. I am glad.” Shaman Blackroot turned and looked at his king. “This was in our prophecies, Your Majesty. The one bearing the gem of twin flowers is not our enemy. I believe he is not only an elf friend but also the friend of giants. My advice is to heed his words.” 
 
    King Ironfist glanced to his left and right at the long line of soldiers. After turning back to the front, he nodded. “Very well, Elf Friend, or Wizard Scout, or whatever you are. What would you have us do? And what will be the cost to my clan?” 
 
    “I won’t lie,” Richard said. “The cost to your clan may be great, as it will be to my people. Within New Drepdenor is a gate. It leads to a place that can only be described as Hell. Time does not exist there. My advice is to lead your giants through the gate. Someone will meet you there. They will lead you back through the gate to the time when you are needed.” 
 
    “When will that be?” asked the king. 
 
    Richard gave a half-smile and shrugged his shoulders. “That I don’t know until it gets here, Your Majesty. The time of the Great Battle approaches. When it comes, the strength of your giants will be needed to defend Portalis. The dwarves who built New Drepdenor have committed to the cause as well. Queen Emerald and her people will also be coming to our aid. To win the Great Battle, the forces of good will need to come together for one final battle. We can let neither time nor space keeps us from rallying every ally we can gather to the cause.” 
 
    King Ironfist nodded once again. “That is also in our prophecies. Let it be so. So what happens to my clan after this Great Battle? We will be lost in the future with no home.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “No, Your Majesty. The future will be your home. You have my word as a wizard scout. You will have a home.” 
 
    Sensing doubt, Richard held out the Heart-stone. “This is yours. Elf Friend Amir died to make it whole again. It belongs with his people.” 
 
    The king stared at the yellow gem for the space of a dozen heartbeats. The muscles on his face relaxed until he looked at peace. Turning his eyes on Richard, King Ironfist said, “No. High Priestess Mia told me the angel gave the Heart-stone to you to do with as you will.” He smiled. The smile was almost friendly. “Who am I to naysay an angel?” 
 
    Glancing at the old giant to his left, King Ironfist said, “What say you, Shaman Blackroot? Do the omens say we should trust this human and enter the gate in yon mountain?” 
 
    The old shaman laughed. “To be honest, Your Majesty, I do not trust omens. I tend to believe what is in my heart.” 
 
    “Then tell me, old friend. What is in your heart?” 
 
    Shaman Blackroot smiled. “We go through the gate and find a home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Ten days after the meeting with the giants, Richard and Mia stood at the kitchen table of the small bungalow that was her home. Lord Derander and Master Freestrod were standing on the opposite side of the table. 
 
    “It’s strange being in Jeena and my home knowing it belongs to someone else right now,” Richard told Nickelo. “I wish Mia had chosen someplace else to do this. It reminds me too much of Jeena. I’m so ready to leave this place and get back to her that it’s not even funny.” 
 
    “I detect six tele-bots in the room with us,” said Nickelo. “I calculate once you do this last thing, ‘the One’ will teleport you back to the future. So hold your pactars. You’ll be back with your bondmate soon enough.” 
 
    Although Richard was anxious, he waited for Mia to start the show. He didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    The high priestess turned to Master Freestrod. “Do you have it?” 
 
    The old mage nodded and held out his hand. Something glinted in his palm. “The message crystal is ready, High Priestess.” 
 
    Mia took the crystal from the mage and looked at Richard. “Do you have the container?” 
 
    Richard reached into his dimensional pack and pulled out a small box made out of a black, leathery-looking material. The container fit easily in the palm of his ungloved hand. The black leather radiated Power. There were three lines of symbols on one side of the box. Although Richard couldn’t read ancient Letian himself, he was confident the technicians back on Storage had made the box according to Nickelo’s specs. 
 
    Richard handed the container to Mia. 
 
    “It feels warm,” said Mia as she placed the box on the table. She glanced at the three lines of symbols and read the words. “‘From the High Priestess of the Lady of the Tree’, ‘Ecarians’, and ‘For Jeena’s eyes only’.” She looked up at Richard. “That should get your bondmate’s attention. We will place camouflage spells in our library to keep it safe until it is needed. Are you sure your Jeena will be able to open it when the time comes?” 
 
    Richard smiled. “Trust me. I’m sure. I had the techs cut up Myers’s old battle suit and use part of it for the box. Once you place the message crystal inside, I’ll use the gem in my ring to activate the material. No one will be able to get into the box except Jeena by using her ring.” 
 
    Mia nodded. “Then I think it is time we started.” 
 
    Placing the message crystal on the table, Mia had Richard and the others move out of the way. She moved the fingers of her right hand while chanting words Richard heard but quickly forgot. The crystal began to glow. 
 
    When the glow subsided, Mia began to speak in a soft voice. “Jeena. Listen well. Everything depends on you doing exactly what I say.” Mia raised a hand and wiped a tear from her eye. “When you do, you will be responsible for something that will demand a terrible price. Two elf friends will die.” Mia sighed. “You may know me from your histories as High Priestess of the Lady of the Tree Miandriathoraxen. Even so, I do not expect you to take my word for what needs to be done.” She gave a knowing smile. “But I think I have someone here who you will trust.” 
 
    Richard stepped next to Mia. “Jeena, my love. I’m going to ask you to do some hard things, and I’m not going to be able to tell you all the reasons why. You’ll just have to trust me. The fate of the three galaxies depends on you doing everything I ask.” He smiled at the one he knew would be looking at the message fourteen thousand years in the future. “Here is what I need you to do…” 
 
      
 
    [End Transmission] 
 
      
 
    Note From the Author: If you enjoyed Wizard Gigantic, please consider leaving a review on the book’s Amazon page to let others know. The Intergalactic Wizard Scout Chronicles is a twelve book series with the last book scheduled for release in late Fall 2020. If you’d like to read more of Rick and Nick’s adventures, please drop me a line at rodney@rodneyhartman.com and let me know. Thanks for being a fan. 
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