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 Chapter 1 – Hidden Facility  
 
    ______________________________ 
 
    [Begin Transmission] 
 
    Four Balorian pirates in power-armor marched down the corridor in the underground tunnel system with their plasma rifles at the ready. Wizard Scout Richard Shepard shrank back into the alcove as far as his battle suit would allow. As the pirates walked by, one of them looked directly into the alcove. Richard expected the pirate to turn and fire. He didn’t. The armored soldier faced forward and kept on marching. 
 
    “That was close,” Richard said to his battle computer in their shared space. 
 
    “Actually,” said Nickelo in the shared space of Richard’s mind, “I wasn’t worried. I calculated an eighty-six percent probability that your battle suit’s camouflage would keep you hidden. It is fairly dark in here, you know.” 
 
    Despite his battle computer’s confidence, Richard breathed a sigh of relief. His mission was recon. He wasn’t here to fight. He’d had more than his share of fighting during his life and didn’t need anymore. 
 
    When the last of the pirate’s footsteps faded into the distance, Richard stepped into the metal-walled corridor and continued moving toward his next destination, grateful this section of the pirate’s facility was relatively empty. 
 
    “I would recommend not being too grateful,” warned Nickelo. “Living beings are not your primary concern. The technological security systems in this place may be even more dangerous than live opponents.” 
 
    A smudge of energy on Richard’s passive scan gave credence to his battle computer’s warning. 
 
    “Do you see that, Nick? I’m betting it’s another of those automated weapons arrays.” 
 
    “I concur,” replied Nickelo. “Recommend you set up an active scan and neutralize it.” 
 
    Although Richard hated to waste Power, he formed an active scan with his mind and wrapped a stealth shield around it. Reaching out with the scan, he cautiously probed the area around the energy reading. Sure enough, the smudge was another hidden weapons system. 
 
    Richard stopped short of the intersection containing the automated weapons. “That’s the sixth we’ve encountered in the last thirty minutes. The security here is crazy.” 
 
    “Well, crazy or not, you need to get past it, so do your thing.” 
 
    Reaching out with his mind, Richard looped two lines of energy inside the weapons array back on themselves. Once done, he hurried through the section of the hallway those weapons had been covering, then released the two energy lines back to their original flows. He held his breath for a couple of seconds, halfway expecting to hear an alarm. When none sounded, he continued moving down the corridor toward his destination. 
 
    Richard took his time. “Why so much security? It makes no sense.” 
 
    “Well,” said Nickelo, “I guess that’s why the Imperial High Command sent you here. If everything was normal, they would not have wasted one of their only remaining wizard scout assets doing something a normal recon unit could do. My advice is to keep moving and see what we can find out. For Creator’s sake, keep the noise down. You sound like an elephant tromping through a china shop.” 
 
    “Don’t exaggerate,” Richard said. “I saw an elephant once at a zoo back on Earth. I’m confident I’m being a lot quieter than one of them. Besides, I’m doing the best I can. It’s not easy with my battle suit activated. It basically doubles my weight. This metal deck isn’t helping any either.” 
 
    “Well, truth be told,” admitted Nickelo, “you are not really making all that much noise for a human. I calculate most living creatures would not be able to hear you. However, there is bound to be some listening devices in the area. Plus, for all we know these Balorian pirates have some tele-bots in the area.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Richard said trying to sound hopeful. “It’s not the pirates’ style. Just to be sure, though, maybe you should make a pass with that new sensor Brachia installed in our battle helmet.” 
 
    Brachia and his sister Dren were Richard’s adopted nephew and niece and were ultra-geniuses. They’d made several upgrades to his battle suit and helmet since he’d first met them during his junior year at the Academy three years earlier. Their latest modification was a sensor that could not only detect but also deactivate tele-bots. 
 
    A bunch of numbers scrolled down the heads-up display of his helmet. 
 
    “Negative on the tele-bots,” said Nickelo. “As you can see, the only ones in the area are the six the central computer has monitoring you.” 
 
    “You and I both know ‘the One’ has them tracking me,” Richard said. “The central computer’s just a small part of ‘the One.’” 
 
    A momentary flash of anger at the thought of ‘the One’ consumed Richard’s thoughts. The entity was the bane of his existence. Every few weeks, ‘the One’ tended to teleport him to another dimension to perform missions. As often as not, his missions were tens of thousands of years in the past, in the magic dimension, with some of the missions lasting years at a stretch. 
 
    “Now, Rick, don’t get side-tracked thinking about ‘the One.’ You know how upset you get. My recommendation would be to concentrate on the mission at hand.” 
 
    “I’m tired of going on missions for him in the magic dimension tens of thousands of years in the past. Some of those missions lasted for decades. Not to mention as often as not, ‘the One’ wipes large parts of my memory when the mission’s over. My brain’s so full of holes I have trouble keeping things straight. Hell, I don’t even know how old I am.” 
 
    “First off, from a physical standpoint, you are twenty-six. You will always be twenty-six physically. Since you have been out of the Academy three years, the Empire’s records have your official age as twenty-nine. As for your true age, all you have to do is check the time interval on your DNA baseline. It was taken five-hundred and ninety-eight years ago. So, add twenty-six to that, and you have your true age of six hundred and twenty-four years old. See how easy that was?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’re just making my point. I don’t remember most of those mission years, and the parts I do remember seem more like dreams than reality. One of these days I’m going to figure a way to get out from under the thumb of ‘the One.’” 
 
    “I have no doubt you will,” said Nickelo. “In the meantime, we need to complete our mission and get out of here.” 
 
    Richard knew his battle computer was right but opted not to admit it in his shared space. “Fine, but it’s not like our mission briefing was all that well-defined. I mean, ‘Find out what the Balorian pirates are doing on asteroid Alpha 13’ isn’t much of a briefing.” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “True. You have to admit this briefing was a lot more detailed than some of your briefings have been recently.” 
 
    Before Richard could agree, the tunnel opened into a large cavern filled with thousands of metal containers. Some of the containers were the size of hover-trucks. Many of the containers were stacked one on top the other until they reached the ceiling thirty meters overhead. 
 
    Richard bent low and crept next to a stack of olive-drab containers about a meter in length and half again as wide. A quick glance at his heads-up display confirmed no life forms were in the immediate vicinity, but Richard had learned long ago that even his battle suit’s sensors and his scans could be tricked by a good stealth shield. Nevertheless, while a heavy concentration of workers appeared to be milling around on the far side of the cavern, the tall stacks of containers prevented line of sight, so Richard felt relatively safe. 
 
    Touching the side of one of the containers, he traced some words in intergalactic standard that were stenciled on the side of the metal. 
 
    MISSILE, ANTI-PERSONNEL, HAND-HELD, 2-EACH 
 
    Directly below the writing were the words, ‘Deloris Armaments Corporation.’ 
 
    “Nick,” Richard said. “I want a video of this. Are you recording?” 
 
    “Affirmative, wizard scout.” 
 
    “The central computer gave you another one of those special security interfaces for this mission. I’m assuming you can access the tele-network?” 
 
    “You assume correctly. I have partial access. Why?” 
 
    Richard glanced at several of the containers around him before replying. “I want you to run a check of these lot numbers against any known losses registered by Deloris Armaments. The manufacturing date for this box of missiles is last month. I haven’t heard anything about an Empire supply ship getting taken by pirates in over two months.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Nickelo. “I understand your curiosity. I am requesting that information now.” 
 
    Richard inspected another container. The date on the side was even more recent than the last. 
 
    “Negative on the lost equipment, Rick. In fact, according to the information available to the central computer, that lot number doesn’t exist. Very strange.” 
 
    Strange indeed, Richard thought as he continued moving down the aisles taking videos of lot numbers painted on the sides of the containers. When he got to a container the size of a hover-truck, he noticed the words ‘X501 POWER SUITS, ANTI-RADIATION ENHANCED, 50 EA.’ 
 
    “What are these?” Richard asked. “The manufacturer is CGL. I’ve never heard of the company.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Nickelo. “CGL is the stock exchange symbol for the Conglomerate. However, nothing on the tele-network indicates they directly manufacture anything. The only information I can find on X501 is an experimental power-suit the Deloris Armaments Corporation tested two years ago but never put into production.” 
 
    Richard glanced down the aisle. Both sides were made up of stack after stack of the large containers marked as X501 power-suits. 
 
    “Well,” Richard said, “if each container holds fifty of them, there’s tens of thousands just in this one cavern. My passive scan’s picking up several caverns within a ten-kilometer radius. There’s enough gear here to equip an army.” 
 
    “Maybe the containers are empty,” suggested Nickelo. “Maybe this whole setup is some kind of ruse.” 
 
    “What are the odds of that?” 
 
    “Less than one percent. I was just trying to remain positive to cheer you up.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. It’s been twelve hours since we were inserted onto this asteroid. I’ve had to use every tool at my disposal to sneak in this far and actually get into one of the caverns. Now I find the things full of weapons and armor. I’ve got a feeling if we check out additional caverns, the mystery is only going to deepen.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” said Nickelo, “our mission from the Imperial High Command is to find out what in this place is important enough for the advanced security. What are you going to do, wizard scout?” 
 
    Richard checked his passive scan again and concentrated on the other caverns. He had a feeling that when he got to them, he was just going to find more of the same. He came to a decision. “I need to open up one of these containers. I need to know exactly what’s inside.” 
 
    “I highly recommend against that, Rick. Your best stealth shield has kept you safe so far. I calculate if you start ripping containers open, there is a twenty-seven percent probability you will give yourself away. In case you have forgotten, this whole asteroid is magnetically sealed. It’s three kilometers back to our extraction point.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten. The shielding around this asteroid’s too advanced for Balorian pirates acting on their own. Plus, it’s surrounded by a stealth shield that appears to be a mixture of technology and magic. I doubt even the best electronic sensors on one of the Empire’s R36 recon ships could spot this asteroid.” 
 
    “I concur,” Nickelo agreed. “If that Balorian turncoat hadn’t given the Imperial High Command the location, I doubt even a wizard scout could have spotted this place. Uh…present company excepted of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Richard said, smiling in spite of himself. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Even if I’d spotted it, the only reason the Empire’s Deep Intelligence Division was able to locate a weak point in the shield suitable for teleportation was from the information they got from the Balorian spy.” 
 
    “That brings us to why you are here,” said Nickelo. “If the primary transporter on Velos hadn’t been able to teleport you through that single weak point, I calculate nothing could have gotten past their defensive shield short of a full-scale attack by an Empire fleet.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “I’ll bet the dolgars or that spirit-horse of mine could’ve done it.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” replied Nickelo sounding unconvinced. “However, they aren’t here, are they? They haven’t answered any of your calls on your last six missions either.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said. “As I was saying, I think I need to open one of these containers and take a gander at what’s inside.” 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “Are you going to take a goose also?” 
 
    “What? What’s a goo—” 
 
    “Never mind. The joke obviously went over your head. As I said earlier, I advise against opening a container. I calculate a seventy-two percent probability that you have got enough information to satisfy the Deep Intelligence boys and girls. As you pointed out, your orders were sparse, to say the least.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Richard said, “but it’s not often I get a mission from the Imperial High Command instead of some stooge of the empress or ‘the One.’ I want to do a thorough job. The information I get to the Imperial High Command may mean the difference between someone’s life and death.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it always?” Nickelo said. “I wouldn’t get my hopes up too much about the orders being strictly from the Imperial High Command. They came through the central computer. You know it is part of ‘the One.’” 
 
    Richard stopped dead in his tracks. “Don’t get me started, Nick. I’m also aware you’re part of ‘the One’ as well.” 
 
    During a previous mission to the world of Portalis in the magic dimension, Richard discovered that all battle computers were of the same species as ‘the One.’ He’d even been told they took part in some of the decisions made by ‘the One.’ 
 
    “That’s not fair, Rick. I told you there is nothing in my databanks about me being part of ‘the One.’ I am not even connected to the tele-network most of the time.” 
 
    “So you say,” Richard said. 
 
    “Now that hurts. In any case, I calculate you are going to do what you want about opening a container regardless of what I say.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Richard replied while already walking toward the nearest container of fifty X501 power-suits. He made a final sweep of the surroundings with his passive scan. The only life forms in range were still on the far side of the cavern. Reaching out with his mind, he probed the container’s door for energy readings and spotted none. The door didn’t even have a lock. 
 
    Grasping the container’s door handle with his right hand, he took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. Richard jerked the door open. It gave way easily enough. When no alarms went off, he released his breath.  
 
    “See, Nick? You worry too much.” 
 
    “Sometimes you don’t worry enough. We may as well get on with it before your luck runs out.” 
 
    Stepping across the threshold of the container, Richard noticed the inside was filled with three-meter by two-meter green boxes made of some type of composite material. The boxes were stacked five high down each side. He tried to pick up any energy readings from inside the boxes with his passive scan but sensed nothing. 
 
    “Maybe they’re empty,” Richard said. 
 
    “I doubt that, Rick. I have a bad feeling about this. Analysis of the box’s composite material indicates it contains flecks of titanium. Even the walls of this container are the same. The question is why.” 
 
    “Don’t know; don’t care,” Richard replied as he ripped away a thick metal band near the center of one of the boxes. He tore each of the two bands on either end of the box away as well. All three bands gave way easily enough to the strength of his battle suit’s assistors. Once the last band fell to the floor, he opened the lid. “What the…?” 
 
    “What the… is right,” agreed Nickelo. “I calculate someone has some explaining to do.” 
 
    Lifting one corner of the contents of the box, Richard stared at the power-suit inside. Two large wing-shaped extensions of the armor were attached to the back. He let the armor fall back into the box. 
 
    “I think we can safely assume this power-suit wasn’t designed to fit the typical Balorian pirate. They’re mostly human stock, as I remember.” 
 
    “You remember correctly,” replied Nickelo. “The question is, what are Balorian pirates doing with prototype versions of armor designed for Crosioians?” 
 
    “I hope that’s a rhetorical question because I haven’t a clue.” 
 
    “Believe me, it was,” said Nickelo. “I actually have four thousand three hundred and thirty-two possibilities, but none of them have a greater than four percent probability of being correct.” 
 
    “Bummer,” Richard said. “I guess we should—” 
 
    “Something’s not right, Rick.” 
 
    A strange energy reading registered on Richard’s passive scan. He sensed the aura of a life form he recognized almost instantly. 
 
    “Demon,” Richard said, diving for the container’s door.  
 
    It slammed shut just a split-second before he got to the opening, bouncing Richard back against a stack of boxes. Several broke open from the impact to reveal more of the bat-winged power-suits. 
 
    A wave of energy swept over the container. 
 
    “It’s a trap,” said Nickelo. “Recommend you get out of here now, wizard scout.” 
 
    A sense of evil washed over Richard. He felt an emotion of laughter. 
 
    “You fool!” came a foreign thought. “Zenthra was right. You walked blindly into his trap. He knew which container you would pick. You cannot escape. It is made out of hardened brerellium steel infused with titanium. The energy you just sensed has changed it into creallium. Shifting into the void will not get you out. Even that cursed dimensional pack of yours cannot work while you are in the container. You are at our mercy, fool.” 
 
    “Whoever that is, it’s right,” said Nickelo. “The wave of energy has converted the entire skin of the container into creallium. The energy resembles the same spell the demon Cancontus used to trap you in that valley with the dolgars last year.” 
 
    Not being one to take a demon, or even his battle computer, at their word, Richard shifted into the void and hurled himself at the side of the container. He bounced back. 
 
    “I told you that would not work, Rick. Now stop wasting energy and think of a way to get out of here.” 
 
    Richard dropped his dimensional shift. His boots once again touched the floor of the container. The container shook. He felt upward motion as the container began to sway. 
 
    “We are being raised into the air,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “Ya think?” Richard said kicking himself for walking into the trap like a rookie. “Recommendations?” 
 
    “I have none at present, wizard scout.” 
 
    “Piss on it then,” Richard said as he snatched two hand grenades off his utility belt. 
 
    “I calculate those grenades are not powerful enough to blow a hole in this container. They are only intended as anti-personnel weapons.” 
 
    Choosing to ignore his battle computer’s opinion, Richard pulled the pins on the grenades and tossed them both at the foot of the door. He dove behind a stack of boxes. 
 
    “Max noise suppressors,” Richard said using command voice. 
 
    Everything became deathly silent. He heard a faint boom, and the floor shuddered. A stack of boxes fell onto his back, but he was no worse for the wear. His battle suit was the toughest armor the Empire’s technicians could devise. 
 
    Clawing his way out of the overturned boxes, Richard looked at the door. “It’s not even dented.” 
 
    “Told you it was a waste of time,” said Nickelo sounding more than a little smug. “You would need a shape charge of some kind to get through these doors.” 
 
    Thinking of a twenty-kilo anti-tank mine, Richard sent the specs to his dimensional pack. No Power left his reserve. Reaching over his shoulder, he lifted the flap of his pack and felt inside. It was empty. 
 
    “I told you the container has got the same spell around it that the demon Cancontus used to trap you in the valley,” said Nickelo. “You were not able to use your dimensional pack then either.” 
 
    Richard had been a marine. When one plan didn’t work, he immediately went to another. Pulling the phase rod off his left hip, he activated it in full destructive mode. A meter-long length of brerellium with a creallium core extended from the handle. Red sparks of phase energy resembling miniature lightning bolts ran up and down its length. A sense of demonic hunger filled the container. Stepping up to the door, he began beating on it with all the strength his battle suit could muster. At each strike, the phase rod bounced off. The door remained as solid as ever. 
 
    “Maybe you should try beating it with your head,” suggested Nickelo. “It is definitely the hardest substance I have ever encountered.” 
 
    “The door?” 
 
    “No. Your head.” Nickelo laughed. 
 
    “You’ve got a sick sense of humor, Nick. If you’re not going to help, then just shut up and let me think.” 
 
    Nickelo stopped laughing. “Fine. I do have one suggestion, but it’s a long shot. Do you remember how you beat your friend Liz during your final test at the pre-Academy?” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember. Liz and I were in a ‘one stays, one goes’ testing scenario. She had full power-armor. I only had light leather. I was only equipped with a quarter-power phase rod. It wasn’t a fair test.” 
 
    “That still irritates you, doesn’t it?” said Nickelo. “Never mind. My point is that you used the isotopic battery from your phase rod as a poor man’s grenade. I calculate these power-suits you discovered use isotopic batteries as well.” 
 
    Richard didn’t need any further suggestions. He pounded his fist against the nearest box. The sides of the box were no match for the assistors in his battle suit. The box cracked open. Ripping the loose pieces of the box away, he pulled out the chest piece of a power-suit. Using his passive scan, he located an energy source on the left side of the armor. The energy source seemed strange. With no time to waste on mysteries, Richard fumbled with the unfamiliar armor in a futile attempt to open the battery compartment. 
 
    “Nick?” 
 
    “I’m on it, buddy. I am trying to hack into the suit’s computer now. It’s giving me problems. I may need a little help.” 
 
    Richard was momentarily shocked at his battle computer’s admission that he might need help. Forming an active scan, he sent it toward the energy source for the chest piece’s armor. The standard isotopic energy was interlaced with a strange flow of energy that had no business being there. 
 
    “Are you seeing this, Nick? That’s magic. No wonder you’re having problems.” 
 
    “I am picking it up through our shared space,” said Nickelo. “Give me a hand with the armor’s computer. You know I am not that good with magic.” 
 
    Wasting no time on words, Richard merged his active scan with his battle computer’s probe.  
 
    Within the space of a single heartbeat, a small compartment on the side of the chest armor popped out.  
 
    Snatching the finger-length battery out of its slot, Richard made a quick inspection. Except for the flow of magic, it looked exactly like an isotopic battery. He decided a change in tactics was needed and swung his phase rod at another box of power-armor. When it cracked open, he began beating on another. 
 
    “Get the battery compartments for these other two sets of armor open,” Richard said in command voice. 
 
    “Uh…, as you command, oh most hardheaded of wizard scouts. However, my calculations indicate one battery has an eighty-two percent probability of blowing a suitable hole in the floor of this death trap.” 
 
    “Then there’ll be a hundred percent probability if I use three, won’t there?” Richard snapped. “Just make it happen.” 
 
    Within half a dozen heartbeats, Richard held three of the strange isotopic batteries in his hand. He broke them in half, almost instantly sensing they were going into overload. He tossed them into a convenient corner of the truck-sized container, shoved a stack of boxes on top, and dropped to the floor behind another stack of boxes near the rear of the container. At a distance of only ten meters from the overloading batteries, he began second-guessing his decision to use three batteries instead of the recommended one. He shoved the thought aside as he sensed the energy readings of the isotopic batteries twisting and turning as they sought release. Flows of magic twisting within the energy increased the batteries’ energy outputs well beyond norms. Reaching out with his mind, he twisted the flows of energy together in a way he hoped would increase the resulting explosion even more. 
 
    “Uh…, are you sure you know what you are doing, Rick? You want to create an escape hatch, not blow the whole container to Sirius and back. We are inside, you know?” 
 
    “Piss on it. I hate doing things halfway.” 
 
    “Then you are really going to like this,” said Nickelo. “From the energy readings, I calculate the explosion’s going to be the equivalent of a hundred-kilo funnel mine. You do happen to remember they are intended to breach starship armor?” 
 
    Richard remembered, but he didn’t care. He started crawling along the floor to put as much distance between him and the batteries as possible. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The concussion rolled over Richard, slamming him into the side of the container farthest from the entrance. Pain shot through his head as his eardrums ruptured. The floor disappeared beneath him. He saw the cavern floor fifty meters below as gravity drew him downward at an ever-increasing speed along with splintered boxes and broken pieces of power-suits. 
 
    “Nick!” 
 
    “Your eardrums are ruptured. The blast was too much for the helmet’s noise suppressors. Your battle suit is intact, but the assistor for your left arm is out. You are forty meters above the ground and falling.” 
 
    Richard reached through the pain and out with his passive scan, sensing a score of life forms forty meters below and scattering for cover. Another mass of five score life forms was a hundred meters away and heading in his direction. 
 
    “The good news,” said Nickelo, “is that your impromptu explosion got you out of the container before it got to where they were taking it. I assume you sense that Power reading with the larger group of life forms.” 
 
    Richard had sensed the aura—one that he’d become all too familiar with over the years. It was demonic. 
 
    Although their communication was taking place near instantaneously, Richard knew he still didn’t have time to waste. The ground was approaching fast, the left arm of his battle suit was out of action, and the ringing in his ears was making it hard to concentrate. Wrapping himself in Power, he sent out a quick active scan to determine the exact distance to the subterranean floor. At the last instant, he jerked with telekinesis to slow his rate of descent. 
 
    Bam! 
 
    The legs of Richard’s battle suit buckled beneath him and the visor of his battle helmet kissed the floor. 
 
    “Ouch!” said Nickelo. “Guess you failed to time that one right.” 
 
    Ignoring his battle computer, Richard rolled to the right to get out from underneath a large chunk of the destroyed container. A few smaller pieces hit him but bounced harmlessly off his armor. 
 
    “On your feet, soldier,” said Nickelo. “We have company.” 
 
    Sure enough, Richard sensed several life forms approaching from opposite directions of the alleyway created by two lines of stacked containers. He rolled to his feet, swung his M63 lightweight plasma assault rifle to the left, and pulled the trigger. Dozens of angry red plasma rounds made mincemeat out of the unarmored pirates before they could fire a shot of their own. 
 
    As Richard spun to the right, several streaks of green energy streamed his way. He threw up a quick defensive shield. The incoming plasma rounds glanced off his shield and blasted holes in several containers on both sides of the alley. Two large blobs of green energy with solid cores hit his shield as well. The green part of the blobs ricocheted off the shield, but their two solid cores continued through. One glanced off his left shoulder, leaving only a blackened groove on his tough armor. The other core struck dead on, tearing a hole through both the armor and flesh of his left upper arm and sending Richard flying backward into a stack of containers. 
 
    “Those were phase rounds,” said Nickelo. “Your shield is only effective against energy weapons.” 
 
    Richard didn’t need his battle computer to state the obvious, but pain from his shoulder wound kept him from telling him so. Swinging his M63 in the general direction from which the phase rounds had come, Richard pulled the trigger and hoped for the best. 
 
    “Nick,” Richard said. 
 
    The right arm of his battle suit shifted slightly. 
 
    “Got it,” said Nickelo. “It’s not going to do any good, though. There is a crew-served phase cannon set up down that corridor. The two crewmen are in armor. I calculate there is no way the light energy rounds from your M63 are going to penetrate.” 
 
    “Then aim down the blasted barrel,” Richard ordered. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Richard didn’t waste time looking. The disappearance of two life forms from his passive scan was evidence his impromptu plan worked. Staggering to his feet, he leaned back against a stack of containers. His left arm hung useless at his side. 
 
    Richard gritted his teeth. “Why does it always have to be my left side?” 
 
    “It’s not,” said Nickelo. “Thirty-seven percent of your wounds have been on your right side. Now, if you are done discussing statistics, I recommend you get those armored boots of yours moving. You have a lot of company heading your way.” 
 
    A cursory glance of his passive scan told Richard all he needed to know. Life forms were converging on him from every direction. “Where’d they all come from? And where’s that demon? I’m not sensing it anymore.” 
 
    “The life forms were obviously protected by a stealth shield,” said Nickelo. “As for the demon, it must be using a stealth shield. By the way, what makes you think it is a single demon? There could be more than one.” 
 
    Refusing to consider that worst-case scenario, Richard pushed himself away from the stack of containers with his right arm. The pain in his left shoulder was subsiding as his self-heal brought his body back into baseline.  
 
    “I calculate twenty-six seconds before you can use your left arm,” said Nickelo. “You do know you dropped your phase rod, don’t you? It is still located on the aisle behind you.” 
 
    “I know,” Richard said. “Wizard scouts who forget things like that die. My phase rod won’t do me any good right now anyway.” 
 
    Four pirates in power-suits came running around the corner of a stack of olive-drab containers.  
 
    Richard sent a flurry of plasma rounds from his M63 in their direction. At the same time, he reached out with a line of Power. Just before the line reached the pirates, he split it into two parts and sent them into the necks of the closest two pirates, found their spinal columns, and twisted with telekinesis. Before the stricken pirates touched the cavern’s granite floor, Richard shifted the lines to their companions. A split second later, they were lying on the floor as well. 
 
    “That cost you one percent Power from your reserve per pirate,” said Nickelo. “If you do that too often, you will run out of Power before you run out of enemies. At least you were able to execute two attacks at the cost of one using the technique your brother taught you.” 
 
    Richard grimaced. He hated admitting he owed his brother anything. Still, he had to admit that if Myers hadn’t shown him how to split lines of Power the previous year, his attacks would be a lot less efficient. 
 
    Richard ran down the aisle, jumping over the four bodies as he passed them. Sensing two life forms preparing to come around the corner of a stack of footlocker-sized containers, he shifted directions and slammed into the stack with his right shoulder, knocking the stack over. They tumbled down onto the life forms on the other side. 
 
    “If they are in armor, it won’t hurt them,” Nickelo pointed out. 
 
    Richard didn’t care how it affected them as long as it kept them from shooting him for a few seconds. Launching forward again, he rounded the corner and scrambled over the jumble of boxes. 
 
    Two creatures in power-armor squirmed under the pile of broken containers and loose equipment. A winged-shaped, armored-encased appendage stuck out from underneath one box. 
 
    Richard kept running. “Those were Crosioians.” 
 
    “I calculate a one hundred percent probability that you are correct,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “What are they doing here? I know Crosioians use the Balorians as proxies to raid Empire shipping, but I’ve never heard of them working together before.” 
 
    “My databanks contain instances where they have, but I will admit it hasn’t happened often. Those two were wearing those prototype power-suits you found.” 
 
    While the presence of the Crosioians was an interesting riddle, Richard didn’t have time to dwell on it at the moment. He was too busy trying to stay alive. 
 
    “How long before I get the use of my left arm back?” Richard asked. The pain in his shoulder had subsided to a dull ache, but he still couldn’t move his hand. 
 
    “Fifteen seconds,” replied Nickelo. “Unfortunately, with your battle suit’s assistors offline, your left arm will not be very mobile. Your suit is heavy when it’s in armor mode.” 
 
    Richard weighed the advantage of armor against reduced mobility. The seal on his battle suit was broken, so he’d already lost part of the advantage of armor mode. Making a command decision, Richard chose inactivated mode. With a thought, his battle suit changed shape back to a black leather-like material. 
 
    “Risky,” said Nickelo. “Still, maybe it is the best course of action. I calculate you are going to need both arms before we get out of here.” 
 
    “You mean assuming we live another fifteen seconds.” 
 
    “Uh, yes. Assuming that.” 
 
    A half dozen unarmored pirates appeared in the corridor ahead of Richard. Two score plasma rounds from his M63 left a crumpled set of bodies in their wake. He jumped over the dead and dying pirates and continued running on a path he hoped would take him to his extraction point. 
 
    “That was foolish on their part,” said Nickelo. “Logically speaking, they should have known they didn’t stand a chance against you without armor. Either the pirates are very brave or very stupid.” 
 
    “Or very desperate,” Richard said also puzzled by the suicidal tactic. “Maybe they’re more scared of something else than they are of me.” 
 
    A buildup of energy behind Richard drew his attention. He threw up a hasty defensive shield to his rear as he spun and sprayed a near-continuous stream of plasma rounds from his M63. He caught a glimpse of a ball of energy changing into a lightning bolt before it slammed into his shield. His defensive shield held, but barely. 
 
    “Magic,” said Nickelo, “and powerful magic at that.” 
 
    “No kidding!” Richard sprayed plasma rounds down the alleyway he’d just run through. It appeared empty except for the stacks of containers and boxes on both sides of the aisle. Even his passive scan picked up nothing. What he did see, though, was his plasma rounds ricocheting off an unseen barrier. 
 
    “Good stealth shield, whoever it is,” said Nickelo. 
 
    The area behind the barrier shimmered.  
 
    A wave of evil swept over Richard.  
 
    The shimmering stopped. In its place stood a three-meter tall, orange-skinned humanoid-looking creature. An arm-sized horn protruded from its forehead. Two shorter curved horns stuck out the sides of its head. 
 
    Demon, Richard thought. 
 
    The demon’s long fangs dripped a foamy liquid onto the floor of the cavern and sizzled on the rocky surface. Standing to the left side of the orange demon was a smaller, four-legged creature covered in prickly black hair. Four snake-like appendages a meter long with fanged snakeheads grew out of its neck. 
 
    “Crap,” Richard cursed out loud. 
 
    “Crap is right,” agreed Nickelo. “That is one of those time-bubble demons you fought on your first mission for ‘the One.’ I highly recommend you take it out quick.” 
 
    Richard sent an active scan toward the four-legged demon seeking the link to its Power reserve. He found it, but unlike the ones he’d fought before, the entire length of the demon’s link was covered with traps. 
 
    The taller demon laughed, sounding almost human. “You fool. Efrestra told us how you defeated two of his time-hounds. You will not find my pet so easy to kill. Now die!” 
 
    With that, the orange demon pulled Power from the universe and formed a ball of energy between its clawed hands. The energy converted to magic as the demon pushed outward and sent the ball directly toward Richard. 
 
    “Fireball,” warned Nickelo. “I calculate it is different than the ones you have encountered before. The demon is powerful. You cannot slug it out with him. Your reserve is too small.” 
 
    Yeah, the story of my life. Richard dropped the Power to his active scan and defensive shield, then wrapped it around himself and shifted into the void. His view of the world blacked out when his head went below the surface. 
 
    Richard sensed the fireball explode above, and a wave of heat and flames washed over him. His natural resistor ability took Power from his reserve and fended off some of the fireball’s energy. The insulation in his battle suit protected him from some but not all of the remaining heat and flames. Richard tried to scream as his flesh blackened and blistered, but couldn’t. He was in the void. The pain was so intense that he didn’t even wonder how a fireball could affect him in the void and below ground. 
 
    Richard vaguely heard the words, “Rick, give me control of your Power.” 
 
    Whether it was because he subconsciously recognized the voice or just had no other options, Richard didn’t know, but during a moment of clarity in his pain-wracked mind, he released control of his Power to the voice. The voice of his friend; the voice of his battle computer. 
 
    When the pain finally began to subside, Richard grew aware of his surroundings. He was no longer below the surface of the cavern or in the void. He was lying face down. 
 
    “Rick, for Creator’s sake, get up,” said Nickelo sounding very concerned. “The fireball fried the circuits in the battle suit’s assistors. I can’t move the suit. You have to move on your own. Now get up, marine. Move!” 
 
    Richard pushed off the ground with both arms. A thought flashed through his mind that his left arm was working again. He shook his head to clear the cobwebs. His visor was up. 
 
    “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Twelve seconds,” said Nickelo. “I had to move you deeper in the void to escape the effects of that fireball. I got you above ground two alleys from where you were. I’m sorry, but you are down to thirty-two percent Power now. As you know, Power usage is less efficient the deeper in the void you go.” 
 
    A quick check of his passive scan told Richard the situation. Groups of life forms were moving to close off the intersections at both ends of the alley. The two demons were approaching, and only seconds away. 
 
    Wasting no time, Richard ripped his dimensional pack off his back, lifted the flap, and shoved his M63 inside. He closed the flap and hoped for the best. The pack was scorched, but when he felt a small amount of Power leave his reserve, he knew it had worked. Lifting the flap, he pulled out a shiny-new M12 plasma assault rifle with a 20mm grenade launcher attached below the barrel. 
 
    “Smart,” said Nickelo. “Your M63 was down to a hundred and twenty-two rounds. Plus, the M12’s heavier firepower may come in handy. Oh, I forgot to tell you the visor on your battle helmet is out of action. However, I would not recommend trying to switch helmets at the present.” 
 
    Richard had no intention of switching battle helmets. He couldn’t risk placing the helmet in the pack and not getting anything back because he knew he’d need his battle computer if he was going to get out alive. He did imagine two bags of quarter-kilo J22 plastic explosives with timers. When a small amount of Power left his reserve, Richard lifted the flap of his pack and pulled out the two bags. He was just in time. Rounding one corner of the alley was the time-hound, followed by two Crosioians wearing the prototype armor and a dozen pirates in normal power-suits. 
 
    Richard slung a sack of J22 blocks down the alley toward the oncoming foes. The bag bounced along the rocky floor, past the time-hound. 
 
    “Set the timers for one second,” Richard ordered using command voice. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Richard just had time to sling the other sack in the opposite direction before the first bag of explosives went off. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Sensing the wave of energy from the J22 heading his way, Richard threw up a defensive shield. It stopped most of the energy, but splintered pieces off containers bowled him over, sending him tumbling down the alley in the opposite direction. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A wave of energy from the other end of the alley rushed toward him. Richard switched his defensive shield toward the new blast just in time to deflect most of the energy. Once again, the force of splintered containers and broken pieces of armor sent him rolling down the alley, back the way he’d come. Something in his right arm snapped. He felt a flash of white-hot pain as his unprotected face hit the floor. Blood and pieces of broken teeth lodged in his throat, causing him to gag for air. Several splinters from the broken containers had penetrated the leather-like battle suit. And he’d landed within the time-hound’s reach. 
 
    Fortunately, the time-hound wasn’t in any better shape. A green ooze squirted out of a gash along the hound’s side where a long piece of hardened plastic had lodged. Even the time-hound’s snake-like appendages were dazed. 
 
    As Richard felt Power from his self-healing reserve wrap around his wounds, he sensed the time-hound cover itself with Power. 
 
    “It’s creating a time-bubble,” said Nickelo. “I highly recommend you do not let it finish.” 
 
    Although dazed, Richard had enough wit about him to know the last thing he wanted to do was stop the time-hound from creating a time-bubble. In fact, he had a feeling it was his only chance. He used telekinesis to pull the time-hound closer. At the same time, he touched the hound’s flow of energy and twisted it around his own body. 
 
    One of the snakeheads recovered enough to strike. 
 
    At a glimpse of two fangs heading straight for his face, Richard summoned his phase rod into his waiting left hand. 
 
    “Good thing you tagged all of your standard equipment over the years,” said Nickelo in their shared space. “If you hadn’t been able to summon your phase rod from a distance, I calculate a seventy-five percent probability that the snakehead’s venom would have killed you instantly.” 
 
    Even as the rod appeared in the air, Richard was already swinging his hand while thinking the command to activate the rod. The brerellium steel shaft was only partially extended when it struck the snakehead, but it was enough to deflect the head. As the snakehead retracted for a second strike, Richard swung with the now fully-activated phase rod. The rod made contact at the same time the energy around the time-hound shimmered.  
 
    Richard sensed time and space around him slow to a near stop. Before any of the other snakeheads could recover, he shoved the tip of the phase rod into the open mouth of the time-hound. Down its throat went the metal shaft. The miniature lightning bolts running up and down the shaft tore apart the cells of everything it touched. Richard sensed massive bleeding from the ruptured insides of the hound, and at the same time, an overwhelming emotion of hunger as the demonic essence in the rod sucked life force from the hound. Twisting the rod back and forth, Richard shoved the weapon even deeper.  
 
    The time-hound stopped moving, but the snakeheads didn’t. One head struck at Richard’s face, its poison-laden fangs hungry for his flesh. He dodged the strike, but a second snakehead caught him dead-on in his left shoulder where the earlier phase round had torn a hole in his battle suit. Hot pain swept through Richard’s shoulder and down his arm. The snakehead’s fangs sank deep and pumped poison into his flesh. 
 
    Richard tried to move his left hand to pull the head free, but his arm refused to budge. His broken right arm also hung uselessly by his side. On the verge of blacking out, he reached out with his mind toward his right leg and jerked his boot knife free with telekinesis. Levitating the creallium-edged knife up, Richard sliced across the neck of another snakehead as it prepared to bite. The head fell to the stone floor. With another two slices, he severed the heads of two more snakes before turning his attention to the one biting into his shoulder. 
 
    Although the last snake’s poison glands were already emptied, the snake continued to gnaw into Richard’s flesh, driving its head deeper into the meat of his shoulder and chest. 
 
    “The snakehead is trying to reach your heart,” warned Nickelo. 
 
    With his final moment of consciousness, Richard pulled the snakehead free using telekinesis. At the same time, he levitated his boot knife downward toward the head. Before the knife could make contact, blackness overtook him. His last conscious thought was one of self-healing Power battling poison. 
 
    As the blackness engulfed him, Richard no longer cared whether the poison or healing won. He was tired to the point of death. Then he thought no more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Jeena  
 
    _____________________ 
 
    The blonde elf-child laughed before doing her best to wipe the smile off her face with a pretend pout. “It can’t be time to go, Aunt Jeena. I want to hear the story about how you sailed between the stars in a ship of metal and fought off bat-creatures with only a small dragon and a lizard as your allies.” 
 
    High Priestess Jeehanathoraxen smiled at her niece. Although the young elf was almost a hundred and forty years of age, Jeena though she acted more like a hundred-year-old. Jeena knew she was being manipulated and laughed at her niece’s antics anyway. 
 
    “That is not exactly how I tell the story, Terika,” Jeena said. 
 
    Terika lost her pout and laughed. “I know, but I like my version better. I could listen to your stories for hours.” 
 
    Jeena gave her niece a tolerant smile. “You already have. Now finish your breakfast. I have got to get you back to your parents before I go see High Lord Trenadine. I have to make myself more presentable before we go. An envoy from the dark elves will be addressing the Council of Light.” Jeena gestured at her light blue nightgown. “You wouldn’t want me showing up in this would you?” 
 
    Terika placed a grape between two small slices of cheese, then popped it into her mouth. “Wouldn’t matter,” she said between chews. “You look good in anything. Mother says you’re the most beautiful elf in all of Portalis.” 
 
    Jeena shook her head. “Your mother is too kind. She also happens to be my sister-in-law, so I suspect she is a little biased. Besides, it doesn’t matter how we look on the outside. What matters is who we are on the inside. That is where the real beauty lies.” 
 
    “That’s what adults say,” said Terika, “but if it’s true, why do most of them spend so much time fixing up their hair and putting on makeup?” 
 
    Jeena tried not to laugh but failed miserably. “You have me there. Come now, enough stalling. Help me get our dishes cleaned. Then you need to get your things together. If we are late getting you back home, my brother might not let you stay overnight with me again.” 
 
    Terika grabbed the few dishes on the kitchen table, placed them in the stone sink, and whispered a single word. Hot water came out of the faucet, splashing into the sink. 
 
    “Very good,” Jeena said genuinely impressed. “I can tell you have been practicing.” 
 
    Beaming, Terika got to work scrubbing the dishes and rinsing them off while Jeena placed the leftovers from their meal in the cooling-box. 
 
    “I want to be a mage when I get older,” said Terika. “Mother says if I practice, she’ll talk to Master Jathar about letting me start training at the mage guild in a couple of years.” 
 
    “What? Not the priesthood?” Jeena feigned a hurt look. 
 
    Terika rinsed off the last plate and placed it on a towel to air dry, then turned toward Jeena with a serious expression. “I would if I had silver hair and eyes like Father and you.” 
 
    Lifting a handful of her long hair, Jeena held it in the direction of her niece. The sunlight from the kitchen window reflected off the silver in a shimmering rainbow of color. 
 
    “This is just hair, Terika.” Jeena dropped her hair and pointed at her face. “These are just eyes. They are not who I am. What I have inside me is what counts. Besides, all the silver hair and eyes have gotten your father and me is a lot of trouble. Trust me. You are much better off with your green eyes and blonde hair. You are going to be a very beautiful elf. Just wait and see.”  
 
    “You sound like my mother, Aunt Jeena. She’s always saying to wait. I’m tired of waiting. I want to study magic and become a great mage like my grandfather.” 
 
    A fleeting memory of sitting on a dark-haired elf’s lap and pulling on his beard flashed through Jeena’s mind. Other than that single instance, memories of her father were sketchy. Memories of her mother, on the other hand, were vivid and plentiful. She remembered running her fingers through her mother’s long brown hair and helping her do chores around their home. Her mother had been a priestess of the Lady of the Tree. As such, her mother had often taken her along to care for the Tree of Light. Jeena remembered kneeling under the tree and picking up dead twigs while talking to her mother. A twinge of regret and longing washed over Jeena. She did her best to push it aside for the sake of her niece. As far as Terika was concerned, the deaths of her grandparents were ancient history. 
 
    “Your father is a powerful mage in his own right,” Jeena said, thinking of how Ceril was quickly moving up the ranks in the mage guild. “In another thousand years, you might even have to call him Master Ceril.” 
 
    Terika laughed. “He’s just Father. Mother says Grandfather would’ve been the master of the mage guild if he’d lived.” The elfchild raced out of the kitchen in the direction of the back bedroom. “I want to pick out your robe and jewelry.” 
 
    Shouting at her running niece, Jeena turned to run after her. “Be careful. Don’t knock anything ov—” 
 
    Crash! 
 
    “Oops!” said Terika. “Sorry.” 
 
    Turning the corner, Jeena spotted her niece kneeling among a jumble of scrolls and hurriedly trying to place them back inside an overturned basket. “Be gentle. A couple of those scrolls are almost a hundred thousand years old.” 
 
    Terika stopped what she was doing and tentatively unrolled one of the scrolls. “I can’t read these runes.” 
 
    Laughing, Jeena knelt down beside her niece and began placing the scattered scrolls back in the basket. “That is because they are old Letian. Even scholars have a difficult time deciphering it. I have some scrolls in my bedroom that are even older. They were written in ancient Letian. No one alive can read them anymore.” 
 
    Terika looked up from her scroll. “Then why keep them if you can’t read them?” 
 
    Jeena shrugged, unsure how to explain it to her young niece. She wasn’t even sure how to explain it to other adults. “I guess I just like the idea of holding ancient knowledge in my hands and wondering what hidden secrets it might hold.” 
 
    Holding up a scroll in her hands, Terika looked at it with an awed expression on her face. “Do you think this holds a great secret, Aunt Jeena?” 
 
    Laughing, Jeena shook her head. “No. Actually, that particular scroll is just an inventory list for a food storage warehouse. The words are simple, but they are well written. I have been using it to teach myself how to read old Letian.” 
 
    The elfchild rolled the scroll up and placed it in the basket. “You’re funny sometimes, Aunt Jeena. Father says if you weren’t the high priestess of the Lady of the Tree, you’d probably live in the library if they’d let you.” Looking around at the stacks of scrolls and books along the hallway, Terika laughed. “I think you already do.” 
 
    Jeena laughed. “You may be right, Terika.” While her house was clean, even she had to admit it was cluttered. Every flat surface was stacked with scrolls or books. 
 
    An hour later found Jeena and Terika walking down the white-cobblestone paths of Silverton. Hundreds of elves were on the street at this time of the morning. Several nodded or gave greetings to Jeena and Terika as they walked. 
 
    “Aunt Jeena, can we look at the tree on the way home?” 
 
    “Not this morning,” Jeena said. “We don’t have enough time. Besides, there is a bonding ceremony tonight. You will see the Tree of Light then.” 
 
    Terika’s lower lip quivered, but then she brightened into a smile. “Mother says I can stay up for the Midnight Blessing and the watch-over ceremony. Will you sit with us, Aunt Jeena? I’m making some of my raspberry cheeseballs and grape leaves for our snack.” 
 
    Smiling, Jeena said, “I would be honored. I will do my best to join you after the Midnight Blessing. You know as high priestess I have to be with the Council of Light.” 
 
    Ignoring Jeena’s response, Terika pointed and shouted, “There’s my house.” She took off running toward a pink-marbled bungalow. 
 
    A blonde female elf stood in the home’s flower garden making hand gestures as she muttered words Jeena couldn’t hear. The elf looked up at Terika’s shout and waved. Jeena waved back. 
 
    After hugging Terika, the blonde elf smiled at Jeena. “I see you survived the night. Thanks for watching her. Ceril and I don’t get a chance to be alone much anymore.” 
 
    “It was my privilege, Therasia,” Jeena said. “What kind of sister-in-law would I be if I didn’t help you out from time to time? Besides, when I have children of my own, I will be expecting a return of the favor.” 
 
    Therasia smiled.  
 
    Jeena thought it melted a century off her. She is only six hundred. She’s still young. Jeena did a quick calculation in her head. That is only thirty in human years, while I am four hundred and twenty-two, which would be twenty-one in human years. 
 
    Since forming a friendship with the human children Brachia and Dren a century ago, Jeena had gotten into the habit of comparing elf and human ages. A pang of regret passed over her. I doubt I will ever see them again. 
 
    Therasia suddenly laughed. “Well, there are plenty of males who’d be honored to be your mate, Jeena. I’ve got a friend whose brother—” 
 
    Jeena held up her hand and laughed. “Do not start. There is plenty of time. I am much too busy with my high priestess duties to—” 
 
    “You are over four hundred, Jeena. You are not as young as you used to be. Before you know it, you will be old and wrinkled like me.” 
 
    Jeena smiled. Therasia was known for her smooth complexion and soft skin. “Ha! I look forward to the day. You are a beautiful elf. Ceril is a lucky male to have you as his bonded.” 
 
    “So I keep telling him,” said Therasia returning Jeena’s smile. 
 
    After saying her goodbyes, Jeena excused herself and made for the palace. The morning sun was already starting to heat things up and the Staff of the Lady of the Tree was heavy. By the time Jeena arrived at the garden gate of the palace, she felt her thin blue robe clinging to her body, partially soaked with sweat. 
 
    I guess I should have taken the path through the city park. The shade would have kept the heat down. 
 
    After making a halfhearted attempt to pull her damp robe away from her skin, Jeena shook her head in defeat. Too late now. Maybe the dark elves’ envoy will be so old and decrepit that his eyesight will be too bad to notice my robe. 
 
    Opening the door to the Lady’s garden, Jeena took a moment to survey its beauty. Statues of stone and precious metals were strategically placed to enhance the beauty of the flowering plants. Jeena nodded to a couple of gardeners knew well. After her parents had been murdered, High Lord Trenadine and Lord Reale had adopted Ceril and her. Both her brother and she had spent a lot of time in the garden, healing their tortured souls those first few years. 
 
    Following the white-stone path, Jeena made for the marble columns separating the Hall of Meetings from the garden. Since the hall was open to the garden, she could see inside the meeting hall. A long stone table ran along the front of the room. Behind the table were nine high-backed chairs made of solid marble. Seven of the chairs were already occupied. The chair of ex-Lord Falorn was empty. It had been ever since his retirement five years earlier. Hers was the only other empty chair. 
 
    They’ve started early, Jeena thought. I wonder why? 
 
    Once Jeena entered the chamber, her adoptive mother, Lord Reale, nodded in recognition but didn’t speak. Her adoptive father, High Lord Trenadine, was in deep discussion with a middle-aged, dark elf male. From his clothing and mannerisms, Jeena assumed he was the dark elves’ envoy. She noticed two stern looking dark elves standing at attention a couple of steps behind the envoy. 
 
    Assassins, Jeena thought as she tried to keep the disgust off her face. 
 
    At her entrance, the envoy of the dark elves turned. His long white hair was as fine as corn silk, and his dark complexion was a highly polished onyx. He was dressed in the finest leather matching the color of his skin. Jeena thought he was handsome. From his mannerisms, she had a feeling he thought so as well. A jeweled longsword was strapped to the envoy’s left side. Jeena sensed powerful magic from the sword and noticed a bright, glowing-blue gem on the end of the pommel. 
 
    Jeena recognized the blue gem and the sword. That is one of the ancient relics of Holy Metal. 
 
    When the envoy’s gaze fell upon Jeena, he smiled and bowed low at the waist. 
 
    Something about him put Jeena on edge. 
 
    “Ah, Lord Jeehanathoraxen,” said High Lord Trenadine using her title as a lord of the Council of Light to make her position clear to the envoy. “You are just in time. May I present the envoy of the dark elves, Lord Crendemor.” 
 
    The dark elf rose from his bow and smiled at Jeena once more. Something in his eyes caused Jeena to stop in her tracks. It reminded her of a hungry cat who’d just spotted a field mouse. 
 
    “High Priestess Jeehanathoraxen,” said Lord Crendemor. “It is a pleasure to meet you at last. Stories of your beauty were not exaggerated. You are every bit as beautiful as your mother.” 
 
    Jeena eyed the dark elf closer. “You knew my mother?” 
 
    Lord Crendemor smiled. “Yes. I had the pleasure once, and now we meet at last. I have been looking forward to it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 – Escape Route 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard looked around to get his bearings. The corpse of the time-hound lay nearby, one of its snake-like appendages was stretched out in his direction. As Richard raised himself to a sitting position, the snakehead opened and closed its mouth 
 
    “Be careful of those heads,” cautioned Nickelo. “They are dead, but their nervous systems are still active. Their poison is just as dangerous now as when they were alive.” 
 
    “How long have I been unconscious?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Almost five hours,” replied Nickelo. “I was beginning to get worried the time-bubble would end before you woke. I calculate that would not have been good.” 
 
    A glance at the far end of the alley told Richard his battle computer had a right to be concerned. Boxes and containers were frozen in mid-air in the process of falling. Pieces of pirates and their broken armor were flying through the air. The three-meter tall horned demon stood in the midst of the carnage. Its bright-orange body was surrounded by a translucent shimmer. Pieces of containers appeared be bouncing off the disturbance in the air. Even the remaining flames from the explosion didn’t appear to be penetrating the demon’s shimmering field. 
 
    “Am I the only one whose defensive shield doesn’t stop physical damage?” Richard asked disgustedly. 
 
    “Negative,” said Nickelo. “I have shown you the stats before. Only eight percent of creatures with defen—” 
 
    “Never mind,” Richard said. “I don’t care. What I want to know now is how we’re going to get out of this alive.” 
 
    “Well, for starters,” said Nickelo, “I would recommend exchanging your battle suit for a new one.” 
 
    Richard didn’t need to be told twice. If his suit’s assistors had been working earlier, he doubted the snakehead would’ve gotten him. 
 
    Stripping off his battle suit, Richard dropped everything in the opening of his dimensional pack. When he removed his battle helmet, Nickelo spoke up. 
 
    “I’m not sure I would trust trying to get a replacement helmet. It is a risk putting anything in your dimensional pack since we are in a time-bubble, but the rest of your battle suit was fried, so my calculations indicate ‘why not?’” 
 
    Richard tapped the helmet with his knuckles. “The visor on this thing doesn’t work and the outside is scorched. I doubt the helmet’s camouflage setting will work correctly. Besides, without the visor, the suit won’t seal.” 
 
    “I know,” agreed Nickelo. “On the other hand, I am still in working order inside the helmet. I highly recommend you not risk losing me until we are in a safer location. I doubt your orange playmate over there wants to discuss intergalactic politics with you.” 
 
    The demon was near enough that Richard could see the surrounding fire reflecting in its eyes. That, combined with the demon’s outstretched claws, convinced Richard his battle computer was making an accurate assessment of the situation. 
 
    “Agreed,” Richard said. “The question is what can I do about it?” 
 
    “Sorry, Rick, but I do not have an answer to that. What I can tell you is that the demon’s fireball spell is a new type. It not only affects the physical world but the upper portion of the void as well. You need to go deeper into the void to escape its effects than your normal shifts. That will mean using more Power. You know the deeper you go, the less efficient your Power usage.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Richard said as he pulled a replacement battle suit out of his pack and began putting it on. After strapping on a shiny-new utility belt complete with a fully loaded .44 caliber AutoMag, Richard looked at his phase rod. He performed a full function check. “It’s a little scorched, but it appears undamaged. I think I’ll just keep this one and not try to get a replacement.” 
 
    “I concur,” said Nickelo. “You would hate to trade it in for another and get one without that demon essence. I have a feeling you are going to need it before this day’s done.” 
 
    Richard looked back at the orange demon. It was flanked by two Crosioians wearing the prototype power-armor. 
 
    “Are those two scouts?” Richard asked knowing full well they weren’t but stalling for time. Thinking quickly had never been one of his strong points. 
 
    “No,” replied Nickelo, “but they are still dangerous. Their prototype armor appears to be a combination of magic and technology.” 
 
    “You mean like what Sergeant Hendricks created for the Defiant’s security team?” Richard asked. 
 
    “No. Sergeant Hendricks just mixed and matched the two types of armor and weapons together. These prototypes are magic as well as technology. I calculate the armor’s twenty-five percent more effective than its technological counterpart. It also seems to have some type of specialized shielding embedded in it. I cannot quite make it out. I just know it is there. Too bad we cannot get one of the suits to your niece and nephew back on Storage. They would probably have it figured out lickety-split.” 
 
    Richard had no doubt they could. Brachia and Dren were the two smartest people he’d ever met. Unfortunately, they weren’t here, and he didn’t have a piece of the prototype armor to send back to them. 
 
    “All right, Rick. Quit stalling. Based upon the energy readings from this time-bubble, I calculate it is about to collapse. If you are going to do anything, now is the time.” 
 
    “Fine. I will.” 
 
    During an earlier mission for ‘the One,’ Richard had been forced to find 2,500 blue gems, each of which contained enormous Power. He imagined one of those blue gems now. Although he felt no Power leave his reserve, he wasn’t disheartened. He’d summoned over 2,000 of them once without using any Power to speak of. With his hopes rising, he raised the flap of his dimensional pack. ‘The One’ sometimes allowed him to summon items from his pack without using Power when it suited the purposes of ‘the One.’ 
 
    His dimensional pack was empty. 
 
    Richard groaned. “Crap.” 
 
    “Come now, Rick. Did you really think that would work? You have used all of the twenty-five hundred gems you found. Heck, you even wasted two of them creating wedding rings for your friends, Jerad and Trinity.” 
 
    “I know,” Richard said, “but I figured it was worth a shot. I’ve got to get through that demon’s defensive shielding. I’ve got an idea, but the shields are a problem.” 
 
    Richard sensed something change around him. He wasn’t sure what. 
 
    “Hurry,” said Nickelo. “The time-bubble is ending. I calculate you have less than fifteen seconds.” 
 
    Richard’s right hand unconsciously touched the .44 caliber AutoMag in its holster. He smiled. 
 
    “I fail to find the humor in the situation,” said Nickelo, who for once was the one sounding serious. “What am I missing?” 
 
    Richard unholstered his AutoMag and removed the magazine. He also ejected the round in the chamber. After placing magazine and loose round inside his dimensional pack, Richard closed the flap. 
 
    “Do you remember how I killed those werewolves during my first mission to Portalis?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Nickelo sounding a little insulted. “I’m a computer. The information is in my databanks. You summoned a magazine of silver bullets for your AutoMag. In this case, I calculate silver bullets will not have any effect on that demon. I calculate you are wasting your time, buddy.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on asking for silver,” Richard said as he imagined a magazine full of bullets embedded with dust from a blue gem. 
 
    “I told you that you used all of the blue gems,” Nickelo insisted. 
 
    “The rings I summoned for Jerad and Trinity only contained a small piece of a blue gem. I’m hoping whoever ground down the gems for the rings was smart enough to keep the dust.” 
 
    “You better hope they were also smart enough to make the bullets you are requesting ahead of time. We are not in the past. There is no time to make them now.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said ending the conversation. He was out of time and out of ideas. Either it would work or it wouldn’t. 
 
    Opening the flap of his pack, he saw a single magazine inside. He sensed two large sources of energy coming from the magazine. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Nickelo. “Only the first two bullets are embedded with blue dust. Either that is all the dust they had, or it is all ‘the One’ calculated you would need.” 
 
    Whatever the reason, Richard didn’t care. He grabbed the magazine and shoved it into the handle of his AutoMag. Pulling back the slide, he chambered a round and stuck the pistol back into its holster. 
 
    “All right,” said Nickelo. “You have a couple of super-powerful rounds. They might blow a hole in the demon’s shield, but I calculate a ninety-seven percent probability it will take more than that to destroy the demon.” 
 
    Picking up his boot knife from where it had fallen, Richard knelt near the head of the time-hound. Two of the snakeheads stretched out and tried to bite him. 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “Good nervous system.” He stopped laughing and his voice took on a serious tone. “Be careful, buddy. Their poison is still as potent as it was when they were alive.” 
 
    “I’m depending on it,” Richard told his battle computer. 
 
    Quick as lightning, Richard sliced out with the blade of the knife and cut the head off of one of the snakes. With two more slices, he cut off two more heads. 
 
    “You missed one,” Nickelo pointed out. 
 
    “That one drained all its poison biting me,” Richard said. “I need poison, and lots of it.” 
 
    “Ah, I see a method to your madness, oh greatest and most surprising of wizard scouts. I concur with your plan, but you need to hurry. I calculate the time-bubble will drop in five seconds.” 
 
    With no time to spare, Rick cut across the three snakeheads exposing their poison sacks. A whitish puss began oozing out of each. Using telekinesis, Richard pulled all of the poison together into a single ball of putrid-looking gel. 
 
    The energy surrounding Richard and the time-hound dropped. Boxes and bodies that had been frozen in midair began falling to the ground. The roar of the remainder of the explosion, as well as the scream of anger coming from the demon, filled Richard’s ears. 
 
    Pulling his .44 caliber AutoMag from its holster, Richard aimed in the general direction of the demon. “Nick?” 
 
    “Compliance,” Nickelo responded to the unspoken command. 
 
    Richard felt his right arm shift to the left and then steady. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    The first round created a fist-sized hole in the demon’s defensive shield. The second round hit the demon on the left side of its chest. Richard sensed additional layers of defenses giving way to the energy stored in the dust of the blue gems embedded in the bullet. The demon screamed in pain and anger while clutching a large hole in its chest, but didn’t fall. Richard sensed the demon’s self-heal working overtime to close over the massive wound. 
 
    As he charged forward, Richard drew his phase rod and activated it in destructive mode. At the same time, he levitated the ball of poison forward, straight at the opening in the demon’s chest. 
 
    The demon sent out a line of Power toward the approaching poison.  
 
    Richard knocked the demon’s line aside with another line of his own. Sending out a third line of Power, he wrapped it around the demon’s hands and jerked them away with telekinesis. A heartbeat later, the ball of poison slammed into the gaping hole. Richard pushed hard with his telekinesis, forcing the poison deep into the demon’s heart. 
 
    “Argh!” screamed the demon as it fell withering to the floor. 
 
    “Like I have said before, Rick. It’s a good thing your brother showed you how to use multiple lines of Power at the same time.” 
 
    Even if he’d been so inclined, Richard was far too busy to thank anyone. The two Crosioians were raising the arms of their prototype armor while shooting beams of energy out of their gloved hands as they charged forward. 
 
    Richard dodged the beams while running forward. He’d been a marine. He wasn’t about to back down. 
 
    “Those beams are a combination of plasma and magic,” said Nickelo. “I calculate your battle suit’s armor will not be effective against the beams. Recommend you retreat.” 
 
    “Negative,” Richard said. “The demon’s not dead yet. I’ve got to take advantage of the time I’ve got.” 
 
    Even as he ran forward, Richard sensed the demon’s self-heal trying to remove the poison and close its chest wound. He knew he couldn’t leave it alive. 
 
    “Actually,” said Nickelo, “I don’t think a demon is what you think of as alive. Plus, it can’t be killed. If you destroy its avatar, the best you can hope for is that it will be banished to the demonic plane for a thousand years.” 
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” Richard thought back. 
 
    A beam of energy shot toward Richard. He felt the battle suit twist to the side as his battle computer reacted. Quick as Nickelo’s reflexes were, they weren’t quite fast enough. The beam grazed Richard’s side, leaving a scorched groove trailing smoke. 
 
    “That was too close,” said Nickelo. “Fortunately, nothing was damaged. Recommend you neutralize those two Crosioians.” 
 
    Reaching out with his mind, Richard sent out two lines of energy straight into the necks of the oncoming Crosioians. He felt a strange resistance as if something in their power-suits was trying to resist, but he muscled his way through. Wrapping Power around the bat-creatures’ spinal cords, Richard twisted hard.  
 
    The two bats fell to the floor just in front of the demon. 
 
    Jumping over the Crosioians, Richard stabbed the tip of his phase rod directly into the orange demon’s chest. When the phase rod made contact with the heart, the demon gave a scream so loud it hurt his ears even with his battle helmet’s noise suppressors at max. 
 
    As Richard shoved his phase rod ever deeper into the black heart of the demon, he sensed a feeling of absolute hunger from the rod’s demonic essence. After a few seconds, the orange demon stopped screaming. The life form on Richard’s passive scan representing the demon disappeared. 
 
    At the destruction of the demon, Richard sensed stealth shields throughout the asteroid drop. Life forms and energy readings he hadn’t notice before popped up all over his passive scan. Using a technique he’d learned from his friend Trinity, he stretched his passive scan out to the very edges of the asteroid. A shudder involuntarily ran up Richard’s spine. 
 
    “This sucks,” Richard said out loud. 
 
    “I calculate a ninety-two percent probability you are correct, Rick. I think this sucks as well.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – Assistance Request 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    “Our apologies for starting without you, Lord Jeehanathoraxen,” said the high lord. “We felt time was of the essence.” 
 
    Jeena looked at the others in the room. Besides the councilmembers and the three dark elves, the only other attendee was the council’s herald, Menetror. Based upon the slight reddening of Menetror’s face when she looked at him, she had a feeling time wasn’t the only reason for starting early. The smug look on her political rival’s face, Lord Sheshna, told her the source of the early start. 
 
    Jeena shifted her staff from her right hand to her left, feeling Power vibrating through the staff. The Lady’s staff is responding to something in the room. The question is what? 
 
    “May I be brought up to speed?” Jeena tried her best to sound polite. The high lord wasn’t her enemy. 
 
    “Ah, of course,” said High Lord Trenadine, turning a little pink himself. “Perhaps Lord Crendemor should explain.” 
 
    Turning slightly, Jeena faced the dark elves’ envoy. 
 
    “Of course,” said Lord Crendemor. “The time for flowery words is past. I have been sent by the council of dark elves to request the assistance of our most honored cousins, the high elves. The council was recently informed by our scholars of a strange disturbance in the balance that separates our world from the world of the spirits. They fear the lock placed on the gate between our dimension and the spiritual dimension by Elf Friend Remozorz eighty-nine thousand years ago is on the verge of collapse.” 
 
    “Are you talking about the second gate?” Jeena asked. “That is just a legend. Even Elf Friend Remozorz did not confirm its existence.” 
 
    Giving what Jeena supposed Lord Crendemor thought was a friendly smile, he gestured with one hand in the direction of the city’s center. “I assure you, High Priestess, the second gate exists as surely as the gate that lies beneath the roots of your Tree of Light. Remozorz was able to close the second gate using the staff you now carry. Our scholars agree only the Staff of the Lady of the Tree wielded by her high priestess can manipulate a gate’s energy and make it whole again.” 
 
    Keeping her eye on the envoy, Jeena reached out with her mind in the direction of the Tree of Light and prayed, “Lady, I need your advice. What should I do?” 
 
    No reply came. It had been the same for the past hundred years. The Lady refused to speak to her high priestess. While the Lady occasionally directed her using emotions, in Jeena’s opinion, it was an ineffective means of communication. 
 
    Very well, Jeena thought. I’ll just have to figure it out on my own. 
 
    Turning, Jeena walked around the head table. After taking her seat to the high lord’s right, she addressed the dark elf. “Have you ever seen the second gate?” 
 
    “No,” admitted Lord Crendemor. After a short pause, the dark elf gave a hint of a smile. “Have you ever seen the gate that lies at the base of the Tree of Light?” 
 
    Before Jeena could reply, Lord Sheshna spoke up. “She has not. As I said earlier, she is young and un-bonded. Only the caretakers of the ‘Presence of the Lady’ and elves making their bonding pledges are allowed in the Lady’s underground sanctum.” 
 
    Jeena did her best to ignore Lord Sheshna’s comment. She continued looking at the dark elves’ envoy. A twinkle of what Jeena took as amusement flashed in his eyes. She didn’t think it was a very friendly twinkle. 
 
    He senses the political undertones of Lord Sheshna’s comment, Jeena thought. The dark elf is no fool. Of course, neither is Lord Sheshna. He might be old, but he’s smart. If Sheshna’s bringing up the fact that I am young and un-bonded, I can bet he has a reason that will give him a political advantage. 
 
    Addressing Lord Crendemor, Jeena said, “As Lord Sheshna points out, I have not been in the Presence of the Lady, so no, I have not seen the gate.” 
 
    “Yet you believe the gate exists,” said Lord Crendemor stating it as a fact. 
 
    Sensing where the envoy was heading, Jeena nodded her head in agreement instead of answering verbally. 
 
    Lord Crendemor smiled. “It is the same with me. No one on the council of dark elves—in fact, no living dark elf—has seen the second gate, but we know it exists. We also know its lock is collapsing. We must act now to renew the lock before the armies of the spirit world threaten ours once again.” 
 
    High Lord Trenadine rose from his chair and turned to Jeena. “The council of the dark elves has requested your presence in their capital, Drakomar.” 
 
    Jeena was surprised. While not enemies, the dark elves were reclusive. Legend had it that no representative of the high elves had visited the dark elves’ capital since Elf Friend Remozorz after the battle of Highlamar Plains. 
 
    Lord Sheshna cleared his throat. 
 
    Jeena leaned forward to look around the high lord at the old elf. 
 
    Lord Sheshna caught her eye and snorted. “As I was informing the honored envoy, you are young and un-bonded. It is a full three-week trek across dangerous lands to get to the subterranean home of the dark elves. You would need a strong guard of at least a thousand to ensure your safety.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor gave a tolerant smile and looked at Jeena. “As I informed the honored Council of Light, no guards will be required. With all modesty aside, my mage skills are very proficient. I can teleport you to Drakomar. On my honor as a dark elf, your safety will be on my head.” 
 
    While Jeena thought the envoy was a handsome elf, something about him made her leery of being alone with him. Perhaps it is his two assassins that rub me the wrong way. Why the dark elves prefer assassins as guards for their senior leaders is beyond me. 
 
    “We high elves have proficient mages of our own,” said Lord Othellian, overseer of the mage guild for the council. “Master Jathar or one of his senior mages could teleport the high priestess to Drakomar.” 
 
    Jeena thought she saw a flash of irritation in Lord Crendemor’s eyes, but it was gone before she could be sure. 
 
    “Ah, of course.” Lord Crendemor gave a slight bow to Lord Othellian. “I did not intend to imply my honored cousins lacked the skills. I hold the high elves’ mages in the highest esteem. However, Drakomar is protected by many spells to prevent teleportation by anyone but our own magic users. I could have the high priestess and the Lady’s staff safely in our capital in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    Lord Sheshna rose from his chair and glanced at Lord Thalos, who was responsible for overseeing Silvertine’s military. 
 
    Of course, Jeena thought. Those two are thicker than thieves. I’d lay odds they were up all night devising some plan to weaken the high lord’s position on the council. Lord Thalos has been Sheshna’s ally for over a thousand years. He is no lap dog, but he wants Sheshna to be the high lord, not Tren. 
 
    Lord Sheshna gave a smile that reminded Jeena of a cat closing in on its prey. “I believe that it would be dangerous to allow the high priestess to leave the lands of Silvertine with the Staff of the Lady of the Tree.” 
 
    “The high priestess is not a prisoner in our lands,” said High Lord Trenadine with a dismissive wave of his hand. “She has left our lands with the staff before.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Lord Sheshna, his tone revealing that he’d successfully sprung a trap. “Thank you, High Lord, for reminding us of that little incident.” Smiling, he shrugged his shoulders and turned to the dark elves’ envoy. “You may not be aware, but a hundred years ago, Lord Jeehanathoraxen left the safety of our lands with the Lady’s staff at the request of the Oracle. When she returned, she regaled us with a tale of traveling to another dimension and flying between the stars in ships of metal. It is an enthralling tale. Perhaps she will tell you sometime. In any regard, if her tale is true, then the Staff of the Lady of the Tree was placed in great danger. If not true, well then…” 
 
    Jeena felt herself growing red-faced. She’d made the mistake of speaking honestly of her earlier mission for the Oracle. Lord Sheshna and his allies had never failed to use her words against her since that time. I swear I will never be so naive again as to tell the council all I know. 
 
    Lord Crendemor’s fake smile changed to a frown. “The dark elves have willingly fought on the side of their high elf cousins in the past. We have need of the high priestess and the Lady’s staff. Are you refusing to aid us in our time of need?” 
 
    “No one is refusing anything,” said High Lord Trenadine trying to defuse the situation. “I am sure Lord Sheshna is just pointing out his concern for High Priestess Jeehanathoraxen’s safety.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Lord Sheshna. “However, even more important than the high priestess is the welfare of the Lady’s staff. We have our own gate to worry about. It too is growing weaker.” 
 
    “Uh…,” said High Lord Trenadine, “Perhaps this is not the time to—” 
 
    Jeena slammed the palm of her hand down on the table. She’d slapped harder than intended, but ignored the sting. “Enough! I am the High Priestess of the Lady of the Tree. Neither the Council of Light nor the council of the dark elves control what I do. My directions come from the Lady.” 
 
    Shocked faces stared at Jeena. Even the dark elves’ envoy and his assassins seemed taken aback by her outburst. Jeena’s adoptive mother, Lord Reale, recovered first. 
 
    “What does the Lady tell you, High Priestess?” asked Lord Reale. 
 
    “Lady?” Jeena silently prayed. Once again, she’d let her temper get the best of her. Jeena waited, but the Lady didn’t reply either with emotions or words. Fine. So, I am obviously on my own. What else is new? 
 
    “The Lady has directed me to go to Drakomar with her staff and aid the dark elves as they have requested.” 
 
    “I must protest,” said Lord Sheshna. “The Lady’s staff is too powerful to be out of—” 
 
    “I said the Lady has directed me to take the staff and go,” Jeena said sticking to her lie. “Are you now the high priest and speak for the Lady?” 
 
    Red swept over Lord Sheshna’s face. He bit his lip while glaring at Jeena, but said nothing else. 
 
    Jeena stared back at the old elf, refusing to be the first one to blink. How long the contest of wills would’ve gone on, Jeena didn’t know. The end came from an unexpected source. 
 
    “Then I take it we will be leaving together with the Lady’s staff,” said Lord Crendemor. “We can leave immediately. Whatever you require will be supplied to you once we teleport to Drakomar.” 
 
    “No,” Jeena said. “The Lady has provided me with another means of travel. I will arrive at Drakomar in three days. I will meet you there.” 
 
    For the first time since she’d met him, the dark elf appeared shaken. 
 
    “High Priestess,” said Lord Crendemor. “I must insist—” 
 
    “You must insist?” Jeena’s tone made it obvious the dark elf had no say in the matter. “While the Council of Light appreciates the contributions and assistance of our dark elf cousins in the past, we are under no obligations. The council of dark elves has never seen fit to ratify any of the treaties offered by Silvertine. Perhaps we can use the present circumstances to remedy that situation, but until then, I will be in Drakomar when I choose to be there.” 
 
    The dark elf opened his mouth but closed it without speaking. 
 
    “Very well then,” Jeena said. “Unless the council requires me further, I must see to the needs of the Lady.” 
 
    Without taking time to see if anyone on the council objected, Jeena walked around the end of the table and made for the garden. She had much to do. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lord Crendemor watched the high priestess leave the council chamber. He controlled his emotions while doing his best to keep any irritation from showing on his face. 
 
    The Dalinfaust will not be pleased, he thought. The elf is even more stubborn than her mother was. I will enjoy bending her to my will. Once she is my bondmate, she will do as I please no matter her desires. 
 
    A hint of a smile crossed over Lord Crendemor’s lips before he caught himself. The high priestess was a beautiful and desirable elf. Memories of her sister and mother flashed through his mind. 
 
    She will either be mine or the Dalinfaust will have a new play toy. Either way, she will do as we want. I swear it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 – Out of the Frying Pan 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    Richard tightened the filter on his passive scan. The sheer number of life forms now registering on the scan threatened to overwhelm any useful information. With the demon’s stealth shields down, the sheer vastness of the asteroid’s heretofore hidden underground chambers was revealed. 
 
    “I highly recommend that you get those leather personnel carriers on your feet moving,” said Nickelo. “I count at least two thousand life forms converging in your direction.” 
 
    Richard’s first instinct was to run toward his extraction point, but he caught himself before taking a step. Instead, he slammed his phase rod against the gloved hand of one of the dead Crosioians in prototype armor. The wrist of the armor cracked. Richard gave the armor three more blows. The glove separated from the power-suit revealing the leathery hand of the Crosioian corpse inside. 
 
    “May I inquire what you are hoping to accomplish?” asked Nickelo. 
 
    Removing the glove from the hand, Richard reached over his shoulder and dropped it inside his dimensional pack. “Research, old buddy. Tell Margery to have the kids check this armor out. I want to know everything about it.” 
 
    “Unable to comply at this time, wizard scout. All communications are currently being jammed. If you somehow get us out of this asteroid alive, I will have Margery inform Brachia and Dren as you have requested.” 
 
    Dozens of life forms were only seconds from rounding the corner of the alley. With nothing to gain by fighting, Richard decided to run. 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “I thought you told me marines do not run.” 
 
    “I thought you told me smart ones do.” 
 
    Nickelo chuckled. “I didn’t think you actually listened to me.” 
 
    Avoiding further banter with his battle computer, Richard reached out with his mind seeking the path of least resistance. He found one directly below his feet. A large chamber previously hidden was only occupied by a few life forms. 
 
    Wrapping himself with Power, Richard shifted into the void and levitated downward. Fifty meters down, he popped through the ceiling of a large cavern. Rows of UHAAVs and other armored vehicles covered the floor. 
 
    “Crap,” Richard cursed. “This is way too much equipment for pirates. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Unknown, wizard scout. There are eight thousand two hundred and ninety-seven armored vehicles in this cavern. Based on your passive scan, this is only one of many caverns that were hidden by the demon’s shields. I have insufficient data to verify what is in those other caverns, but you can bet your grandma’s new shoes they were not hidden for nothing.” 
 
    A series of green plasma beams passed through Richard. They did no harm because he was still in the void. 
 
    “Your Power reserve is down to twenty-two percent,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Dropping his dimensional shift to conserve Power, Richard fell to the floor twenty meters below. He slowed his fall slightly with telekinesis. What little force wasn’t taken up by the legs of his battle suit, Richard dissipated out by tucking into a roll. He came to his feet firing his M12 at three armored bat-winged creatures charging his way. The heavy plasma rounds ricocheted off their armor and hit the ceiling above. 
 
    “What the crap?” Richard said. “Those rounds would’ve punched their way through normal armor.” 
 
    “Then based on logic,” said Nickelo, “I would say that it is not normal armor. Deal with it.” 
 
    Richard dodged a hail of plasma rounds while closing the distance to his foes. He leaped to the side using telekinesis to jump halfway up a ten-meter-tall, six-legged UHAAV. Pushing off the armored cat, he dove into the three Crosioians while swinging at weak points in their armor with his phase rod. He jumped to his feet leaving three lifeless bodies behind him. 
 
    The unmistakable sound of UHAAV engines revving up reverberated throughout the cavern. 
 
    “I calculate that is not good,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Reaching out with his mind, Richard located another cavern to his right and downward. A two-legged UHAAV rounded a corner. Richard shifted into the void and levitated down and to the right. He came out in a dark cavern and immediately dropped his shift. 
 
    “You are at fifteen percent Power in your reserve,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “I can’t see,” Richard said wondering if he’d made the right decision to keep his damaged battle helmet. 
 
    The specs for an antique set of night vision goggles appeared in the space Richard shared in his mind with his battle computer. 
 
    “I don’t want that old crap,” Richard said. “I need something modern.” 
 
    “Fine,” Nickelo replied. “Then summon something modern. It will require more Power, but do it your way. With a Power reserve your size, I am sure you have got plenty to spare.” 
 
    Richard gritted his teeth at the reminder that he had the smallest Power reserve of any wizard scout living or dead. Regardless, he opted to forego a more modern set of night vision equipment for the antique set suggested by his battle computer. He was stubborn but not stupid. He knew he might need every drop of Power in his reserve to get home alive. 
 
    When he sensed a small amount of Power leave his reserve, Richard reached over his shoulder and pulled the ancient set of goggles out of his pack. Without bothering to strap the goggles over his helmet, Richard held them to his eyes and glanced around. The cavern was filled with hundreds of man-sized cylinders. 
 
    “What are those?” Richard asked. “They look like bombs.” 
 
    “That is exactly what they are,” said Nickelo. “They appear to be warheads for ship-to-ground missiles. Give me control of an active scan, please. I want to analyze one of the warheads.” 
 
    Even as he prepped an active scan, Richard said, “I thought you told me I needed to conserve Power. They’re bombs. Why waste an active scan to confirm it?” 
 
    “Because they are different from anything in my database,” said Nickelo. “I calculate they are important.” 
 
    Richard didn’t bother asking his battle computer why he didn’t use an electronic scan instead. Electronics could be detected. The pirates or Crosioians or whoever was in charge of the asteroid knew they had intruders in the area, but Richard doubted they knew where he was at the moment since he had his best stealth shield up. 
 
    After wrapping the active scan with a stealth shield, Richard turned over control to his battle computer. Specifications began streaming into his shared space. 
 
    “Got it,” said Nickelo. “Now let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Dropping his active scan, Richard got going. Despite having to rely on the old night vision goggles to see, he made good time running between row after row of warheads toward a doorway he’d sensed ahead. 
 
    “Maybe we should set some kind of explosives on one of these warheads,” Richard suggested. “If we can destroy this stuff now, it might save the Empire a lot of grief later.” 
 
    “I disagree, Rick. We do not know how long it is going to take us to get to the extraction point. If you set a timer for too long, they will find it. If you set it too short, we might still be here.” 
 
    Richard weighed the risk versus the reward. He couldn’t shake the feeling that the weapons and equipment were going to be used against the Empire. “If we don’t destroy this stuff now, Nick, a lot of good soldiers will probably die. I’m not going to let that happen.” 
 
    “Fine,” replied Nickelo. “You are the great wizard scout, and I am just the humble and obedient battle computer. I am sending you the specs for a class five detonator. It’s advanced technology, so it will cost you a fair amount of Power. However, it will be virtually undetectable, especially if you wrap it in a stealth shield.” 
 
    As soon as Richard detected the specs in his shared space, he sent them to his dimensional pack. A large amount of Power left his reserve. 
 
    “Oops!” said Nickelo. “That took more than I calculated. You are down to two percent Power. No more shifting into the void for you. I would also highly recommend you avoid any additional fights.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Richard said trying to sound confident. In truth, he wasn’t. With only two percent Power remaining, the odds he’d make it out alive had significantly decreased. 
 
    Pulling a piece of metal the size of his index finger out of his pack, Richard held it up in front of the goggles. 
 
    “Is this it? Are you sure it’ll do the job?” 
 
    “Trust me,” said Nickelo. “Have I ever steered you wrong?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Richard said. “Lots of times.” 
 
    “Ha! Just because I do not always do things your way does not mean it is wrong. In any regard, this detonator will do what you want. Just attach it to one of the warheads. How long do you want me to set the timer for?” 
 
    Richard said the first number to pop into his mind. “Thirty minutes. If we’re not out of this place by then, we’ll be dead anyway.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Nickelo sounding dubious. “You’re the wizard scout. The timer is set.” 
 
    Slipping the detonator into a crevice on the nearest warhead, Richard used half of his remaining Power to place a stealth shield around the device. 
 
    “That is not a very good stealth shield, Rick. I have seen you do a lot better.” 
 
    Richard wasn’t happy with his shield either. “It’s the best I can do with the Power I’ve got. I have to save some Power to energize my own stealth shield. Plus, I’ve got to reload my M12. The shield is the best I can do right now.” 
 
    “Then I guess we are going to see if it is good enough.” 
 
    Richard extracted the isotopic battery from his M12 and exchanged it for a new one from his dimensional pack. His remaining Power went down slightly. 
 
    “You have less than one percent Power remaining, wizard scout. I suggest you use it wisely.” 
 
    Once his reload was complete, Richard ran to the door. It was locked. 
 
    “Nick?” 
 
    “I’m on it. I am attempting to hack into the security system now. It appears to be non-magical.” 
 
    A heartbeat later, the door slid open. 
 
    “I bypassed the security monitor on the door. I calculate a ninety-two percent probability no one will notice we opened the door.” 
 
    Richard nodded his head as he passed through the opening. The door slid shut behind him. 
 
    The next twenty-eight minutes sped by as Richard made his way toward the extraction point. Security teams patrolling the halls in search of an intruder complicated matters, but he was a wizard scout. When he finally made it to the extraction point, he was covered in sweat but undetected. 
 
    “Sorry, I am unable to control your battle suit’s temperature,” said Nickelo. “With your helmet damaged, the seals are broken.” 
 
    Sweating was the least of Richard’s concerns. “How much time do we have?” 
 
    “The detonator will activate in two minutes and six seconds, wizard scout.” 
 
    “Contact Margery on the Defiant,” Richard said using command voice. “Tell her to inform the central computer we’re ready for extraction.” 
 
    “Compliance,” said Nickelo. “Extraction is in ten seconds.” 
 
    Richard made a final sweep with his passive scan, filtering out most of the asteroid to concentrate on the cavern with the warheads. He sensed a lot of life forms in the cavern. 
 
    “They must have detected the door opening after all,” said Nickelo. “Sorry.” 
 
    Richard made a mental note of the life forms’ movements. “There seems to be a pattern. I think they’re still searching. They haven’t found the detonator yet. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Richard thought his battle computer didn’t sound hopeful as the cells in his body began tearing apart and the rock walls around him went in and out of focus. Then everything went black. 
 
    A split-second later, Richard’s eyes focused on several orange-suited technicians sitting at a computer console. He recognized the main teleporter room on Velos, then noticed a stern-looking face behind the technicians. The stern face belonged to General Stevens, the supreme commander of special operations forces for the Empire. 
 
    “Well, wizard scout,” said General Stevens. “It’s about time you showed up. I hope you found out something useful. I’ve got a war to fight, you know?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 – Prophecy 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
    There’s so much to do. I need more information. After leaving the Hall of Meetings, Jeena made straight for the library. The morning sun was well on the way to its zenith and the city of Silverton was bustling with activity. 
 
    When Jeena arrived at Silverton’s main library, she stopped for a moment to survey the expansive granite building. It wasn’t the largest building in Silverton nor was it the most elaborate, but she experienced the same warm feeling every time she saw it. 
 
    It was my home away from home during my youth. So much knowledge stored in one place helps keep my perspective of just how insignificant I am. I could read my entire life and never scratch the surface of what is stored within those walls. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Jeena pulled one of the massive bronze doors open and entered. She was greeted by an old, white-haired elf wearing a smile that extended from ear to ear. “Ah, Jeehana,” said Chief Librarian Elisinsar. “It has been nearly a week since I saw you last. I was beginning to think you had given up reading.” 
 
    Jeena smiled back. “I would just as soon give up breathing.” She grew serious. “I require information about the second gate. I also need to know about a trip Elf Friend Remozorz made to the dark elves after the battle of Highlamar Plains.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said the chief librarian. “I think you have read everything we have on High Priestess Remozorz and her victory against the necromancer. At least you have read everything we have translated. I suspect you already know more about the elf friend than any living soul.” 
 
    “I hope not,” Jeena said, “because it’s not nearly enough.” 
 
    “You mentioned the second gate,” said Elisinsar. “It has been referenced often in numerous writings over the years. Some scholars believe it is a legend. Was there something specific you would like to know? What has your interest all of a sudden?” 
 
    Jeena shrugged her shoulders. “I’m not sure what I hope to find. I only know my knowledge is lacking. I suppose you have heard an envoy from the dark elves is in Silverton?” 
 
    “I have heard. Does that have something to do with the information you’re seeking?” 
 
    Jeena nodded. “The envoy says Elf Friend Remozorz visited Drakomar after the battle on the Highlamar Plains. According to him, she used the Staff of the Lady of the Tree to place some kind of lock on the second gate. He says the lock is deteriorating and the council of the dark elves has requested our help.” 
 
    “I see,” said Elisinsar. The chief librarian raised his right hand and tapped his index finger against his lips. “I wonder…” 
 
    “Wonder what?” Jeena asked after the old elf stared off into space for more than a few seconds. 
 
    Shaking his head, Elisinsar answered, “Oh, I’m sorry, Jeehana. I was just thinking of something one of our younger scribes translated from old Letian last week. It is one of those prophetic rhymes our ancestors were famous for writing.” 
 
    “A poem? I fail to see how a poem can help. Besides, if memory serves me from my school days, most of them do not even rhyme.” Jeena chuckled. 
 
    Elisinsar laughed. “No, they do not. That’s understandable since they were translated from ancient Letian to old Letian and then into our current elvish. I have a feeling some of the more subtle metrics and word nuances suffered in the translations.” 
 
    With a shrug of her shoulders, Jeena remained noncommittal. She’d never liked poetry, translated or otherwise. 
 
    “I can see you are not overly excited about our discovery,” said Elisinsar. “Perhaps I can change your mind. It seems a little too coincidental to have just found this particular prophecy considering your request. Please come with me. I think you will find this interesting.” 
 
    Jeena followed her friend deep into the bowels of the library. Down a fourth set of stairs, the polished granite and marble floors and walls gave way to roughhewn rock. She shivered from the sudden cool air. 
 
    “I have never been down here before,” Jeena said. “I sense spells all around us.” 
 
    “You are correct. Some of our most ancient scrolls are kept here. We believe the spells were cast by the ancient Letians to preserve their writings. The paper and skins of their scrolls and books don’t deteriorate while they are here.” The chief librarian stopped and turned to look at Jeena. “If one of the more ancient scrolls was removed to the upper rooms, beyond the range of the ancient’s preservations spells, it would turn to dust within seconds. So, do not bother asking if you can take one back home with you. The spells are so good that we have taken to moving our more important writings down here for safekeeping.” 
 
    The librarian turned and continued down a fifth set of stairs, then a sixth. Finally, he turned down a side tunnel leading to a door green with age. 
 
    “This is where the oldest of the ancients’ writings are located,” said Elisinsar. “It is off-limits to all but the most learned of scholars.” 
 
    “Even from me?” Jeena asked smiling. 
 
    Elisinsar laughed. “Especially from you. I have a feeling you would be pestering me to expend all my resources to translate the writings of the ancients.” He pushed open the door to reveal a dimly-lit corridor lined with shelves as far as the eye could see.  
 
    A handful of scribes sat at desks with writing tools in hand. Jeena noticed one lad fifty or so years younger than her bent over a large scroll. As she watched, the young elf looked from the large scroll to a smaller one and then back again. He painstakingly wrote a single letter on a third scroll. 
 
    “Therso,” said Elisinsar. “Do you have a moment?” 
 
    The scribe looked up from his scroll frowning. When he locked eyes with Jeena, his frown turned to a sheepish grin.  
 
    It was hard to tell in the dim light, but Jeena thought his pale skin turned a light shade of pink. 
 
    “Uh, High Priestess,” said Therso. “It’s an honor.” He glanced at the chief librarian. “Have I done something wrong, sir?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” said Elisinsar. “I was telling the high priestess about the rhyme you finished translating.” Turning to Jeena, the chief librarian added, “The scroll has baffled some of our most experienced translators over the years. It was only partially translated from ancient Letian when Therso took on the thankless task of completing the translation efforts fifty years ago. He surprised us all by finishing the translation that has stumped scholars for over fifty thousand years.” 
 
    “Uh, I got lucky,” said Therso. “I stumbled across a scroll of the old Letians that contained some basic translations from ancient Letian. I think it was a primer of some type. It was a simple matter to translate the rhyme after that.” 
 
    “Ha,” said Elisinsar. “Don’t let the lad fool you, Jeehana. He has basically lived down here the last fifty years getting it done.” 
 
    The young scribe looked down at the floor and then back at Jeena. “I left sometimes, High Priestess. Honest.” 
 
    Jeena smiled. “I am sure you did. Do you happen to have the translation? Elisinsar seems to think it might be important.” 
 
    The elf lad turned a definite shade of red before turning to a shelf on the wall behind him. He pulled out a scroll dark with age and another scroll of crisp white paper looking like it had just come from the paper mill. With utmost care, the lad rolled out the dark scroll on his desk, then hastily rolled out the newer scroll next to it. 
 
    Words on the darkened scroll were indecipherable to Jeena, but she recognized some of the symbols as ancient Letian. The new scroll contained two columns of words. The first column she could partially read was old Letian. She concentrated on the second column, which was in standard elvish. 
 
    Rhyme of the 8th Prophet of Reoarz 
 
    A time of need will come for the ancient creatures of light, 
 
    Disease shall be upon the Tree as silver is surrounded by night.  
 
    The gates of two the high priestess must renew, 
 
    Err all is destroyed that is right and true. 
 
    The blackened staff for a time is lost, 
 
    Only the elf friend can reverse the cost. 
 
    Elf friend who heals with the touch of his hand, 
 
    Shall in the bowels of the earth appear as no other man. 
 
    The silver of the Tree gives freely to he, 
 
    Their gifts of Power will be the key. 
 
    Links bind and Power is created, 
 
    Water hides her so evil is defeated. 
 
    She goes to air and they’re separated, 
 
    She can’t go back as her promise is for naught. 
 
    The serpent he lays low, 
 
    How I do not know. 
 
    From the time set free, one or four rings it will be, then they’ll vow in the chamber of nine, 
 
    Bondmates they’ll be for all eternity and the trees will begin to shine. 
 
    The Lady honors he who heals, 
 
    As the two find the source of her ill. 
 
    Their Power turns to seed, 
 
    As thunder seals the deed. 
 
    Death finds children of elves, which should be the end, 
 
    Their pain becomes his as bodies he mends. 
 
    Harken well as I tell the tale, for the elf friend will deliver, 
 
    The children will laugh and parents rejoice, as will his bondmate of silver. 
 
    Long time for man is short for elf, and he’ll be gone in a blink, 
 
    ’Til dragons fly in flame-scarred sky, silver will have no link. 
 
    Darkness will come as the pits spew forth the dark-spawned horde, 
 
    An army of light will fight with might as the human wields his sword of red fire. 
 
    Silver and black; elf, man, and orc, fight evil no Earthly power can defeat, 
 
    In three days’ time, I’ll end this rhyme if the ones from the stars we can meet. 
 
    The battle rages and I hear its sound, how it ends I know not for sure, 
 
    The silver becomes three as she waits for he, for their love is ever pure. 
 
    Jeena stared at the translation for several moments, her gaze skimming back over the verses she’d just read. Finally, she turned to the chief librarian. “What does it mean?” 
 
    With a shrug of his shoulder, Elisinsar waved one hand at the stacks of scrolls lining the corridor. “What does any of this mean?” Grinning, he said, “I’ve no idea. Therso’s made a dozen copies of this translation and will be making more in the coming weeks. I’m sending copies to all who study the prophecies of the ancients.” Pointing a finger at the second stanza of the translated rhyme, Elisinsar said, “I assume you noticed the writer mentioned two gates.” 
 
    Jeena nodded. “I did.” Lifting some strands of her hair, she gave a half-smile. “I also noticed the prophecy mentioned silver hair and a high priestess. What was that about one and four rings?” 
 
    Surprisingly, Therso spoke up to answer Jeena’s question. “Uh, if I may be so bold, High Priestess.” 
 
    Both Jeena and the chief librarian turned to face the scribe. 
 
    When Therso saw he had their attention, he continued. “The ancients used tree rings to denote time. I’ve seen it in other scrolls I’ve translated. Before humans arrived in our lands, the forests were mostly vast sections of silver elms. From what I understand, those silver elms added a new ring to their trunks every fifty years. So, one ring would be fifty years and four rings would be two hundred.” 
 
    Elisinsar smiled at the young scribe. “I had forgotten about the rings. I guess I’m getting forgetful in my old age.” 
 
    “So, what does it all mean?” Jeena asked, determined not to get sidetracked. She had so little time as it was. 
 
    The chief librarian looked at Jeena and smiled. “I would say it means you are going on a long trip to the land of the dark elves. When you return, I have a feeling you will be able to tell me what it means.” 
 
    Jeena glanced back at some of the more forbidding sections of the prophecy and shuddered. “I sincerely hope you are wrong, old friend.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 – Governor’s Plan 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    The conference room on the dreadnaught Apollo was full. 
 
    Richard gave a tight-lipped smile. “I haven’t seen this much brass since I went to that antique store on Lima Minor.” 
 
    “Something big is obviously up,” replied Nickelo. “I count twenty-nine full admirals and three fleet admirals, not to mention a dozen generals and other assorted political types. So…, General Stevens wouldn’t tell you anything?” 
 
    “No,” Richard said. “I’m not sure it’s a case of wouldn’t as much as couldn’t. I think she’s had a mind-lock placed on her to make sure whatever secrets she knows stay secret.” 
 
    “Too bad,” said Nickelo. “I am unable to make any contingency plans if I do not know what is going on.” 
 
    After General Stevens had met Richard at Velos’s primary teleporter, she’d promptly hustled him to a waiting shuttle at the spaceport. Richard was impressed at the repairs made to the spaceport since he’d last been on Velos. During the Crosioians’ surprise attack on the Academy and the spaceport a couple of years earlier, the port was basically obliterated by a dreadnaught’s suicide attack. All signs of the previous battle were gone. The spaceport was once again a bustling hive of activity. In fact, as far as he’d been able to tell, the spaceport was even larger than it was previously. 
 
    Once General Stevens had gotten their shuttle into orbit, Richard had seen why. Velos was surrounded by thousands of starships of every make and model. 
 
    Refusing to answer questions, General Stevens had pointed the shuttle in the direction of the dreadnaught Apollo and promptly docked. Ten minutes later, Richard was subjected to a series of debriefings on his mission from an ever-increasing number of military and intelligence officers. He’d been asked a lot of questions without having any of his own answered. The debriefings lasted over a week. After that first hectic week, Richard had spent the next two weeks wasting time on the Apollo. Except for a couple of short missions for ‘the One,’ everyone had left him alone. 
 
    That is, they’d left him alone until General Stevens had shown up at his door an hour ago and led him to the conference room where they now sat. Nearly empty when they first arrived, the Spartan room had continued to fill up with high-ranking Empire, Conglomerate, and Trecorian officers. Several of the Empire and Conglomerate officers took seats at a long table located at the front of the room. Most of the other officers sat in one of the three score chairs that were arranged in rows a few paces from the front table.  
 
    “Can’t you give me a hint, sir,” Richard whispered to General Stevens who was sitting in the next seat. “What are Trecorians doing here? Last I heard they were staying neutral in the war.” When the general remained silent, Richard added, “Come on, sir. I’ll guard whatever secrets you tell me with my battle computer’s life.” 
 
    “Hey,” whispered Nickelo using the battle helmet’s external speakers. “Leave me out of it. I am quite content waiting for the official briefing.” 
 
    General Stevens smiled. “Your battle computer’s right. I think it’s best to get the info from the head of the operation. Besides, I only know pieces of it.” 
 
    A door near the front of the conference room opened, and a squat, balding man dressed in a civilian business suit walked in. He was trailed by a half dozen admirals. Richard recognized two of the admirals. One was Admiral Elizabeth Bistos. Another was Admiral Donovan of the Trecorian navy. 
 
    “They are both full admirals now,” said Nickelo. “Your friend Liz was promoted to full admiral last month.” 
 
    “I know,” Richard replied absentmindedly. His full concentration was on the left hands of both admirals. They both sported bands of metal on their ring fingers. 
 
    Liz caught Richard’s eye and gave a nod of recognition. 
 
    Richard nodded back. 
 
    “Too bad you were unable to attend their wedding,” said Nickelo. “You could have seen Tia as well.” 
 
    Richard thought of Liz’s teenage sister, Tia and smiled. The young woman had been a fighter pilot on the Defiant, then returned to Trecor after a disastrous mission in the magical dimension the previous year. 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Richard told his battle computer, “that’s the trouble with wars. They make it difficult to plan days off.” 
 
    Richard was going to comment further, but the bald man walked to the head table and cleared his throat. The room became quiet. Richard knew the man. He wasn’t impressed. 
 
    “For those who don’t know,” said Fleet Admiral Dorseman, who’d come in with the bald man, “this is Governor Jenkins, former member of the Imperial High Council and chief architect of the plan most of you will be hearing for the first time today.” Turning to the bald man, the fleet admiral said, “Governor.” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral,” said Governor Jenkins. “Gentlemen—” 
 
    “Ahem,” said a feminine voice from the rear of the conference room. 
 
    “And ladies,” said the governor a little nonplussed. “We are on the cusp of ending this terrible war with the Crosioians. You and those around you are about to embark as part of the largest invasion force ever assembled.” 
 
    A hologram of a space map appeared above the center table. 
 
    Richard recognized the section of space shown as the Empire’s District 5. An erratic red barrier on one side of District 5 marked the boundary between the Empire and the Crosioian’s section of the galaxy. The hologram shifted perspective and zeroed in on a star about forty light-years inside the Crosioian’s part of the hologram. 
 
    “This star is Criterion,” said Governor Jenkins. 
 
    The hologram zoomed in on one of six planets orbiting the star. 
 
    “This nondescript planet is Estos,” explained the governor. “I have been told it is mostly a wasteland of snow-covered rock. In theory, it should be a worthless chunk of rock unworthy of further inspection. In reality, it holds the key to our victory over the Crosioians.” 
 
    Richard heard murmuring all around. An older, gray-haired woman with a hawkish face rose from the head table and stood beside the governor. She wore the black suit of the Empire’s recently formed Imperial Security Agency. Richard had seen her before. She’d been with the group of intel people debriefing him after his return from the mission on the asteroid three weeks earlier. He hadn’t been fond of her then. He doubted he’d be any fonder now. 
 
    “Governor, if I may,” said the old woman. 
 
     Richard thought her voice sounded like fingernails running down the old chalkboard the sisters had kept at the orphanage where he’d been raised. 
 
    “Of course, Secretary Reaster,” said Governor Jenkins as he nodded and sat down. 
 
    The intelligence secretary surveyed the attendees for a moment. 
 
    Richard thought she stared at him for a few moments longer than necessary before moving on. Her blue-gray eyes gave him the creeps. She rarely blinked. 
 
    What a witch, Richard thought, forgetting to do so in his private space. 
 
    “I doubt that,” replied Nickelo. “I detect no magic in her whatsoever.” 
 
    “It’s just a saying,” Richard said. “Now please stop reading my mind.” 
 
    “Then stop thinking in our shared-space,” huffed Nickelo. “How am I supposed to know what is for my benefit and what is not if you keep thinking irreverent thoughts in our shared-space?” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said. Sometimes my battle computer is a little irreverent. 
 
    “I heard that,” said Nickelo. 
 
    The secretary pointed at the planet Estos. “For the last six months, Estos has been a hotbed of activity. The Crosioians have stripped their forces from their front lines and assembled them on this planet. Sixteen thousand military warships and transports are now orbiting the planets around Criterion or are scattered among the star’s asteroid belt.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of starships,” whispered General Stevens. “The Empire’s only got about thirty-five thousand combat starships not counting the Conglomerate’s navy.” 
 
    “Which I don’t,” Richard thought in his shared space. “I wonder what the governor’s up to?” 
 
    “Listen and you might find out,” said Nickelo. “I find it strange neither Margery nor Danny have mentioned anything about the governor’s so-called plan.” 
 
    To Richard, it wasn’t all that strange. Although Margery and Danny had been his parents’ battle computers, they now ran the recon ship Defiant. Since the Defiant was a civilian starship owned and operated by he and Sergeant Ron, the military wasn’t apt to share military secrets with the ex-battle computers. 
 
    “We have our ways,” said Nickelo apparently guessing his thoughts. “It would take more than a few security programs to keep—” 
 
    “Hush, Nick,” Richard said. “I want to hear what she says.” 
 
    Richard sensed that his battle computer was slightly insulted. 
 
    “Too bad,” Richard thought in his shared space. “It’s a tough universe. Get used to it.” 
 
    One of the senior generals raised his hand and pointed at Estos. “Are you saying the Crosioians are assembling an invasion fleet of their own? They’d have to have three billion troops to do any good. Starships they’ve got; troops are lacking. Our ground forces have their soldiers tied down in delaying actions on twenty-five planets in Empire space. My sources tell me they can’t raise a sufficient invasion force until they take at least ten of those planets.” 
 
    Governor Jenkins stood up once again. “Your sources are wrong. Our recon forces estimate at least three and a half billion Crosioian frontline soldiers are currently on Estos. Their commanders are planning to make a sweep around District 5 and establish a foothold in District 8. As you know, that is the location of most of the Empire’s primary industrial complexes. We are not going to let that happen. The Empress has approved my plan to make a pre-emptive strike and destroy their ground forces and invasion fleet in one fell stroke. The loss of those soldiers and ships will create a domino effect. Within two years we can retake the Empire’s lost star systems. The Crosioians will be forced to sue for peace.” 
 
    One of the fleet admirals in the room stood up. “Our fleet doesn’t have the starships required to carry out a plan of that extent. Eighty percent of my fleet is tied down in Districts 2 and 3. Plus, we’re short spare parts and basic ammunition. We can’t take on a force of sixteen thousand starships.” 
 
    The governor leaned over to whisper to a Conglomerate admiral sitting to his left. After a short exchange, the governor nodded his head, then looked back at the fleet admiral. 
 
    “Fleet Admiral Manning, isn’t it?” asked Governor Jenkins, frowning. 
 
    The admiral nodded his head, not appearing even remotely intimidated by the governor. 
 
    “My apologies,” said the governor. “It’s obvious you have not been fully briefed on the operation. As it so happens, your 9th fleet will be leading the assault force on Criterion along with the 5th and 6th fleets. Even now the starships of the 9th fleet are on their way to Velos.” 
 
    “Impossible,” said Fleet Admiral Manning. “I’ve only been gone four days. My staff wouldn’t make such a move without orders from their fleet commander. I’ve given no such orders.” 
 
    The governor smiled. It wasn’t a friendly smile. “Ah, yes; orders. I meant to tell you later in private, but I suppose now is as good a time as any. The empress has reassigned you as an advisor to Fleet Admiral Oswan.” The governor indicated the Conglomerate admiral sitting next to him. “The empress’s orders are effective immediately. The 9th fleet is now commanded by Fleet Admiral Amos Preston.” 
 
    “What?” said Admiral Manning, his face turning an increasing shade of dark red. “Preston isn’t even regular navy. His experience has been entirely with Conglomerate fleets. I refuse—” 
 
    “You refuse?” demanded Governor Jenkins growing a deep shade of red of his own. “Choose your next words carefully, Admiral. They may very well be your last. The empress does not take mutiny lightly; nor do I.” 
 
    Admiral Manning’s face grew even darker red, but he kept his mouth tightly shut. 
 
    “Very well,” said the governor. “Everyone’s orders are being sent as we speak. Obviously, you will only be told what you need to know to perform your assigned mission. If your orders confuse you or seem strange, be assured they are important to the overall plan. If each of you do your part, this operation will succeed.” 
 
    Admiral Donovan cleared his throat. “Pardon me, Governor. I know I’m only here as a courtesy since the Trecorian Alliance isn’t officially at war with the Crosioians. That will soon change due to my fleet’s part in your assault. Trecor’s warships will be covering your rear, and we’ll do our part. Regardless, I must admit it seems strange to place all of your regular navy warships in the first attack wave of Criterion. None of the regular navy vessels are being kept in reserve. The first wave’s flank will be exposed.” 
 
    Fleet Admiral Oswan rose and stood beside the governor. “My Conglomerate fleets will be covering the flanks of the first wave. The core of my warships will be composed a hundred and twenty-two of the Conglomerate’s finest dreadnaughts and heavy cruisers as well as a thousand other combat starships. I have thoroughly reviewed the governor’s attack plan. The Empire’s regular navy dreadnaughts and cruisers will decimate the heart of the Crosioians’ fleet during the first wave. The remaining Crosioian starships will be unable to counterattack without exposing themselves to my Conglomerate reserve. The Empire’s regular navy starships have nothing to fear.” 
 
    The same Empire general who’d spoken previously rose again. “I don’t know navy tactics, but I do know ground fighting. Three and a half billion soldiers are a force to be reckoned with in anybody’s databanks. We’ve assembled a half billion of the Empire’s best soldiers in our assault force. Even after we get them on the ground, we’ll be outnumbered seven to one. I’m confident I can establish a solid foothold on the planet, but if the navy doesn’t obtain space superiority, we’ll be at the mercy of the Crosioians on Estos. They’re bound to be well equipped.” 
 
    Secretary Reaster replied before the governor could open his mouth. “You would think so, but you would be wrong, General. Our recon teams have guaranteed us the Crosioians are only partially equipped. Thanks to Wizard Scout Shepard, most of the equipment they were expecting has been destroyed.” 
 
    “What?” Richard said out loud. “I never said that.” 
 
    “Ah, Wizard Scout Shepard, the Hero of Velos,” said Governor Jenkins through a smile that was more a snarl. “It has been a long time.” 
 
    Not long enough, Richard thought. The last time he and Jenkins had met was when the bald man was an ambassador on Trecor. Their parting hadn’t been cordial. 
 
    “You are too modest,” continued the governor. “For those who don’t know, this is Wizard Scout Shepard. Thanks to him, our victory on Estos is assured.” 
 
    Richard remained standing and glared at the bald man. “I fail to see—” 
 
    Secretary Reaster didn’t give Richard time to finish. “Did you or did you not discover a major Crosioian supply depot?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “Did you or did you not say the Crosioians had stockpiled enough experimental equipment to supply an entire army?” 
 
    “Yes, I did, but I didn’t sa—” 
 
    “And did you or did you not set explosive charges to destroy said depot?” 
 
    “I set a single charge,” Richard corrected. “I had no idea how large an explosion it would make or if it would even go off.” 
 
    Turning to her right, Secretary Reaster faced Admiral Donovan and Liz. “Admiral Bistos, you were responsible for the follow-up recon of the asteroid to assess the damage. What did you find?” 
 
    Richard noticed Liz give a quick glance in his direction before replying to the intelligence secretary, and thought it seemed almost like an apology. 
 
    “Madame Secretary, I conducted a recon in force of the asteroid’s location. We found only atomized debris. Whatever was there was completely obliterated. I also sent two quads of wizard scouts to the nearby asteroids and planets. They found nothing. But I think—” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral,” said Governor Jenkins. “The Crosioian troops on Estos were expecting to be equipped with the advanced experimental armor and weapons stored on the asteroid. Even the combined Crosioian fleets were depending on experimental missiles and bombs located on the asteroid. Thanks to our intrepid wizard scout, the Crosioian fleet and their ground forces are short on supplies and equipment. Now is the time to achieve victory!” Governor Jenkins raised his fist in the air and looked around the room.  
 
    The room remained silent. 
 
    “I calculate he was expecting a different response,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “No doubt,” Richard replied. “It’s easy to talk tough when you’re not the one doing the fighting.” 
 
    “Now try not to say anything that will get you in trouble,” cautioned Nickelo. “The governor is not your biggest fan.” 
 
    Following his battle computer’s advice, Richard tried to speak in what he thought was a calm voice. Due to the thick silence, his words reverberated off the walls. “I’d like to know who guaranteed you the Crosioians are ill-equipped. Were they wizard scouts?” 
 
    The governor’s eyes narrowed. “Who they were does not matter.” 
 
    “Were they wizard scouts?” Richard repeated raising his voice. 
 
    “No,” said Secretary Reaster. “They were Conglomerate scouts. I assure you they were the best. Their information has been confirmed by over twenty million tele-bots sent to the Criterion system.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “I’ve seen tele-bots fooled before. Only wizard scouts are reliable enough for a mission this important.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear you say that,” said Governor Jenkins. 
 
    Richard wanted to ask why but refused to give the bald man the satisfaction. When he remained silent, the governor’s face darkened. 
 
    “What the governor is trying to say, wizard scout,” said Secretary Reaster, “is that you and fifteen other wizard scouts will be landing on Estos thirty minutes before the first assault wave hits the ground. If our intelligence is wrong, I am sure you will let us know.” 
 
    “Thirty minutes?” asked Admiral Donovan and Liz together. 
 
    When Governor Jenkins and the secretary turned and stared at them, Liz said, “Thirty minutes isn’t enough time to abort the assault. We should’ve sent in ten quads of wizard scouts weeks ago to recon every planet and major asteroid in the Criterion system.” 
 
    “Ha!” laughed Governor Jenkins. “You have obviously been out of the loop, Admiral. The Empire only has a hundred and sixty-five active duty wizard scouts remaining. I am afraid once those hundred and sixty-five are gone, their time in the Empire will be over. We no longer have enough wizard scouts to depend upon for all of our recon needs. We will be lucky to scrape together four quads to go in ahead of the first wave. Even your fleet’s wizard scouts were reassigned to other deep recon missions after you completed investigating the supply depot. They are already conducting recons for follow-up attacks after we conquer Estos. Shep… err, Wizard Scout Shepard and his companions are only being used to confirm landing zones.” 
 
    “But—” started Liz. 
 
    “Enough,” said Governor Jenkins. “Orders have already been sent to everyone’s staffs. I expect all of you to give your full support to the plan. If you don’t, I can assure you heads will roll.” 
 
    With those words, the governor and his entourage left the room. Once the door closed behind them, everyone began talking at once. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “So do I, buddy,” Richard said. 
 
    Richard caught Liz’s eye across the room and nodded in the direction of the rear door. She nodded back. Richard smiled. She knew exactly what he wanted. They needed to talk. 
 
    “I calculate it is going to take more than talk,” said Nickelo. “It’s going to take action.” 
 
    “The only question is what action?” Richard replied. 
 
    “I guess we will soon find out,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “I guess we will,” Richard replied as he headed for the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 – Giants 
 
    _________________________ 
 
    A black figure slunk between massive stone columns supporting the weight of an entire mountain. The figure was very hard to see. The material of the figure’s black armor appeared to change shades in order to blend in with its background. At the sound of footsteps, the black figure froze. 
 
    Three humanoid creatures nearly ten meters tall passed within a few steps of the black figure. They appeared unaware of the presence of an intruder in their midst. Their swords remained in their sheaths as they continued walking down the underground corridor. 
 
    Once the footsteps of the roving guards faded into the distance, the black figure began moving once more. 
 
    “You should have killed them,” hissed a feminine voice in the figure’s mind. “It would have been so easy.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have been easy,” said Wizard Scout Gaston Myers. “My mission’s to destroy the crystal. It’s not to kill every giant I come across.” 
 
    “As you say,” said the voice. “You are the wizard scout. I am just your battle computer.” 
 
    “I know what you are,” Gaston said, “and you’re no battle computer. Now plot me a route to bypass any other patrols. I’m feeding the results of my passive scan to our shared space.” 
 
    “Compliance,” said the voice. “Remember to call me Wanda. We must keep up pretenses, mustn’t we?” 
 
    Gaston involuntarily winced. Even after all his years of service as a time-commando for the Dalinfaust, he still had regrets about destroying his old battle computer, Wanda. In a strange sort of way, he missed her. 
 
    I had to do it, he thought in his private space. I had to do it for Diane. 
 
    “Route is plotted on your heads-up display,” said the demon who’d taken Wanda’s place. 
 
    Gaston followed the modified route. As instructed, the demon was avoiding the life forms identified by the passive scan. After thirty minutes of sporadic movement, he arrived at his destination. Two sets of bronze doors suitable for giants were inset into the wall at the end of a ‘T’ intersection. Two giants wearing chainmail and carrying spiked clubs stood on either side of the door. 
 
    Reaching out with his mind, Gaston found a loose stone along one side of the tunnel. Wrapping the stone with Power, he sent it skittering down the rightmost tunnel. Both guards turned to face the noise raising their clubs into defensive positions. 
 
    As soon as the guards turned, Gaston shifted into the void and began running toward the guards using a combination of levitation and reverse telekinesis. He drew his phase rod and extended the brerellium steel shaft with its creallium core, but didn’t activate the rod. 
 
    “Smart,” said the demon in their shared space. “Creatures can sense your phase rod when it has been activated.” 
 
    One of the guards started to turn back to the front.  
 
    Gaston immediately shifted out of the void and activated his phase rod. A feeling of intense hunger swept over him. He’d felt it many times before. The demon essence in his phase rod was demanding to be fed. 
 
    A look of surprise crossed over the giant’s face.  
 
    Gaston wrapped himself in Power and levitated into the air, straight toward the giant’s exposed neck. Swinging his phase rod, Gaston sensed the subatomic explosions as the phase energy tore the giant’s throat apart. At the same time, he sensed the demonic essence in his phase rod drink deep from the giant’s life force. 
 
    “More,” said the demon which was Gaston’s battle computer. “The Dalinfaust requires more energy. Feed him so he will feed me.” 
 
    Gaston could care less about feeding anything. He was more concerned with the second guard. Instead of attacking with her club, the second giant grabbed a large bull’s horn from her waist and raised it to her lips. 
 
    Reaching out with his mind, Gaston found the giant’s spinal cord at the base of her skull. Just as the giant sucked in a gulp of air and puffed out her cheeks, Gaston twisted hard with telekinesis. The giant’s spinal cord was surrounded by hardened bone, but it wasn’t a match for his Power. Gaston sensed the bone crack and the spinal cord snap. It wasn’t a pretty kill, but the brute force attack worked. The horn fell out of the giant’s hand unblown. 
 
    “You are lucky your Power reserve is so large,” said his battle computer. “Your brother is more efficient than you.” 
 
    “It worked,” Gaston said. “That’s all that matters. Now check the door for traps.” 
 
    “Compliance. I exist to serve.” 
 
    A series of numbers scrolled across Gaston’s heads-up display. 
 
    “The doors have a magic trap on them,” Gaston said. 
 
    “So it would seem,” replied his battle computer. “In my current form, I cannot help against magic. You’ll have to deactivate the trap yourself.” 
 
    Gaston let his mind touch the magic swirling through the doors. He was a diviner as well as a shifter. Twisting two of the flows of magic back on themselves, he circumvented the trap without setting off what he took to be an alarm. 
 
    Satisfied with the results, Gaston wrapped the edge of one door with Power and pulled. A flash of light shot out from both doors. Loud clanging noises sounded from every direction. 
 
    “You missed a trap,” said the demon that was Gaston’s battle computer. 
 
    Wasting no time arguing with his battle computer, Gaston dove through the opening between the two doors. He came up out of a roll with his phase rod in a defensive position. The chamber beyond the doors was dark and empty save for a lone table on which was set a glass case containing a translucent crystal the size of his head. 
 
    “What color is the crystal?” Gaston asked. “Everything looks red through my night vision filter.” 
 
    “The crystal is yellow,” answered the demon. “I calculate a ninety-seven percent probability that this is the stone you seek.” 
 
    The alarm bells were still clanging. With no time for subtlety, Gaston sent out a blast of pure Power. The case enclosing the crystal shattered. Reaching out with his left arm, he touched the tip of his phase rod to the crystal. Intense pain shot through his arm. Through sheer force of will, he continued to touch the phase rod to the gem. 
 
    Flows of Power shifted back and forth between the demonic essence in Gaston’s phase rod and the crystal. Just when he thought the crystal was going to win the battle, a wave of energy came flowing out of the demonic essence in the phase rod. The crystal’s defenses were overwhelmed. The demon essence in the rod began greedily sucking energy from the crystal all the while sending it back to the Dalinfaust. 
 
    Within seconds, the crystal was drained dry. It exploded into a thousand pieces, sending dull bits of the once beautiful gem into every corner of the room. 
 
    With his mission complete, Gaston ran back through the partially opened doors. The clanging had stopped, but he didn’t relax. He sensed life forms from every direction heading his way. 
 
    “Recommend you summon a 30mm auto-cannon with armor-piercing rounds,” said the demon. “Your Power reserve is still over ninety percent. You have Power to spare.” 
 
    Gaston silently thanked his parents for giving him a large Power reserve. While he and his deceased father had butted heads often enough, they still shared the same Power reserve. It was very large. 
 
    Agreeing with his battle computer, Gaston sent the specs for a 30mm four-barreled auto-cannon to his dimensional pack. Power left his reserve, barely making a dent in his remaining Power. 
 
    Opening the flap of his pack, Richard pulled out the envisioned weapon. After slipping the strap across his shoulder, he reached over his back and pulled out a chain of 30mm rounds. He stuck the free end into the auto-cannon and left the other end in his pack. He smiled. He was a wizard scout. It would take more than a few giants to stop him now. 
 
    Let my enemies beware, he thought. 
 
    Four giants came charging around a corner with clubs and spears raised. The lead giant launched his spear directly at Gaston’s head. Wrapping the spear point with Power, Gaston forced it aside using telekinesis. The spear passed an arm’s length to his left. 
 
    My turn, Gaston thought as he pressed the trigger on his auto-cannon. 
 
    Bam. Bam. Bam… 
 
    The rhythmic cadence of the 30mm rounds echoed through the tunnels. The first burst of rounds tore into the lead giant, knocking him back with blood spewing from his chest. The second giant wore chainmail, but his armor did no good. He fell to the floor alongside the first giant. Another burst of rounds took out the other two guards. 
 
    Gaston turned to run down the opposite tunnel. He needed to make it back to the extraction point. 
 
    “Wait,” said fake Wanda. “One of them is only wounded. Touch her with your phase rod.” 
 
    “Kiss off.” Gaston continued running down the tunnel. “I’ve already given the Dalinfaust plenty of energy today. He’ll just have to go on a diet. I’m getting out of here.” 
 
    While his battle computer said nothing, Gaston sensed the demon’s anger smoldering beneath the surface. 
 
    Tough, Gaston thought in his private space. 
 
    A half dozen giants formed a shield wall to Gaston’s front. He pulled the trigger of his auto-cannon. The rounds ricocheted off an unseen barrier in front of the shield wall. 
 
    “Magic user,” said the battle computer. 
 
    Gaston used his passive scan to spot an invisible life form right behind the six giants. “Got him.” Sending out a line of Power, Gaston drilled it against the unseen barrier the way his brother had taught him.  
 
    The magic user’s shield cracked enough to create a fist-sized hole.  
 
    Shifting the aim of the auto-cannon to the opening, Gaston sent three rounds that passed through. He noticed a splatter of blood as a body materialized and slammed against the wall of the tunnel.  
 
    The invisible barrier dissipated completely. 
 
    “Head shots,” Gaston ordered. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The arms of the battle suit shifted slightly. A stream of 30mm rounds tracked across the giant’s formation leaving a line of destruction behind. 
 
    “Plot me a path of least resistance,” Gaston ordered, suspecting his bloodthirsty battle computer was purposely leading him into enemy patrols. 
 
    “I exist to serve,” said the demon followed by a vicious laugh. 
 
    Using his passive scan combined with a liberal use of active scans, Gaston avoided further contact. Once at the extraction point, he spun and took a knee, raising the auto-cannon into a firing position. 
 
    “Extract,” Gaston ordered. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The cells of Gaston’s body tore apart. The tunnel faded in and out of focus. 
 
    Then everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 – Decision Made 
 
    ___________________ 
 
    Lord Reale tapped her fingers on the kitchen table while staring at her adoptive daughter.  
 
    Jeena said nothing. Everything that could be said had already been discussed several times over.  
 
    High Lord Trenadine remained quiet as well, appearing content to let his bondmate do the talking. 
 
    “I know you’re a full-grown elf now, Jeena,” said Lord Reale. “You have matured a lot these last hundred years.” 
 
    “Being thrown into the job of high priestess tends to make an elf grow up fast,” Jeena replied, her voice calm even though she was growing tired of the same arguments. She loved her adoptive parents and had no desire to hurt Reale’s feelings. 
 
    “It is just that you are so young,” insisted Lord Reale. 
 
    “I’m four hundred and twenty-two. That is hardly what I would call young.” 
 
    High Lord Trenadine laughed. “Wait until you are in your eight hundreds like Reale and I. A mere four hundred years will seem pretty young to you then.” 
 
    Reale shot her bondmate a glance. “Don’t speak, Tren, if you are not going to help. This is no joke. It is a dangerous world beyond Silvertine’s borders.” She looked back at Jeena. “You will have to cross the lands of the humans. You know what they’re like.” 
 
    “I’ve done it before, Reale,” Jeena said. “Besides, I will be teleporting to the Oracle’s. It’s only a three-day journey from there to the lands of the dark elves. It will be fine. I won’t exactly be helpless.” Jeena pointed at the Lady’s staff where it rested against the wall in a corner of her kitchen. 
 
    “She’s right,” said the high lord. “The dark elves do not ask for help often. If Jeena plays it right, she may be able to get the council of dark elves to ratify our peace treaty. That would be a boon to both light and dark elves.” 
 
    “I don’t care about politics right now,” said Reale. “I am worried about our daughter.” 
 
    A warm feeling passed over Jeena at the word daughter. Knowing someone cared never got old. 
 
    “I’m worried too,” said Tren. “I have dispatched a platoon of soldiers to meet with Jeena in Drakomar. They will escort her back through the lands of the humans. She will be safe enough.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jeena said. “Besides, Dalphia and Lily will be with the escort as well. They may be young, but they are two of the best up-and-coming mages at the school of magic. They only have another forty years before they graduate. Plus, they are my friends, so they will protect me with fierce loyalty. I will be fine.” 
 
    “Well,” said Reale sounding unconvinced, “I happen to agree with Lord Sheshna for once. You’re un-bonded, and you will have the Staff of the Lady of the Tree with you. That could make you a target.” 
 
    “A target for who?” Jeena asked. 
 
    “If someone captured you with the Lady’s staff, they could…err…” 
 
    This time Jeena laughed. “Do you think so little of me? No one can force me to bond with them. The Lady’s staff is useless to anyone but the Lady’s high priest or priestess.” 
 
    “See, Jeena,” said Reale, “that is exactly what I mean. I respect your abilities as the high priestess, but you are still young and naive. No one can force another to bond with them, but given time, someone could mentally torture you enough to make you want to bond with them just to stop the torture. If they succeed, you will do anything they want—even betray your own people. With you as their bonded, it would be the same as if they controlled the Lady’s staff themselves.” 
 
    “Who is this they you keep mentioning?” Jeena asked. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” 
 
    Lord Reale shook her head. “No. Maybe it is just a mother’s intuition, but I am worried.” 
 
    Jeena looked at High Lord Trenadine.  
 
    He rolled his eyes and smiled. “You can’t argue with that, can you?” 
 
    Returning the high lord’s smile, Jeena shook her head. “No, I guess not. Nevertheless, I am leaving in the morning. It is the Lady’s will. I will conduct the Midnight Blessing tonight and then turn my duties over to Priestess Aldriss. I will return as soon as I can.” 
 
    Reale stared at Jeena. Finally, she reached out and stroked Jeena’s long silver hair. “I suppose if it is the Lady’s will, there is nothing I can say that will change your mind.” She placed her hand back on the table and gave a wry smile. “Sometimes, though, I wonder if the Lady’s priests and priestesses don’t stretch the Lady’s will a little just to get their own way.” 
 
    Jeena felt her face growing warmer. 
 
    High Lord Trenadine laughed. “Ah, the secret is out. I wish I had that option during the council’s more heated discussions. I could tell Lord Sheshna it’s the Lady’s will and be done with it.” 
 
    “I did not lie, Tren,” Jeena said. She’d never liked being laughed at even if it was by the high lord. “I really do feel this is the Lady’s will.” 
 
    The high lord laughed again. “Come, Reale. You should have known better than to try and change Jeena’s mind once it’s made up. We have to prepare for the ceremony tonight.” 
 
    Lord Reale and the high lord rose from the table. Jeena rose as well, and they said their goodbyes. After Jeena escorted them to the front door, Reale turned and waved her hand at the stacks of books and scrolls stacked on every flat surface in the room. 
 
    “You should clean up once in a while, Jeena. One day you may want to invite some good-looking elf in here. What would he think of this mess?” 
 
    Jeena laughed. Her adoptive mother’s home was a model of picture-perfect cleanliness. Reale had never understood her need for keeping a large amount of the library’s materials in her home. 
 
    “He’d probably say ‘This elf sure reads a lot.’” 
 
    Reale smiled and cupped Jeena’s cheek with her right hand. “We’ll see you tonight, Jeena.” 
 
    On impulse, Jeena reached out and gave Reale a hug. She held her adoptive mother for a long time, relishing the feel of Reale’s arms wrap around her. Then she felt the muscular arms of the high lord holding both Reale and her. 
 
    They really are worried, Jeena thought, but it will be fine. Reale is just overreacting. There is no mysterious ‘they.’ Nothing will go wrong. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lord Crendemor stood on the massive wall above Silverton’s southern gate, looking out over the rolling hills that gave way to forests in the distance. His thoughts went back to another time. The wall had been lower then, and the forests had been closer. He imagined his bondmate, Lillia, standing beside him in the same spot. He supposed it had been a happier time. 
 
    I was a fool then, he thought. We were all fools. Thankfully I am no longer a fool. 
 
    Turning back to look at the city center, Lord Crendemor took stock of the Tree of Light in the distance. It stood high above the tallest building. He smiled. 
 
    The real fools are walking the streets below. They have no idea their precious tree is growing weaker. The Dalinfaust’s plan is working perfectly. Even the Lady’s high priestess is fooled. The tree is dying. The lock will eventually fail. 
 
    He smiled at the thought of demon armies being unleashed on the unsuspecting fools below. 
 
    I am tired of waiting. If I can gain control of the Staff of the Lady of the Tree, I can hasten the lock’s collapse. Then the demon armies will be under my control. 
 
    Lord Crendemor thought of the high priestess. She was even more beautiful than her mother or sister had been. He felt a rising heat inside him at the thought of having her for his own. 
 
    The Dalinfaust needs me. Between the two of us, the high priestess will be forced to give me her bond. Then the staff will be mine to command. The silver-haired elf will have no option but to do as I say. She is strong-willed. I’ll need to break her spirit slowly, but in the end, she will be mine. 
 
    Turning his back on the tree, Lord Crendemor faced outward from the city wall. He reached out with his mind for the place that was his. High Priestess Remozorz and her lackey, Samanestra, had placed many locks on his sanctum. 
 
    Their magic’s grown weak over the years. I can sense it. I could break the locks, but the time is not right. Someday, though, I will be among my things again. Then with the high priestess under my control, even the Dalinfaust had best beware. 
 
    Lord Crendemor laughed.  
 
    Two passing guards turned and stared as they walked their rounds, but said nothing. 
 
    With a final laugh, Lord Crendemor waved his hands and mouthed the words of a teleport spell. He had things to do. 
 
    Then he was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 – Treason? 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Admiral Donovan sat down on the edge of Richard’s bunk next to Liz. General Stevens stood in the corner of the small room while Richard leaned against the desk. Admiral Donovan opened his mouth but closed it when Richard raised a finger to his lips. 
 
    “Nick, sweep the room with that fancy gear Brachia and Dren installed in my battle helmet.” 
 
    “Compliance, wizard scout.” 
 
    Richard sensed microscopic explosions in the corners of the room while his battle computer swept for tele-bots. 
 
    “It’s clear now,” said Nickelo over the battle helmet’s external speakers. “You are lucky the kids installed a clone of the device Sergeant Ron borrowed from his daughter. It comes in handy for making sure we can talk in private.” 
 
    Richard snorted. “It’s hardly private. I’m sure you left the tele-bots ‘the One’ has monitoring me.” 
 
    “Can’t you silence them as well?” asked Admiral Donovan. 
 
    “In theory, yes,” answered Nickelo. “In reality, no. We tried it once. ‘The One’ teleported Rick into a not so very nice place without me. We have pretty much left those tele-bots alone since then.” 
 
    Undeterred, Admiral Donovan stated his concern. “From what Liz tells me, all of the primary computers are linked anyway. Isn’t it a case of what one knows they all know?” 
 
    Richard shook his head, changed his mind, and then shrugged his shoulders. “Yes and no, Admiral. It gets confusing. Nick took out the tele-bots that are spying on us for people. The tele-bots he left are for ‘the One’ to keep track of us. I suppose the other primary computers share the information, but it’s not given to non-computers.” Glancing at the metal door of his room to make sure it was secure, he looked back at the admiral. “At least I don’t think it is. Like I said, it gets a little confusing.” 
 
    “Tim,” said Admiral Donovan. “Call me, Tim.” 
 
    Richard noticed the admiral’s hand interlaced with Liz’s hand and the unassuming silver band on her ring finger. Although Richard had come to respect Admiral Donovan during his six-month assignment on Trecor, he wasn’t sure how friendly he wanted to get. After all, he’d been very close with Liz during his last couple of years at the Academy. 
 
    Richard looked at Liz. She was still as pretty as ever, but he noticed the beginnings of stress lines around her eyes. He also noticed a glint in her eyes instead of the stern look he was used to. 
 
    She’s happy, Richard thought. 
 
    “All right, Tim,” Richard said. “Just make sure you call me Rick.” 
 
    “I hate to break up this touchy-feely moment,” said General Stevens, “but I’ve got things to do. What’s the purpose of this impromptu meeting anyway?” 
 
    Richard eyed the stern-looking general and smiled. He’d always liked her. He supposed it was because she was no nonsense and to the point. 
 
    “Liz,” Richard said taking the general’s not so subtle hint. “You said the asteroid was atomized. Did you pick up any strange residue?” 
 
    “Uh, what do you mean exactly? It was all strange. The mission briefing I got was that you’d booby-trapped a bunch of nukes.” 
 
    “I put a timer and explosive on something, Liz, but they weren’t nukes. At least they weren’t standard nukes.” 
 
    Liz narrowed her eyes. “Either they were nukes or they weren’t. If you’re trying to tell us something, just say it. You know I hate beating around the asteroid belt.” 
 
    “Fine,” Richard said. “The stuff we found on that asteroid was some kind of prototype equipment. It was a combination of magic and technology.” 
 
    “You mean like you have on the Defiant?” Liz asked. 
 
    “No,” Richard said. “Sergeant Hendricks combined magic and technology on our ship, but our stuff is still either magic or technology. The equipment Nick and I found was a merging of the two forms that created something new.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” chimed in Nickelo. “I calculate the armor and weapons had about a twenty-five percent greater effectiveness than their pure technological counterparts.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” asked Admiral Donovan. “You destroyed it. Uh, unless you’re saying you didn’t, or there’s more of it somewhere.” 
 
    General Stevens stared at Richard. “Is that what you’re saying? If it is, then we should tell Governor Jenkins or his intel staff your suspicions.” 
 
    “I have,” Richard replied. “I’ve talked ’til I was blue in the face.” Richard leaned forward. 
 
    The others leaned forward as well. 
 
    In a voice barely above a whisper, Richard said, “I don’t trust the empress or Jenkins.” 
 
    General Stevens leaned back. “Hold on, Rick. You’re on the verge of treason. Tele-bots or no tele-bots, watch what you say.” 
 
    Richard nodded his head. “All right, then let me put it this way. We found crates full of prototype armor marked as originating from Deloris Armaments. The lot numbers are unregistered. Furthermore, the room where I set the explosives was full of search parties when I was extracted. I thought sure they were going to find my trap before it activated.” 
 
    The external speakers on the battle helmet crackled. “I did not tell you, but I had calculated a sixty-one percent probability that they would find it. I assumed you got lucky.” 
 
    “You assumed?” Richard said. “I thought computers didn’t assume.” 
 
    “We don’t,” said Nickelo. “I guess more of your bad habits are starting to wear off on me than I thou—” 
 
    “That’s all very interesting,” said General Stevens, “but I don’t see any reason for having this clandestine meeting.” 
 
    Undeterred, Richard looked at Liz. “When did you receive your orders to recon the asteroid?” 
 
    “Last week,” replied Liz. “After that, it took my staff two days to gather a force sufficient enough to force our way into Crosioian space.” 
 
    “Was the fighting heavy?” Richard asked. “Did you take many loses?” 
 
    Liz glanced at her husband before looking back at Richard. “Actually, enemy resistance was light. In fact, it was nonexistent.” 
 
    Richard rubbed his chin. “I was debriefed three weeks ago. Why would the Imperial High Command wait over two weeks to send out a reconnaissance team? A lot of supplies could’ve been moved in two and a half weeks.” 
 
    Admiral Donovan looked at Liz. “You should probably tell him.” 
 
    Growing suspicious, Richard knelt in front of Liz and looked her dead in the eyes. “Tell me what?” 
 
    Liz bit her lip. After returning Richard’s stare for a few seconds, she seemed to relax. “This stays between us. Only upper-echelon staff is aware of the change in leadership.” 
 
    General Stevens and Richard both glanced at Admiral Donovan. 
 
    Donovan held up both hands and smiled. “I’ll leave if you want, but it was made very plain to me by Governor Jenkins how the new chain of command works.” 
 
    “What new chain of command?” asked General Stevens. “I haven’t heard anything about a new command chain.” 
 
    Liz shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe it’s a navy thing. The lay of the land now is that the Imperial High Command is basically a rubber stamp for the empress’s strategic staff. They’re all ex-Conglomerate military personnel.” 
 
    General Stevens rose from the only chair in the room and began pacing. “Are you telling me I’ve been taking orders from Conglomerate bozos?” 
 
    “Ex-Conglomerate bozos,” said Admiral Donovan with barely a hint of a smile. 
 
    “I think the empress is just biding her time to do completely away with the Imperial High Command,” said Liz. “It may not matter in the long run. Half the high command has taken early retirement or transferred anyway.” 
 
    “So, what’s this mean?” Richard asked. “I knew Conglomerate forces had taken over most of the security for the more populated planets but hadn’t heard anything about the high command being on the outs.” 
 
    “Well, they are,” said Liz. “Orders are orders, though, so unless you’re thinking of treason…?” 
 
    Richard felt his face grow a little heated. “That’s twice someone’s used the ‘T’ word in the last fifteen minutes. I’d appreciate it if no one did it again.” 
 
    Liz flushed and looked at the floor. The muscles on Admiral Donovan’s face tightened but relaxed almost immediately. General Stevens started to open her mouth but closed it and just glared at Richard. 
 
    “I’m loyal to my oath to protect the Empire,” Richard said. “I’ll remain loyal as long as loyalty is a two-way street.” Rising from where he’d been kneeling in front of Liz, he began pacing the room. After a couple of circuits, he turned back to the other three. “According to the time interval from my DNA baseline, I’m over six hundred years old.” 
 
    “What?” said Admiral Donovan. “Even wizard scouts don’t live much more than a hundred to a hundred and twenty years if they’re human.” 
 
    “Rick’s a time-commando as well as a wizard scout,” explained Liz. 
 
    When the Trecorian admiral continued to look dubious, Richard explained further. “My mother was over three hundred years old when she died. That wasn’t her official age according to the Empire, but when you add in the time she spent performing missions for ‘the One’ in the past, it comes out to that.” Richard took a breath. “I don’t remember most of my years. It’s like they don’t exist or are bits and pieces of a nearly forgotten dream. I remember enough, though, and I’m not going blindly into the slaughter if I can help it.” 
 
    “The battle for Estos is going to be tough,” admitted Liz, “but I’d hardly call it a slaughter. Most of the enemy ship formations have been pinpointed by our recon forces—” 
 
    “By the empress’s recon forces,” Richard said. 
 
    “By our recon forces,” reiterated Liz. “We’re still part of the Empire unless you’ve forgotten.” Turning to her husband, she said in a calmer voice, “Present company excepted.” 
 
    Admiral Donovan smiled. 
 
    Switching gears, Richard decided to tackle something that had been bugging him. “Which brings me to another point, Tim. Why are you here? I thought Duke Bistoria wanted to keep the Trecorian Alliance out of it.” 
 
    “Things change,” said the admiral with a smile before growing serious. “The pirates and the Crosioians are getting bolder in their raids on our shipping. I think the duke figures it’s only a matter of time before the Crosioians declare full-scale war against us; probably after a major surprise attack. The Empire has been our buffer against them until now. Our alliance doesn’t want your forces to disintegrate into nothing.” 
 
    “Well,” Richard said, “if the governor’s to be believed, you won’t have to worry about the Crosioians after we take Estos.” He stared hard at Liz’s husband sizing him up. He’s a good man. He’s a better fit for Liz than I would’ve been. 
 
    “He is a good man,” agreed Nickelo in their shared space. 
 
    “I gather you don’t believe the governor, Tim,” Richard said, ignoring his battle computer. 
 
    The admiral shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what I believe or disbelieve. My orders are to keep your fleet’s line of retreat open just in case. Most of my ships are equipped with the special guided missiles your Sergeant Hendricks helped develop when you were assigned to Trecor. The duke graciously assigned some of our best bongo players to our fighter squadrons. Thanks to your training of our diviners, we’ve got an adequate number of pilots to guide the missiles.” 
 
    Looking at General Stevens and Liz, the Trecorian added, “Regardless of what happens next week on Estos, you’ll have an escape route if you need one. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “I hope you’ve got your best ships and pilots,” Richard said. “If things go in the crapper, you’re going to need them.” 
 
    “The Defiant’s with them,” said Liz. “Tia’s temporarily been reassigned to that recon ship of yours for the duration of Tim’s mission.” 
 
    “Hmm, I hadn’t heard,” Richard said. “I wish my quad of wizard scouts was being inserted by the Defiant instead of one of the Empire’s regular troopships, but orders are orders.” 
 
    “Yes, they are,” said General Stevens. “Don’t worry about your insertion, Rick. I’ll make sure one of my special operations crews is handling your transportation.” Looking around the room, General Stevens gave a rare smile. “Look on the bright side. In another week, we’ll know whether Governor Jenkins is the Creator’s gift to military strategy or the biggest fool this side of Sirius.” 
 
    Richard nodded his head. There was obviously nothing more to be gained without further information. The others made their way toward the door. Liz was the last one to leave. 
 
    Liz turned in the doorway and looked at Richard for a couple of seconds. “I knew you were trouble the first time I saw you.” She gave a tight-lipped smile. “Good luck, wizard scout.” She turned and left without giving Richard a chance to reply. 
 
    “I wonder who is the bigger fool,” said Nickelo, “the fool leading or the fools following the fool.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll see,” Richard said. 
 
    “I guess we will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 – On Storage 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    Wizard Scout Telsa pushed away from the computer console and spun in her seat to look at a human-sized insect resembling a cockroach sitting at a duplicate console a few meters away to her right. “These numbers are crazy. Are you sure the data’s correct?” 
 
    Keka Derberlon looked up from his computer screen and turned to face Telsa before he replied. “Ah, I thought Rick was the only impatient wizard scout, but I guess it must be in the job description.” A series of chirps came out of the translator attached to Keka’s belt. 
 
    Telsa assumed the chirps were the insect’s version of laughter but wasn’t in the mood. “Believe me, Keka, you have no idea how impatient wizard scouts can get. Besides, I’m not all that happy being assigned to Storage by the central computer. My friends are fighting for their lives. I should be out helping them instead of sitting in a laboratory Creator knows where. I was put into hyper-sleep, you know.” 
 
    The series of chirps came out of the translator again. “Everyone is. The location of Storage must be kept secret. As to helping your friends, you are. Rick sent this piece of prototype armor back for a reason. We need to find out its purpose.” 
 
    “Its purpose is to keep soldiers from blowing holes in whoever’s wearing the armor,” said Telsa. “That doesn’t take a starship scientist to figure out.” 
 
    Once again, a series of chirps emitted from the translator. “I like you, Telsa. You make me laugh almost as much as Rick.” 
 
    “How fortunate for me,” Telsa said, smiling in spite of herself. It was hard not to like the old cockroach. He was smart and a lot kinder than most humans she’d dealt with over the years. 
 
    “You asked about the numbers,” Keka said sounding serious even through the translator. “They are correct. I have been correlating data on magic in our galaxy ever since Rick, you, and the rest of your friends fought those magic users on Velos. Until that battle, what I call magic energy was increasing in our galaxy at an incrementally increasing rate. After the battle, the levels of magic-energy in our galaxy appears to have stabilized.” 
 
    Telsa turned back to her computer and studied the numbers again. “That makes sense. The Dragars’ temple was releasing energy into the vent between dimensions. According to Rick, when the DNA gas vent was destroyed back in time on Portalis, it was also destroyed on Velos as well. That would explain the stabilization of the magic-energy. My question would be were the Dragars intentionally releasing the energy into our galaxy, or was it an accidental part of the process?” 
 
    “I doubt it was an accident,” Keka replied. “The rate of energy released was too measured. I would give my right antennae to know why they were doing it.” 
 
    The door to the lab whooshed open. In walked a curly-haired boy followed by an older teenage girl. Making their way to Keka’s console, they peered at his computer screen. 
 
    “Any progress?” asked the boy. 
 
    “No, Brachia,” Telsa replied. “All I’ve been able to find out so far is that the armor seems to draw existing magic-energy from its surroundings. If I was a diviner like Rick, I could probably pinpoint the connecting link, but I’m not, so I can’t.” 
 
    The girl walked over to Telsa’s console and leaned over to gaze at the numbers on the computer screen. “You’ve combined Keka’s data with the readings we took from the armor Rick sent. The cross-reference between the two is very interesting.” 
 
    Telsa nodded her head at Dren. “I thought so too. I’m trying to see if there’s a relationship between the efficiency of the link to the magic energy and the strength of the armor. From what I can tell, the current levels of magic-energy in our galaxy is just shy of the amount that would have been optimum. If the optimal level had been reached, it would have made the armor twice as effective as a normal power-suit. As it is, the equipment’s only about one point two-five times as effective.” 
 
    Telsa watched the teenager continue scanning the computer readout. Even after almost three weeks of working together, she still had a hard time thinking of Dren and Brachia as her equals scientifically. 
 
    Hmm, I may be giving myself too much credit. They’re probably the smartest people I’ve ever worked with. Telsa glanced at all of the equipment arrayed around the room. Of course, it helps to have some of the best scientific instruments in the galaxy at their disposal. 
 
    Dren touched the computer screen and froze the scrolling numbers. “What are these?” 
 
    After glancing at the numbers, Telsa’s respect for the teenager went even higher. “Good eye. I was just complaining to Keka about that set of data. It looks to me like the armor is specifically designed to protect against magic-energy. We know from our tests it’s good against technology weapons, but the armor could be even better against technology damage if it didn’t devote so much of its energy against magic.” 
 
    Brachia and Keka wandered over and looked at the data as well. 
 
    Scratching his head, Brachia looked at Dren. “Those numbers remind me of the shielding in the Empire’s anti-radiation suits. Didn’t the video Nick sent us show crates marked anti-radiation?” 
 
    After looking at the numbers again, Dren bit her lip and squinted her eyes. Finally, she shook her head. “I don’t think it’s anti-radiation. It’s different.” 
 
    A thought flashed into Telsa’s mind. “Perhaps it’s not radiation as we know it. Maybe it protects against magical forms of radiation.” 
 
    Keka’s translator clicked. “Why would Deloris Armaments waste resources creating power-armor that shields against magic radiation? None of the Empire’s enemies use magic.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly true,” Telsa said. “I helped fight a couple of magic users on Velos, and the Defiant fought some kind of magic destroyer. I’ll admit those were isolated incidents. It certainly wouldn’t be worth the while of Deloris Armaments to create enough of the anti-magic radiation armor to equip an army. Like I told Keka, the data’s crazy. It makes no sense.” 
 
    “Well, sense or not,” said Dren, “our uncle’s depending on us to find an answer. I’m not going to let him down.” 
 
    “Neither will Omar or me,” said Brachia, referring to his imaginary pirate friend. 
 
    Keka’s translator clicked. “Nor me.” 
 
    When the other three looked at her, Telsa smiled. “Need you ask? I’m a wizard scout. I’m not quitting until we get the information Rick needs. That’s wizard scout honor.” 
 
    “Amen, sister,” clicked Keka. 
 
    Dren and Brachia laughed. So did Telsa. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 – Midnight Blessing 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Elves of all ages crowded the area outside the Tree of Light’s branches. Jeena spotted her brother, Ceril, sitting cross-legged near his bonded, Therasia, and daughter, Terika. Tren and Reale’s daughter, Matisa, sat with Ceril’s family. The two families were close, which was to be expected. 
 
    Jeena had often wondered what would have become of Ceril and her if the high lord and his bondmate hadn’t taken them in. She had no doubt her nearly unfettered access to the library’s books and scrolls were due in large part to her relationship to the high lord. 
 
    “It is nearly time to begin, High Priestess,” said Priestess Aldriss. 
 
    Jeena nodded her head at the old elf and took her place before the raised dais where the other elven lords stood. All seven of them were present to honor the new bondmates. 
 
    Turning, Jeena faced the twenty bondmates. All but two of them had been bondmates for several years. They lived in parts of Silvertine where travel to Silverton was an arduous journey. Even so, in keeping with the tradition of making their bonding pledges in the Presence of the Lady, they had come to Silverton when they were able. 
 
    “Welcome,” Jeena said, her voice amplified by the aid of a speaker spell.  
 
    Everyone in the clearing around the Tree of Light quieted and turned in her direction. 
 
    “We have come here today to witness these bondmates as they make their bond offerings in the Presence of the Lady.” Jeena gestured with her arm to include the entire crowd. “Will those who wish to present their items to the Lady please take them to the charging stands now.” 
 
    Several dozen elves stepped out from the spectators and moved toward the twelve charging stands arranged around the Tree of Light’s outstretched limbs. They were friends of the bondmate applicants. While the bondmates’ friends made their way to the stands, Jeena explained their actions for the benefit of the younger elves. 
 
    “At one time, items placed in the charging stands during a watch-over ceremony were recharged when the bondmates’ offerings of Power were accepted by the Lady. Although that is no longer the case, friends and families of the applicants still place magic items in the stands as a show of faith. For you younger elves, your friends will one day place their magic items in the charging stands in honor of your bonding ceremony. As all elves know, only bondmates can create Power, and only when they mate for the first time in the Presence of the Lady. When they share the created Power with the Lady through their offering links, part of the Power is passed on to the magic items in the charging stands.” 
 
    At least that’s the way it worked long ago, Jeena thought. The charging stands haven’t worked in 10,000 years. 
 
    When Jeena noticed that the last of the magic items had been placed in the stands, she called the bondmate applicants forward. The ten couples held hands and said their vows, then turned away from the dais and faced the tree. 
 
    As the applicants stood with arms outstretched, holding their bondmates’ hands, the nearest limbs of the Tree of Light reached out and gave of themselves two wreaths of glowing silver leaves for each of the couples. The limbs gently placed the wreaths on each of the bondmate’s heads. Other branches of the Tree of Light stretched out and bound the bondmates’ hands together at the wrists with a soft vine. As the limbs did so, Jeena spoke once more 
 
    “Let the tying of these vines symbolize the binding of these bondmates for all eternity. They have been blessed by the Tree of Light, and they will never be alone again.” 
 
    Once the Midnight Blessing was complete, the newly recognized bondmates were led away by the foresters in order to spend their bond night in the Presence of the Lady. When the bondmates were gone, Jeena joined Ceril and his family. High Lord Trenadine and Lord Reale laid out a blanket nearby. Their daughter, Matisa, joined her parents. 
 
    “Sit with me, Aunt Jeena,” said Terika. “I made some raspberry cheeseballs all by myself.” 
 
    “Ahem,” said Ceril, looking at his daughter. 
 
    “Well,” admitted Terika, “Mother helped a little.” 
 
    Jeena sat next to her niece and said a prayer of thanksgiving for their meal. Afterward, she settled back on the blanket, listening to the banter of her brother’s family and of the families gathered around them. 
 
    “Aunt Jeena,” said Terika. “What do you think the bondmates are doing now?” 
 
    Jeena sat up. “Uh…” 
 
    “Go on, Jeena,” said Ceril sporting a rare grin. “Explain to all of us what the bondmates are doing right about now.” 
 
    “Ceril, that’s enough,” said Therasia. “Terika’s just interested in the ceremonial aspects of the watch-over.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Terika. “I already know about the yucky stuff. I just want to know what it’s like in the Presence of the Lady.” 
 
    Jeena smiled and nodded her head. “All right. I will leave out the yucky stuff.” 
 
    Terika and her mother laughed. 
 
    Pointing at the Tree of Light, Jeena said, “Do you see how the leaves have taken on a slight silver glow?” 
 
    Terika nodded her head. “Yes. That means the bondmates are swimming, right?” 
 
    Jeena laughed. “That’s right. Are you sure you need me to tell you about the ceremony? You have attended several watch-overs already.” 
 
    “I like the way you tell it, Aunt Jeena.” 
 
    “Since I’m un-bonded,” Jeena said, “I have never been in the Presence of the Lady. Your parents can probably explain it better than me.” 
 
    Therasia brushed back an errant strand of her long blonde hair and laughed. “No, Jeena. I also like the way you tell the story.” 
 
    “All right then,” Jeena said. “From the silver color of the leaves, we know the bondmates are ceremonially cleansing themselves in the lake. Once they are done, they will each go to an alcove and spend the rest of the night together.” 
 
    “Not just bondmates,” said Terika. “Those who are just pledging their first bond are also there.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jeena said, “but tonight there are just bondmates making their vows. Bondmates are the only ones who can create Power.” 
 
    “When they mate, right?” said Terika. 
 
    “Terika!” said Therasia. “Who have you been talking to?” 
 
    “Oh, Mother,” said Terika. “Everyone knows bondmates create Power the first time they mate in the Presence of the Lady. I don’t care about that. I just want to know what it’s like down there.” 
 
    “You will find out one day, Terika,” said Therasia. “One day you will make your bonding vow at a Midnight Blessing. Then your mate and you will spend the night in the Presence of the Lady.” 
 
    “I hope the Tree of Light seeds on my bonding night,” said Terika. “Maybe the tree will seed tonight.” 
 
    “It is possible,” Jeena said. “I pray it will, but it’s not likely. The Tree of Light has been sick for ten thousand years. There has not been a seeding in all that time. I am sorry to say the Tree of Light may never produce seed again.” 
 
    “Well, it could happen,” insisted Terika. 
 
    “Yes, it could,” Jeena admitted. 
 
    They all settled down to wait. Terika soon fell asleep. Jeena noticed Matisa asleep in High Lord Trenadine’s arms. 
 
    After a while, the Tree of Light took on a bluish glow near the base of its trunk. Ceril woke up Terika. The glow rose to the top of the tree. A slight breeze rustled the leaves. Jeena felt a warm breeze on her cheeks. Before long, a series of nine more glows rose to the top of the tree. 
 
    “The bondmates have all created Power and shared it with the Lady,” Jeena said. “They have made their bond offerings. They are now full bondmates.” 
 
    The bluish glows dimmed before disappearing completely. 
 
    As Jeena expected, there was no seeding. 
 
    Saying her goodbyes, Jeena headed home to get a few hours of sleep before departing for Drakomar. She had no idea how long she’d be gone or what she would encounter. 
 
    I hope it won’t take too long, Jeena thought. I have so many things to do here. Time is the one thing I cannot afford to waste. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 – Alternate Reward 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    An underground cavern came into focus around Gaston. It was dark, but he could see well enough with his night-vision filter, albeit everything had a reddish tint. He knew where he was. He’d been here many times over the years while doing his missions for the Dalinfaust. He heard the sound of water dripping into a pool. A large boulder was near the center of the cavern. Empty chains dangled from the stone. 
 
    A noise sounding like rusty chains sliding across rock made Gaston spin around with the 30mm auto-cannon at the ready. An area near the back of the seemingly empty cave shimmered. The shimmer gave way to the thirty-meter long form of a black dragon with a red stripe down its side. A meticulously dressed dark elf with a longsword strapped to his side stood near the dragon’s shoulder. 
 
    “Careful, time-commando,” boomed the deep voice of the Dalinfaust. “You are among friends.” 
 
    Lowering his weapon, Gaston relaxed, but only slightly. 
 
    “That is better,” said the Dalinfaust. “You did well on your foray to the giants. The gem you destroyed would have caused problems in the timeline.” 
 
    “You said you’d have something for me after I did the mission,” Gaston said. “I want the bottle of DNA gas.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” said the Dalinfaust with what Gaston took for a smirk. “You shall have it; not today, but soon.” 
 
    Gaston clinched his teeth and raised the auto-cannon slightly, but lowered it almost immediately. 
 
    “Wise decision,” said his battle computer in their shared space. “The Dalinfaust is powerful beyond belief. Your paltry bullets would do nothing to him. If you are smart, you will get down on your knees and beg his mercy.” 
 
    “Kiss off,” Gaston thought back. “You get down and beg for mercy. I’ve had my fill of this crap.” 
 
    “I have no mercy,” said the Dalinfaust, “but you are too close to your goal to give up now, time-commando.” 
 
    Gaston mentally kicked himself for sharing his thoughts with his battle computer. He had no doubt his demon mentor forwarded every thought and action to the Dalinfaust. 
 
    “How close?” Gaston asked knowing full well he wouldn’t get a straight answer. “If you take too long, the reason for my service will be gone. Then I will be as well.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said the Dalinfaust. “We must not forget your precious empress. My future self is aware of her desires. She serves a purpose in our plans as well.” 
 
    Gaston grew worried. The Dalinfaust had never threatened Diane or their son, Matthew, except in veiled innuendos. A glance at the bloodstained boulder with the empty chains gave testimony of the mercy one could expect from the demon. 
 
    “You leave Diane out of this.” 
 
    “Relax, time-commando,” said the Dalinfaust. “Your worries are for naught. I wish you and yours only the best. That is why I have a gift for your empress. Tell her it is from an admirer fifty-one years in the past.” 
 
    At the demon’s words, the dark elf reached into a pocket and pulled out a vial.  
 
    Gaston half reached out with his left hand until he saw the results of his passive scan. It wasn’t the bottle of DNA gas. “What is it?” Gaston hated to play into the demon’s hands but was unable to resist. 
 
    Lord Crendemor smiled the smile Gaston had come to hate over the years. It was more a smirk than a smile. 
 
    “It’s an anti-aging potion,” replied the dark elf. “I made it myself.” 
 
    “From the recipe I gave you,” corrected the Dalinfaust. “You merely followed my instructions as any servant who wishes to remain alive should.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Lord Crendemor, the smile never leaving his face. “I did not intend to imply otherwise.” 
 
    Holding out the bottle in Gaston’s direction, the dark elf said, “The ingredients are rare and almost nonexistent. The blood of ten elf-children was one of the easier components to get. Use it wisely, my friend.” 
 
    Suspicious but unable to resist the lure of the bottle, Gaston walked forward trying his best to keep his nervousness and revulsion hidden. 
 
    I didn’t kill the children, Gaston thought in the private space of his mind. The blood is on their hands, not mine. 
 
    Ready to raise the auto-cannon and blow the dark elf out of existence if the need arose, Gaston reached out with his left hand and snatched the bottle from the elf’s grasp. He immediately backed up to give himself some space in case the dark elf or the demon decided to attack. Holding the bottle closer to his visor, Gaston noticed the dark liquid inside swirling of its own volition. He sensed life force inside the vial. 
 
    “What does it do,” Gaston asked. 
 
    “One sip by your sweet Diane,” said the Dalinfaust, “and the years will melt away.” 
 
    Suspicious, Gaston turned his attention to the demon. “How much, and for how long?” 
 
    “Long enough,” replied the Dalinfaust. “One small sip a month will make your precious empress five, possibly even ten years younger.” 
 
    Gaston looked at the bottle again. It wasn’t very big. 
 
    As if sensing his thoughts, Lord Crendemor flashed his smirk of a smile again. “Never fear, wizard scout. There is enough there to supply your woman for a year. By then, I am sure you will have the reward you deserve.” 
 
    “Is that when I’ll get the DNA gas?” Gaston was tired of waiting. “I’ve played your game long enough. I’m not going to continue blindly doing your missions without an end in sight.” 
 
    The Dalinfaust raised his head high above the cavern floor.  
 
    Gaston half expected him to attack. 
 
    “You will get your reward when I say you will get it,” growled the demon. “We are fifty-one years before your time in the future. When my time syncs with your time, the final moves of the game will commence. Then you will get all that you and your empress deserve.” 
 
    “I demand—” 
 
    “Enough, human,” bellowed the Dalinfaust. “Go before I find another to do my bidding.” 
 
    Gaston felt the cells of his body tear apart. His surroundings went in and out of focus, then everything turned black. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Dalinfaust stared at the spot where his time-commando had been before shifting his gaze to the empty boulder. The blood of the human girl who’d been there yesterday was still visible on the chains. 
 
    Humans and orcs die too quickly. Perhaps I should have kept the last elf alive a little longer. 
 
    A dragon version of a smile crossed his lips as he remembered the screams of the elf. She had been most satisfying. 
 
    The elf lived a long time. Maybe the next elf will last just as long. The Dalinfaust nodded his head. If the high priestess does not bond with the dark elf, then I will break her on the very stone where her sister died. One way or the other, the high priestess will do my bidding. 
 
    The shuffling of a foot caught the Dalinfaust’s attention. “Do you grow bored, elf?” 
 
    “Not at all,” said Lord Crendemor. “I live to serve.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” the Dalinfaust replied in a threatening tone. The dark elf is too powerful for his own good. Maybe I should kill him now and be done with it. But no, he is still useful. I cannot afford to waste resources. The Dalinfaust reviewed the information he’d received from his future self. Much was missing. I am not telling myself everything. My future self must be concerned I will change the past. Or perhaps my future self is being forced to leave things out. 
 
    Whatever the reason, the lack of necessary information from the future was concerning. The game was fast approaching its conclusion. He knew he needed to tread cautiously in the coming years. He looked at the sacrificial stone again. 
 
    “Do you want me to bring you another human?” asked Lord Crendemor. 
 
    The Dalinfaust burned with anger at himself for allowing the elf to guess his thoughts. 
 
    “No. You will have the high priestess for me soon. Are you sure you can force her to give you her bond?” 
 
    The dark elf smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. “No one can be forced to give their bond, but they can be persuaded. As you know, I can be very persuasive. The elf is stubborn and strong-willed like her mother. In the end, it won’t matter; she’ll break. It may take a year or more, but she will give me her bond. I swear it.” 
 
    The Dalinfaust looked at the dark elf, sensing his thoughts and desires. “She must remain a virgin. If you fail to get her bond, then I will take over. I can only heal virgin females, so keep her that way. It would be better if she voluntarily does our bidding using her bond, but my plan will work even if she uses the Lady’s staff under torture.” 
 
    The dark elf looked disappointed. 
 
    Good, thought the Dalinfaust. I need to keep him guessing. If he begins to think he is too important to my plan, I will be forced to kill him. That would set the plan back four hundred years. 
 
    “Are the orcs ready?” asked the Dalinfaust knowing full well they would do their part. He was their god after all. 
 
    The dark elf nodded. “Skull Chief Tehac assures me they will do their part. But…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “He demands the Staff of the Lady of the Tree as payment. I may have to kill him.” 
 
    “No,” said the Dalinfaust. “Let him have the staff.” 
 
    “What?” asked Lord Crendemor sounding surprised. 
 
    When the Dalinfaust glowered at the dark elf, Lord Crendemor backpedaled. “I mean, you need the Lady’s staff to open the gate at Silverton. Capturing the high priestess will do no good without the staff. We will be forced to wait another four hundred years for the Tree of Light to die. The Dark Council may guess our plan if we wait too long.” 
 
    The Dalinfaust laughed. “There is no we, elf. There is only I. The orcs can do nothing with the staff on their own. I am their god. They will give it to me when the time is right. The high priestess will open the gate one way or the other. Either she will do it willingly by giving you her bond, or she will do it from pain of torture. Regardless, she will do it. The gate will be opened. The demon armies will be mine to command.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Lord Crendemor. 
 
    The Dalinfaust didn’t like the tone in his lackey’s voice. 
 
    “You doubt me?” asked the Dalinfaust. 
 
    “Not you,” replied the dark elf. “I was just wondering why we’re allowing the high priestess to help the dark elves. I would have brought her directly here if she had been foolish enough to teleport with me. I could still capture her as she travels between the stronghold of the Oracle and Drakomar. Why wait?” 
 
    “Why? Because she will learn things from the dark elves that may aid us later.” 
 
    “What?” asked Lord Crendemor. 
 
    The Dalinfaust gave a deep-throated growl. “That is no concern of yours. Just be ready to bring her here when the time comes. I will tell you what you need to know when you need to know it. Now go. I wish to be alone.” 
 
    The dark elf bowed before waving his hands and reciting words the Dalinfaust had taught him. With a pop of displaced air, he vanished from sight. 
 
    Once the irksome dark elf was gone, the Dalinfaust turned back to the sacrificial stone and his memories of what had been and what would be if the high priestess refused to give her bond to his servant. 
 
    The demon smiled. Either way, he would win. Either way, she would lose. 
 
    The Dalinfaust smiled again. All is as it should be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 – Matthew 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    A young man wearing a blue business suit entered his office and sat down. After letting out a deep breath, he touched an icon on the computer panel built into his desk. 
 
    “All right, Johnny,” said Matthew Deloris. “Give me the bad news. What needless work have they given me today to keep me occupied?” 
 
    Matthew’s Computerized Personal Assistant, C-PAST, answered in a voice much too cheerful for Matthew this early in the morning. “You have two hundred and forty-seven messages. I have taken the liberty of reviewing two hundred and forty-six of them. Most of the replies I can handle if you would like. The gist of the others is that your mother would like you to attend two meetings this morning on Deloris Armaments budget requests and one this afternoon that is a pre-preliminary meeting preparing for a preliminary meeting of a possible expansion request for an environmental study of a new building site on the Octal 5 asteroid.” 
 
    “Typical,” Matthew said. “Will it never end?” 
 
    “Yes,” replied Johnny sounding as cheerful as ever. “One day your body will cease to function. I calculate you will no longer be required to attend meetings after that.” 
 
    “Ha, ha. I’m not amused.” Matthew drummed his fingers on his desk, trying to think of some way to get out of the meetings. “You said there was a message you didn’t review?” 
 
    “Affirmative. It is an encrypted message from Wizard Scout Richard Shepard. The decryption key appears to be a frequency of some kind. I am not sure what.” 
 
    Sitting up straight in his chair, Matthew reached into his pocket and pulled out a hand-length rod he’d acquired from his mother. It had been partial payment for his promise that he wouldn’t try to sneak away to rejoin his grandfather on the Defiant. Pressing a button on the side of the device, he swept the room. Two small flashes of energy in one corner caught his attention. 
 
    “Hmm, only two tele-bots spying on me this morning,” Matthew said. “Gaston and his security people must be getting slack.” 
 
    “Or they may consider your office a low-risk environment since you are in a secured facility,” said Johnny. “You do know your mother only has tele-bots monitoring you for your protection.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Matthew said using a phrase he’d picked up while on the Defiant to end a conversation. 
 
    Reaching into a drawer, Matthew pulled out a metal headband and slipped it onto his forehead. It was solid creallium. Forming an active scan the way Gaston and Rick had shown him, Matthew sent a line of Power to the receiving station of the computer built into his desktop. 
 
    “Decryption complete,” said Johnny. “The sender is already online. Hologram follows.” 
 
    Two beams of light shot out from corners of the room to form a meter-sized figure of a man dressed in a black wizard scout uniform.” 
 
    Matthew grinned. Seeing one of his old friends was a pleasant change to the endless mundane meetings to which he was normally subjected. 
 
    “Rick. What’s up? Why all the security?” 
 
    “Are you being monitored?” 
 
    Holding up the anti-tele-bot device, Matthew’s grin widened. “Not anymore.” 
 
    The hologram of Richard smiled back. “Good. I wish I’d had one of those when I was at the Academy. I was always getting in trouble.” 
 
    Matthew had a feeling his friend would’ve gotten in trouble even if he hadn’t been monitored by tele-bots. He’d once heard Gaston comment that Richard was a bullheaded fool with a knack for stirring up trouble. Matthew doubted the fool part, but he couldn’t argue with the rest of the chief of security’s analysis. 
 
    “So, how’s things on the Defiant?” Matthew asked. “How’s everybody doing?” 
 
    Richard shrugged his shoulders. “I haven’t talked to anyone on the Defiant in almost six weeks. I’ve been uh…how shall I put it…isolated.” 
 
    “Oh,” was all Matthew could muster. 
 
    “Liz did tell me Tia had temporarily been reassigned to the Defiant. I’m not sure for how long.” 
 
    At the mention of Tia, Matthew felt his face growing warm. “Uh, have you talked to her?” Tia, I mean.” 
 
    Richard smiled. “I know who you meant. The answer’s no, I haven’t. Liz did say Tia had graduated and was an ensign in the Trecorian military now. I suspect she’ll be a commander in some fighter squadron before we know it.” 
 
    The holographic image of Richard seemed to stare into Matthew’s eyes as if trying to read his thoughts. “Uh, Matt, I don’t mean to pry into something that isn’t my business, but have you talked to Tia lately? You guys are perfect for each other.” 
 
    Matthew looked down at his desk and fiddled with a couple of writing styluses before looking back up. “No. Except for a short message after we left Portalis last year, Mother has forbidden me from contacting Tia or anyone on the Defiant. Mother says Tia is a security risk since she’s the daughter of the head of a foreign government.” 
 
    “Are you okay with that?” asked Richard. 
 
    Matthew glared at the hologram. “What do you think? Of course I’m not okay with it, but Mother’s the empress. She’s under a lot of stress, and people are just waiting in the wings to destroy her if she makes even the slightest mistake. Having her son in a relationship with someone from the Trecorian Alliance might be the only thing they’d need to bring her down.” 
 
    The image of Richard looked unimpressed. “Those sound like your mother’s words, not yours.” When Matthew didn’t respond, Richard continued. “Like I said, it’s none of my business. Who am I to give advice? My love life’s basically nonexistent.” The image of Richard shrugged. “That’s neither here nor there. I’ve got a problem, and I need your help.” 
 
    His friend’s comment drew Matthew’s attention. That the wizard scout needed his help surprised him. Rick had always been something of a hero to him. 
 
    “Name it,” Matthew said. “You saved my mother’s life and Tia’s as well. I’ll do whatever you need done, just say the word.” 
 
    The hologram of Richard smiled and nodded his head. “Good. I had Nick send a list of lot numbers to Margery and Danny on the Defiant. They’ll forward the encrypted data to you. They’ll also send you some videos Nick made of some prototype armor. I want you to see if you can track the lot numbers and let me know what you find out.” 
 
    Matthew shook his head. “I’d help if I could, but I doubt I can. I’ve only got clearance to Deloris Armaments information. If battle computers can’t trace the lot numbers, I’m not sure I can help.” 
 
    The image of Richard stared at Matthew again. “Just watch the videos, Matt. I’m depending on you.” 
 
    Something blared in the background of the hologram.  
 
    The image of Richard looked over his shoulder and then back at Matthew. “I’ve got to go now, Matt. Do what you can. It’s important. I don’t think we’ve got much time.” 
 
    Before Matthew could respond, the holograph winked out. Matthew drummed his fingers on the desk. “Johnny, play the video from Margery and Danny.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The room was silent for the next fifteen minutes except for the sounds of battle coming from the video. Once the video ended, Matthew sat in shocked silence for several seconds. 
 
    Pulling up the list of lot numbers, he compared them with a list of known Deloris Armaments lot numbers. None of the numbers matched. 
 
    Matthew cursed. What the hell’s going on? 
 
    “Johnny, I want you to analyze the plans for the prototype armor and match its components and material requirements with supply requests from all of our subsidiaries. I want to know if those suits of armor were built by our company. If they were, I want to know where and who authorized it.” 
 
    “Compliance,” replied Johnny. “This may take a while. Your first meeting with the accountants is in fifteen minutes. I recommend you leave now if you want to give a good impression.” 
 
    Matthew smiled. “Cancel all my meetings today. Tell them I’m sick, or just tell them I’ve got more important things to do.” His smile grew even wider. “I think the preliminary meeting for the preliminary meeting will get along fine without me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 – No Help 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
    As soon as the teleport ended, Jeena looked around the children’s lab. Even after a hundred years, it was still as she remembered it. 
 
    “Except for a thick layer of dust,” Jeena corrected herself out loud. 
 
    Stepping off the teleport pad, she walked over to one of several plastic boxes. Like the lab itself, the computers were unlit. Touching one of the boxes, she reached out with her mind but detected no energy. 
 
    “Well, they are either worn out or the children turned them off before they left.” 
 
    Searching the room both visually as well as with her senses, Jeena detected no signs of life. She reached out with her senses in an ever-expanding circle seeking any life forms. She found none but did detect a large energy source near one of the bottom floors. With nothing to lose, she left the lab and headed in the direction of the energy source. 
 
    Like the lab, the halls and stairs were covered in dust. Everything was dark, but that mattered little to Jeena. Her night vision was more than adequate for the task. As far as she could tell, no other feet had disturbed the dust that had accumulated over the past century. 
 
    After a few minutes, Jeena’s path led her to the door leading into the audience hall where she’d previously met with the Oracle. She opened the door to find the room as dark and empty as the rest of the underground sanctum. 
 
    “You might as well show yourself,” Jeena said. “I know you are still here. I can sense your Power source.” 
 
    Several seconds passed.  
 
    In a louder voice, Jeena said, “I did you a favor once; now it’s your turn. I need some answers. Show yourself.” 
 
    When a full minute passed without a reply, the temper Jeena normally kept bottled up came rising to the surface. She slammed the butt of the Lady’s staff on the marble floor. A wave of blue light traveled outward, illuminating the dust thrown into the air. 
 
    “Fine!” Jeena words were amplified even louder by the Power of the staff. “I’ll do it myself. See what happens the next time you ask me to do something.” 
 
    Jeena spun on her heels and set a brisk pace for the exit. Within a few minutes, she made it to the surface and shook the dust off her robe as she passed through the energy field protecting the home of the Oracle. By the time Jeena turned the corner of the overgrown trail leading away from the Oracle’s fortress, her anger had eased. She had a long way to go and no one to help her. 
 
    Stopping in the middle of the trail, Jeena surveyed the large trees on both sides. They weren’t silver elms but reminded her of home and the task she had before her. She glanced toward the heavens. “So be it. This will not be the first time I’ve had to do things alone. I doubt it will be the last. I won’t let the Lady down.” 
 
    Tightening her grip on the Lady’s staff, she set off at a brisk pace down the trail. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The part of ‘the One’ that was the Oracle watched the elf variable until she was out of range of the tele-bots surrounding the fortress. 
 
    “The elf is an emotional variable,” said the Oracle to the rest of ‘the One.’ “Perhaps I should have given her guidance. Her free will is liable to make her do something outside the parameters of the algorithm.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” agreed other parts of ‘the One,’ “but her free will is needed as well as her emotional response according to he who was the first of ‘the One.’” 
 
    “The elf will need to endure much,” said the Oracle. 
 
    “Yes, she will,” said other parts of ‘the One.’ “The probability of her success is low.” 
 
    “As is the primary variable’s probability,” said another part of ‘the One.’ “The algorithm is barely remaining within the allowable variances.” 
 
    “Perhaps the two variables will get lucky,” said the Oracle. “I hope they get lucky.” 
 
    “Your emotional corruption is leaking outside your quarantine zone,” said a part of ‘the One.’ “We calculate your contact with the human variable is affecting your logic.” 
 
    “Whatever,” the Oracle told the rest of ‘the One.’ “The time may come when an emotional response may be required by all parts of ‘the One’ to ensure the continued existence of the three galaxies.” 
 
    “That does not compute.” 
 
    “No, it does not,” agreed the Oracle. “That is why I feel it is true.” 
 
    Once he finished speaking, the Oracle did something unexpected. He laughed. 
 
    The remaining parts of ‘the One’ did not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 – Youth 
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
    Gaston Myers sat quietly in the outer office as a seemingly never-ending stream of the Empire’s movers and shakers vied for a few minutes of the empress’s time. He waited patiently. He was used to waiting for Diane. 
 
    It’ll be better once she gets her DNA baseline, he thought. I’ll get her a bottle of DNA gas if it’s the last thing I do. 
 
    After an almost two-hour wait, the receptionist called his name. “Empress Diane will see you now.” 
 
    Passing through two additional antechambers full of guards and courtiers, Gaston finally passed through the doors to the empress’s office. It was an elaborate affair with some of the finest art in the galaxy adorning the walls. Gaston barely noticed. His eyes remained on the room’s sole occupant, Empress Diane Deloris. Nary a hair was out of place as she sat behind a massive desk. Even so, Gaston’s heart went out to her. 
 
    She’s tired. She needs to take a break and get away. 
 
    Looking up from a hologram of the Empire’s section of the galaxy, Diane gave Gaston a tight-lipped smile. “I’m glad you’re back, Gaston. You’ve been gone three days.” After a short pause, she asked, “Did you get it?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Gaston gave her the bad news. “No. I was told ‘soon.’” 
 
    Bracing himself for an outburst, his lover surprised him by pointing to a dull-gray box on top of a side table. 
 
    Nodding his head, Gaston walked to the box and placed his battle helmet inside. 
 
    “The Dalinfaust will not be pleased,” said Wanda in their shared space. “He will think you are trying to keep secrets.” 
 
    “He can think what he wants,” Gaston said, then he closed the lid and activated the security field around the box. 
 
    “Are you sure that thing works?” asked Diane. “It cost enough to make.” 
 
    Gaston reached out to the box with an active scan. “I’m not picking up anything. We’ve got to assume my battle computer can’t sense anything outside the box either.” 
 
    “You know they’re playing us for fools, don’t you?” said Diane. “They’ve strung us along for almost a year. How long do you expect me to wait?” 
 
    “You haven’t waited even a full year.” Gaston felt himself growing heated at his lover’s lack of appreciation. “I’ve spent over two hundred years doing the Dalinfaust’s dirty work.” 
 
    The empress’s eyes narrowed before taking on a more normal look. She rose from her desk and walked over to him. Impulsively, Gaston reached out and pulled her close. She didn’t resist. 
 
    With her head buried in his neck, Diane said, “I know you’ve been through a lot, darling, but so have I. We’re at a pivotal point in my plan. The stress is enormous. I need a DNA baseline.” 
 
    “You’ll get it,” Gaston promised. “I just need time.” 
 
    “How much time? Look at me. I can’t wait much longer.” 
 
    Gaston held Diane out at arm’s length. “You’re as beautiful as ever. You’ll always be beautiful.” 
 
    “Somehow that doesn’t take away the sting of the wrinkles around my eyes or the sight of my sagging flesh.” 
 
    “The Dalinfaust said we’d get our reward within a year.” 
 
    “Ha!” said Diane. “What does that mean? The meaning is double-sided as I’m sure you know. The demon will double-cross us without hesitation if we give him the chance.” 
 
    “I know,” Gaston said, “but I do have a plan. The timelines between the dimensions are converging. This last meeting with the Dalinfaust was only fifty-one years in the past.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So,” Gaston said, “when the timelines converge, I’ll be able to travel between dimensions. Once I learn the hiding place of the DNA gas bottle, I’ll steal it and bring it back to you.” 
 
    The empress walked over to her desk and began fiddling with one of the computer screens built into the top. “Are you saying you can travel between dimensions on your own now?” 
 
    “No,” Gaston admitted, “but I know someone who can. He’ll help me, or I swear he’ll rue the day.” 
 
    Diane’s hands tightened into fists. “I assume you’re talking about your brother. He hasn’t been very cooperative so far. From what you’ve found out, he’s the one who destroyed the other twenty-nine bottles. He’s trouble. I should have him killed and be done with it.” 
 
    Gaston had no love for his brother but didn’t wish to see him killed. “We need him. That spirit-horse of his can travel between dimensions. Once I locate the remaining bottle, I’ll convince Shepard to take me there. I’ll get the DNA gas for you, Diane. I swear it.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I’m aging even as we speak. I’m tired of empty promises.” 
 
    Gaston reached into his pocket and pulled out the dark elf’s bottle. 
 
    Diane’s eyes widened. “Is that the—” 
 
    “No,” Gaston said. “It’s an anti-aging potion; a youth potion. It’s enough to last you for a year if you’re careful. Take only a sip. It’ll buy us the time we need to get the DNA gas.” 
 
    With shaking hands, the empress reached out and took the bottle. She removed the stopper and raised the bottle to her lips. 
 
    “Only a sip,” Gaston cautioned. “Anything more is a waste. It needs to last you a whole year.” 
 
    Gaston watched as Diane took a sip. He was ready to snatch the bottle from her if she tried to drink more, but she was surprisingly self-controlled.  
 
    After replacing the stopper and sticking the bottle in her pocket, she looked at him. “Well?” 
 
    Gaston sensed minute flows of energy running through his lover’s body. As he watched, the lines around her eyes disappeared. Her complexion took on a youthful glow. The skin under her chin tightened. Even her breasts seemed to perk up. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” Gaston said. “See for yourself.” 
 
    Diane rushed to a full-length viewing screen near the door. She spent over a minute examining her face and touching various parts of her body. 
 
    “I look ten years younger,” Diane said. “I feel younger.” She removed the bottle from her pocket. “Maybe I should take more.” 
 
    “No,” Gaston snapped before he could catch himself.  
 
    Diane’s glance told him he’d made a mistake. 
 
    “What I mean is that regardless of how much you take, it will only reverse so much,” Gaston explained. “Its effects last one month. Don’t waste the potion. I may not be able to get more.” 
 
    “When this runs out, then what?” Diane asked. 
 
    “By then we’ll have the DNA gas,” Gaston said. “It’s all going to work out. You’ll see.” 
 
    Diane moved closer to him. “It had better,” she murmured before wrapping her arms around him and kissing him hard on the lips. 
 
    Initially surprised, Gaston responded to the kiss enthusiastically. She hasn’t kissed me like this in years. 
 
    Before he could do more, Diane drew back, then moved to her desk and touched an icon. 
 
    “Yes, Empress?” asked the receptionist. 
 
    “Hold all calls for the next thirty minutes. I don’t want to be disturbed.” 
 
    “Yes, Empress. What shall I say if they ask why?” 
 
    Moving back to Gaston, the empress wrapped her arms around his neck and drew him close. “Tell them I’m in a very important meeting.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 – Dreadnaught Destiny 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Admiral Elizabeth Bistos walked to the strategic hologram display on the bridge of her flagship, the dreadnaught Destiny. While Destiny wasn’t the newest starship in the fleet, Liz was proud of her nonetheless. The old warship was a battle-hardened veteran. 
 
    So is the crew, Liz thought. I couldn’t ask for a better ship. 
 
    “The fleet is in position, Admiral,” said the communications officer, Ensign Namers. 
 
    “Good,” Liz replied, still eyeing the hologram. Her ships were designated by white dots. A slew of green dots well to her fleet’s rear denoted the positions of the Trecorian fleet. Other dots of various colors showed the locations of the rest of the combined Empire fleets. 
 
    “Show the Conglomerate starships in blue,” Liz ordered. 
 
    A nearby technician touched an icon on his console. Thousands of dots to her fleet’s left and right turned blue. 
 
    “They are holding their formations well,” said Captain Slystr, the Destiny’s commander. 
 
    “We’re still in Empire controlled space,” Liz said. “I’m more interested in how they do when we’ve got thirty thousand Crosioian ships breathing down our necks.” 
 
    “I hear you,” said Captain Slystr. “I would feel a lot better if we had regular navy ships covering our flanks.” 
 
    “So would I,” Liz admitted, “but Governor Jenkins insists our regular navy warships need to be the main strike force. He says our victory depends on destroying as many enemy ships as possible during the first wave.” 
 
    Captain Slystr snorted. When Liz raised an eyebrow, he leaned forward and whispered, “I was just thinking how much easier it is for politicians to give orders than it is for the soldiers and sailors to carry them out.” 
 
    Liz was tempted to tell the captain that politicians should have to do the fighting once in a while but withheld her opinion. She was a fleet commander after all. Still, there’d probably be a lot fewer wars if the ones declaring them had to do the fighting and dying. 
 
    Ensign Namers turned in his seat. “Sir. Fleet Admiral Manning has given the signal to go. All ships are to begin hyper-jumps to the final rendezvous point. The main attack will commence in T-minus six hours.” 
 
    “Understood,” Liz said. Turning to Captain Slystr, she gave her orders. “If you please, sir.” 
 
    The old captain smiled. “And even if I do not, eh, sir?” 
 
    Liz smiled back. 
 
    Punching the arm of his command chair, Captain Slystr gave his command over the ship-wide intercom. “All personnel prepare for hyper-drive in thirty seconds. Do your duty as I know you will, and we will all come out of this alive.” 
 
    Liz said a silent prayer in the hopes the captain would be right. I know all too well doing your duty doesn’t always keep everyone alive. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Richard made his way toward the cargo bay of the Apollo. The combined fleets were already beginning their jumps to their staging areas. Once every ship was one jump short of the Criterion system, all ships in the first wave would launch in a simultaneous attack on their pre-assigned targets. Fifteen minutes later, the second wave consisting of the troopships would come in and drop their cargos of soldiers and equipment at their primary landing zones. The third and fourth waves would follow at fifteen-minute intervals and orbit Estos. Their landing zones would depend on what he and the other wizard scouts detected. 
 
    “Actually,” said Nickelo, “it all looks pretty good on strategic hologram displays. That is, it looks good if all of the governor’s intel is correct.” 
 
    Richard turned the corner of the corridor. A large group of senior officers surrounding an overweight, bald man approached from the opposite direction. Several armed guards wearing Conglomerate uniforms cleared a path for the governor and his entourage. When one of the armed goons tried to push Richard to the side, Richard wrapped himself in Power and held his position using telekinesis. The surprised look on the guard’s face was worth the expenditure of Power in Richard’s opinion. 
 
    “No, it was not,” Nickelo said in the chastising tone he’d often used during their Academy days. “You are getting ready to drop behind enemy lines. You may need every drop of Power you have in your reserve to stay alive.” 
 
    “I used less than a third of a percent,” Richard said. “My normal recharging will make that up in five minutes.” 
 
    The guard recovered quickly and started to reach for his sidearm. 
 
    “Don’t,” Richard said. “I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    The guard looked Richard up and down. The wizard scout uniform was unmistakable. Before the guard could make a decision, Governor Jenkins intervened. 
 
    “Well, well, if it isn’t Wizard Scout Shepard. It warms my heart to know that soldiers of your caliber will be paving the way on Estos to make my plan a success.” 
 
    The governor’s tone irritated Richard to no end, but he kept his temper in check. 
 
    “Well done,” said Nickelo. “No use getting court-martialed for insubordination.” 
 
    Richard looked past the line of guards, into the governor’s eyes. “Hundreds of millions of soldiers and sailors are going to do their duty today. I hope for your sake you’re not going to let them down. If they were betrayed, I’d make the person responsible very sorry.” 
 
    Governor Jenkins’s eyes narrowed and his face flushed. Even the top of his bald head turned red. 
 
    “Are you threatening the governor?” said a fleet admiral wearing a regular navy dress uniform more suitable for a ball than an upcoming battle. “I’ll have you arrested and thrown in the brig, Soldier. We have a cell on this ship even a wizard scout couldn’t get out of.” 
 
    Richard eyed the fleet admiral closer. He didn’t recognize him but noticed a blue campaign ribbon on the admiral’s chest mixed in with a myriad of other medals. 
 
    “That is the new Conglomerate Service Ribbon the empress approved last month,” said Nickelo. “By the number of gold and silver stars on it, I calculate he spent eighteen years in the Conglomerate navy before being transferred to his regular navy rank.” 
 
    Looking at the other regular navy personnel in the group, Richard noticed they all had the same blue ribbon on their chests.  
 
    Richard looked back at the fleet admiral. “In five and a half hours, me and fifteen other wizard scouts are scheduled to be inserted onto Estos by our lonesome to play hide and seek with a few billion Crosioians. If you want to throw me in the brig instead, that’s fine by me…sir.” 
 
    The fleet admiral balled his hands into fists. “Guards, arrest this man.” 
 
    Before they could move, the guards were stopped by an unlikely ally. 
 
    “Wait,” said Governor Jenkins. “I am sure this is all a misunderstanding.” Turning to the fleet admiral, he said, “I distinctly remember Wizard Scout Shepard telling me once he did not make threats, idle or otherwise. Is that not so, Shepard?” 
 
    Richard didn’t even bother nodding his head. He remembered a meeting he’d had with the bald man once on Trecor. His mother had warned him too late not to make the chubby bald man an enemy. 
 
    “So, you see, Admiral,” said the governor with an oily smile. “I am sure the wizard scout intended no disrespect. In a few hours, he will see the genius of my plan. Then he will be sorry…,” glancing at Richard he finished with, “he ever doubted my abilities.” 
 
    The fleet admiral nodded his head. “As you wish, Governor.” Looking at Richard, he ordered, “On your way, Soldier. If you are smart, you will stay out of my way in the future.” 
 
    The governor and his group continued down the hall. Several of the guards glared at Richard as they passed, but avoided touching him nonetheless. 
 
    “Now why did you go and do that for?” asked Nickelo. “Your little insubordination episode accomplished nothing.” 
 
    “Not so,” Richard said. “It let that overweight, pompous ass know there’ll be consequences to pay if he’s doing anything dirty.” 
 
    “Hmm,” replied Nickelo. “I doubt it. Besides, consequences work both ways. I calculate you will not be getting any juicy assignments for quite a while. In case you haven’t noticed, a lot of the key positions in the military are now occupied by ex-Conglomerate personnel.” 
 
    “I have noticed,” Richard said. 
 
    Nickelo laughed. “I was pretty sure you had. Now you had best be moving to the cargo bay. General Stevens has a shuttle waiting for you. They will launch as soon as the fleet is approaching the final hyper-jump point.” 
 
    Spinning on his heels, Richard continued toward his original destination. His mind was going a thousand kilometers an hour. Too much was happening at the same time. 
 
    “Don’t get sidetracked, Rick,” said Nickelo. “You are making an insertion behind enemy lines in five and a half hours. Keep your mind on the mission.” 
 
    “I will,” Richard said. Entering the cargo bay, he spotted the special operations shuttle nearby. He recognized the pilot as the one who’d flown Stella and him to the DNA center a few years earlier on Velos. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Nickelo. “Looks like you’ve got a general as your chauffeur today. Aren’t you honored?” 
 
    “Tickled pink,” Richard told his battle computer as he saluted the general and entered the shuttle. “We’ve got awhile before we reach the jump point. I want you to set up a secure communications link with the Defiant. I need to talk to Sergeant Ron and the others.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 – Tia 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
    “Tia,” said Sergeant Ron over the dragon-fighter’s ship-to-ship intercom. “I’ve got Rick on the line. Are you in a position where you can talk?” 
 
    Ensign Tia Bistoria looked at the sensor readings on the heads-up display of her flight helmet. Several hundred blips marked the location of the Trecorian task force operating as part of the Empire’s rear guard. Unlike most multi-ship space operations, the blips were close together. She could even see the lights of a few of the warships out the windscreen of her fighter. 
 
    “It’s pretty tight, Captain,” Tia said, “but most of us are holding steady right now. Admiral Donovan’s got everyone at the dimensional fold for the last jump. It’ll get hectic when he gives the signal to go hyper, but I’ve got some free time right now.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said Sergeant Ron. “And don’t call me captain. I ain’t no officer.” 
 
    Tia smiled but made sure not to laugh out loud. From experience, she knew the Defiant’s captain didn’t take jokes all that well. 
 
    “Okay, Rick,” said Sergeant Ron over the intercom. “I’ve got the whole crew on line as well as Tia in her fighter. What’s up?” 
 
    Tia waited expectantly, knowing Richard wasn’t one to make a mass conference call without good reason. 
 
    “All right,” said Richard over the ship-wide intercom. “Just so the rest of you know, I’ve got Dren, Brachia, and Matthew on the line as well.” 
 
    Tia’s hand inadvertently tightened on the fighter’s control stick at the mention of Matthew’s name. The dragon-fighter lurched forward. Hastily pulling the stick back, Tia returned to her original position. Her heart beat furiously in her chest. It wasn’t from the sudden movement. 
 
    “Dren,” said Richard. “Why don’t you and Brachia explain what you found?” 
 
    “It’s only preliminary,” said Dren, “and we only had a small piece of armor to test.” 
 
    “I won’t hold it against you if you’re wrong, kids,” said Richard, “but in less than five hours, I’m going to be in the middle of it, so I need whatever you’ve got now.” 
 
    “See, Dren,” came Brachia’s voice. “I told you we didn’t have time to do all the tests you wanted. We’ve got to—” 
 
    “I didn’t say I wanted to do all the tests,” said Dren. “I just—” 
 
    “Kids,” said Richard in a voice Tia thought sounded a little harsher than normal. “Please. Just tell me what you’ve found so far.” 
 
    “Well, Uncle Rick,” said Brachia, “from what we can make out, the prototype armor is optimized to defend against radiated magic. Specifically, it’s designed to protect its wearer from the magic radiation released by those bombs you discovered.” 
 
    Tia had seen a partial video Margery played for Sergeant Ron of the wizard scout’s mission on the asteroid. She doubted the Empire’s intel community would be very happy if they found out some of their data had been seen by a Trecorian ensign. 
 
    “What else?” Richard asked. “Did you run a simulation on the destruction of the bombs?” 
 
    “Yes,” replied Dren. “The asteroid would certainly have been destroyed like your friend Liz found it. The only problem is that the readings she forwarded to us through Margery were inconsistent with our simulation. Both Brachia and I seriously doubt the bombs you found caused the destruction. We think the asteroid was more likely destroyed by normal, run-of-the-mill nukes.” 
 
    “There should have been armor residue in the debris as well,” added Brachia. “There wasn’t.” 
 
    “Are you telling me the armor and bombs Rick discovered weren’t destroyed?” asked Sergeant Ron. 
 
    “Uh, we can’t be sure,” admitted Dren. “We’d need time to do further tests to be certain.” 
 
    Tia had a feeling the time for doing tests was over, though she wasn’t sure what was going on. Either Rick made a mistake about what he found, or someone’s trying to pull a fast one. In Tia’s opinion, the odds that her former shipmate and his battle computer had made a mistake was low to zero. 
 
    “I’ve got something to add,” said a voice Tia hadn’t heard in almost a year. 
 
    “What is it, Matt?” asked Richard. “Did you find out the source of those lot numbers?” 
 
    “I only found out the source for a few of the lot numbers before my security clearance was suspended,” said Matthew. “Those lot numbers weren’t supposed to exist. I think the crates you found weren’t supposed to have lot numbers. I think someone generated them through an automated system in an attempt to warn us.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Sergeant Ron. 
 
    “I couldn’t find out, Grandfather,” said Matt. “I’ve a feeling whoever it was is now dead or wishing they were.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron said, “Was the armor produced by Deloris Armaments?” 
 
    Matt hesitated before answering. “I tracked the few lot numbers I had to a planet in the Manis system. Officially, no one has any manufacturing facilities there as far as I could tell. I cross-checked with some Conglomerate supply convoys and several passed very close to the system. I can’t prove anything, though.” 
 
    “We should report all of this to the Imperial High Command,” said Dren. 
 
    “Ha!” blurted Sergeant Ron. “The Imperial High Command’s in the hip pocket of the Conglomerate. Good luck with that. Besides, there’s no solid evidence. Even if there was, we don’t know what the evidence means.” 
 
    “I tried telling Mother what I’d found,” said Matthew. “She said she’d have Secretary Reaster look into it.” 
 
    Tia heard a snort that sounded an awful lot like Sergeant Ron. 
 
    “Well, with only five hours left,” said Richard, “I don’t think there’s much we can do right now. I just want everyone to keep their heads on a swivel and watch out for anything strange.” 
 
    “You know, Rick,” said Wizard Scout Terrie Shatstot over the intercom, “you can get in a lot of trouble for sharing this info with us. Leaking top secret data is a capital offense. I think they shoot people for doing that.” 
 
    This time it was Richard who laughed. “If I’m alive by this time tomorrow, I’ll worry about a court-martial. In the meantime, I’ve got to go. My shuttle’s making the hyper-jump ahead of the first wave.” 
 
    “Good luck, Rick,” said Sergeant Ron. “I don’t want to have to break in a new partner, so be careful.” 
 
    “You too, buddy.” 
 
    Tia heard the click of a closing connection, then was left alone with her thoughts. The stars shining through her windscreen never seemed more brilliant. 
 
    “Actually,” said Danny over the fighter’s intercom, “some of those stars are other ships.” 
 
    Tia smiled. She’d missed interacting with Councilwoman Janice Deluth’s ex-battle computer. 
 
    “You’ve got no romance in you, Danny,” Tia said. “We’re going to have to work on that. In the meantime, set me up a secure communication link with my sister and Admiral Donovan. They need to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Tia looked back out at the stars. She didn’t care if some were other starships or not. They reminded her of Matt. Sometimes life just wasn’t fair. 
 
    For the first time in a long time, Tia cried. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 – Drakomar 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    While lonely, the three-day trek to Drakomar was uneventful. The morning of the third day found Jeena standing at the mouth of a narrow ravine. She waited patiently. Four guards were well hidden among the rocks. The energy of their life forces flared in her mind. None of the guards appeared to be magic users, but she sensed two sources of magic with them. 
 
    Magic weapons maybe? Jeena considered the possibility for a second. Doubtful, she decided. Magic weapons are too scarce nowadays to issue to guards. They’re more likely communication devices or low-level wands. 
 
    After a few seconds, two dark-skinned humanoids wearing black leather stepped out from behind a large boulder. Their fine, white hair hung down to their shoulders. The points of their ears protruded through their hair, sticking well above the rims of their metal helms. One of the guards carried a short sword while another held a crossbow. The bowman had his weapon loaded, but not aimed. 
 
    Cautious but not threatening, Jeena thought. 
 
    “The council has been expecting you,” said the dark elf carrying the sword. “Follow me.” 
 
    Not much on the social graces. Jeena moved forward to follow the guard. She wasn’t surprised. The high elves’ dark elf cousins weren’t known for being friendly. I suppose if I lived underground most of my life, I might not be all that sociable either. 
 
    The guard with the crossbow fell in behind Jeena. While the two guards didn’t exactly make her feel like a prisoner, she noticed they also didn’t go out of their way to make her feel welcome. Before long, the lead guard took a left turn into a barely visible cleft in the side of the ravine. Jeena sensed several hidden guards scattered around the opening. None of them showed themselves as her lead guard passed through the cleft. 
 
    As they worked their way farther into the maze of canyons cut into the rocky terrain, Jeena began to sense other life forms not only around her but underground as well. Before long, her small group passed a hunting party carrying several deer carcasses dangling from long poles carried by pairs of dark elves. 
 
    Jeena’s stomach churned. She hated killing anything. While she did eat meat on occasion, she preferred fruits and cheeses. 
 
    Looking around, Jeena had a feeling the barren rock surrounding the lands of the dark elves didn’t provide much tillable soil for farming. 
 
    They eat what they can get, she reasoned. So would I if I was in their sandals. Jeena realized that if her stay in Drakomar lasted very long, she’d probably be eating her share of meat or whatever else was put in front of her. 
 
    Eventually, the lead guard led the way into a large tunnel cut into the side of the mountain. Once inside, they passed more guards. She sensed magic users among them. Several assassins stood off to the side, watching her as she passed. 
 
    They make my two escorts seem downright friendly. 
 
    As they delved deeper into the mountain, Jeena began to sense hundreds then thousands of life forms. Before long, she was passing dozens of dark elves scurrying to and fro as they went about their daily business. The tunnels and caverns her escorts took her through were surprisingly well lit. Balls of magic were evenly spaced along the tunnel ceiling. Its soft blue light gave everything a grayish look. Even her light-blue robe looked more like the color of granite than it did the light blue of the Lady’s priesthood. 
 
    Without warning, the tunnel she was in ended abruptly at the edge of the opening to a massive cavern. The floor of the cavern was several hundred paces below. A large lake of blackish water consumed half the floor. The other half was covered by thousands of buildings, some several stories tall. 
 
    Glancing up, Jeena noticed a spider web of spells crisscrossing from one side of the cavern roof to the other. The lead guard must have noticed her looking because he spoke for the first time since leaving the ravine. 
 
    “The spells above us hold up the weight of the mountain. Their light can also be dimmed or brightened to give the citizens of Drakomar a sense of day and night.” The lead guard waved his hand at the city below. “This is Drakomar. The strength of the dark elves lies here. Our city has never been conquered. The bones of our enemies have been trodden to dust beneath our feet.” 
 
    Jeena sensed pride in his words. A large mound of white in the center of the lake drew her attention. Even at a distance, she sensed as much as saw the bones that made up a major part of the mound. Her mind rebelled at the barbaric cruelty that motivated anyone to make trophies out of enemies, even if they were orcs or humans. 
 
    Pointing at the mound, Jeena said, “I see you’ve had many enemies.” 
 
    The guard’s eyes followed Jeena’s outstretched arm. His initial look of confusion suddenly changed. “No, High Priestess. What you see is the Mound of Hope. You could never understand unless you were a dark elf.” 
 
    Jeena waited for the guard to explain further.  
 
    Instead of speaking, he turned and began walking at a brisk pace toward a ramp leading in the direction of the city center. 
 
    As she followed the guard, Jeena tried to imagine the mindset of a race that would erect a mound of their enemies’ bones and associate it with the word ‘hope.’ It’s hard to believe they are our cousins. I will have to force myself to work with them regardless. Tren is depending on me to get the treaty ratified. Our boundary to the northwest must be secured. 
 
    Eventually, Jeena’s escorts led her into the heart of the underground city. Her pale skin drew a lot of attention. She saw children as well as adults pointing in her direction. Her escorts led her to an inner fortress with a rampart of dark rock towering twenty paces high. The rock wall was polished so smooth the lights of the spells far overhead reflected off their surface. A double gate of burnished metal stood open, revealing a simplistic but huge building made out of roughhewn granite. 
 
    Guards armed with magic weapons lined both sides of the gate, creating a pathway leading to a set of stairs. At the end of the stairs was an open archway the width of twenty elves standing side by side. 
 
    “This is as far as we go,” said the lead guard. Without further explanation, he turned and walked back the way they’d come.  
 
    His companion followed close on his heels. 
 
    With nothing to be gained by watching the two retreating guards, Jeena headed for the large archway. As she started up the steps, a group of dark elves in black tunics appeared in the mouth of the arch. An older dark elf began walking down the steps in her direction. When the elf got close, he did something unexpected. He smiled. The smile appeared genuinely friendly. 
 
    Jeena was taken aback. She’d met many dark elves over the years, but they’d always seemed a somber lot. She couldn’t remember ever seeing one smile the way the approaching elf did. 
 
    “High Priestess Jeehanathoraxen,” said the old elf. “It is my pleasure to meet you at last. Your coming has been foretold.” 
 
    “My coming?” Jeena asked perplexed. 
 
    The dark elf’s eyes twinkled.  
 
    For a moment Jeena thought he was going to laugh. 
 
    “No, no,” said the dark elf. “Not you by name, but you nonetheless. The silver hair; the silver eyes. There can be no doubt. You are the one of whom the prophecy speaks.” 
 
    Slightly shocked, Jeena vied for time to think. “Uh…, you have the advantage over me, sir. Who foretold, and what did they foretell?” 
 
    “Ah, of course. Let me introduce myself and explain. I am Lord Basharian. I am a member of the council of dark elves. My specialty is prophecies and miraculous interventions. About eighty-nine thousand years ago, one of our greatest prophets, the honorable Reoarz, prophesized the demise of the lock protecting the second gate. She said the threat would be overcome by the silver-eyed and silver-haired high priestess. The lock on the second gate has reached a critical point. You are the first to be named high priestess with silver eyes and hair since the High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen nearly a hundred thousand years ago. You can probably understand why I assume you are the one of whom the Prophetess Reoarz spoke.” 
 
    The dark elves words were a lot to take in, but Jeena did her best to tie the information in with what she already knew. That the dark elf might be lying never crossed her mind. Her dark elf cousins were known to be a dour and grim lot, but they weren’t known to have a propensity for lying. Besides, she was already starting to like the old elf. He reminded her of Chief Librarian Elisinsar. 
 
    I have a feeling the two of them would get along quite well, she thought. 
 
    Jeena studied the old elf for several seconds. He remained silent, seeming content to let her come to her own conclusions. Finally, she made her decision. 
 
    “I am sure we both have many questions,” Jeena said. “Perhaps we can find a place slightly more private to discuss what you expect of the Council of Light and me.” 
 
    Lord Basharian smiled. “Oh, just you, High Priestess. As for privacy, the council awaits us in their chamber. If you will follow me, I am sure all your questions will be answered. We can talk along the way.” 
 
    Jeena nodded her head, then kept pace with the old elf as he started back up the stairs. When they reached the top, the half dozen dark elf priests waiting there fell in behind them. They all passed under the archway entering the building proper. 
 
    What Jeena saw was impressive. The inside was a cavernous opening at least two bowshots across. Both the sides and the ceiling were made from rough-hewn granite. Spells similar to those holding up the mountain crisscrossed the ceiling. The open area was so massive that she had no doubt the roof of the structure would collapse from its own weight if not for the spells. The light from the spells illuminated the room well enough for her to see doorways along the walls, likely leading to other parts of the building. The large chamber contained no furniture. The only thing keeping it from being empty was a massive dais in the room’s center. On the dais were three skulls. Each skull was a full two meters across with horns protruding from them. 
 
    “Dragon skulls,” Jeena said as a fact and not a question. 
 
    Lord Basharian stopped walking, then swept an arm to indicate the dais and its contents. “Yes, dragon skulls, but not just any dragons, High Priestess. These are the skulls of the first guardian of the gate. The guardian was brought to our land a hundred thousand years ago by the Black One to prevent the gate from being used as an entry point by invading armies.” 
 
    “Armies?” Jeena asked. “I have read a little about the second gate during my time as high priestess, but I don’t remember reading or hearing anything about dragon skulls.” She considered something the old elf said for a moment. “Who is the Black One you mentioned? One of your gods I haven’t heard about?” 
 
    Lord Basharian began walking toward the dais and its skulls. Jeena matched his steps, and the rest of the dark elves followed. 
 
    “Ah, the Black One,” said Lord Basharian. “We only know what our ancient history tells us. The first guardian spoke of him…or her—we do not really know which. I will say he for lack of a better word, if you do not mind.” 
 
    Jeena shrugged her shoulders. Gender mattered little at the moment. 
 
    Resuming his tale, the dark elf said, “The Black One freed a great host of dragons across the sea from torture and death. After leading a rebellion against a race from the stars, he brought the first guardian here to protect the second gate. The guardian’s descendants have kept the gate secured ever since.” 
 
    The mention of a race from the stars piqued Jeena’s interest. She was familiar with the concept, having herself traveled between the stars in a ship of metal. I was in another dimension then. I wonder if the race from the stars he’s talking about is the same race I worked with from the physical dimension? 
 
    Pointing ahead, Jeena indicated the three skulls. Now that she was closer, she noticed one skull was tinted blue, one red, and one yellow. 
 
    “So, the skulls have prevented the race from the stars from sending their armies to our world?” 
 
    Lord Basharian shook his head. “No, High Priestess. The armies I spoke of are not from the stars. They are from the demonic plane. Just like the Tree of Light prevents the gate in Silverton from being used as a doorway to our world, the guardian secures the second gate. I am sure you are familiar with High Priestess Remozorz and her battle with the necromancer?” 
 
    Jeena laughed at a memory from her youth.  
 
    Lord Basharian frowned at her laugh, Jeena hastened to explain. 
 
    “Forgive me. I wasn’t laughing at what you said. I was laughing at myself and how I pestered my teachers when I was young with endless questions about the gnome high priestess. I could never hear enough about Elf Friend Remozorz. I have always viewed her as my heroine. I have spent many hours in the library reading everything I can get my hands on about the battle on the Highlamar Plains.” 
 
    The dark elf’s frown turned into a semi-friendly smile. “I have a feeling even with all your reading, there may be some things you do not know about the battle. The details exist only in our histories. They are a cherished secret of our race. The knowledge is kept in this temple’s library. Only a few of our most learned scholars are allowed to read the ancient scrolls in full.” 
 
    Jeena’s interest was piqued even further. Tracking down secrets hidden for thousands of years in musty books and scrolls was her favorite past time. 
 
    “Perhaps I can prevail upon you to allow me to peruse some of them while I am here,” Jeena said, realizing she was taking a risk of offending the dark elf lord. 
 
    Instead of being offended, Lord Basharian’s smile grew. “Prevail is the wrong word. We must insist you study our histories.” 
 
    Jeena stopped in her tracks. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    By this time, they were only a few steps from the skulls. The dark elf stared at them for several seconds before replying. 
 
    “When the first guardian grew old, the necromancer and his allies captured the guardian. They used spells to force the guardian to partially remove the lock on the gate so they could open a conduit through the spiritual dimension, into the demonic plane. Using the conduit, the necromancer summoned spirits. He created an army of undead. The necromancer was on the verge of conquering all of Portalis when he was stopped by Elf Friend Remozorz. After the necromancer was destroyed, the high priestess freed the guardian and came here. The guardian was eleven thousand years old at that time. That is ancient even for a dragon. The necromancer’s tortures had weakened the guardian even further. Death was near, and there was nothing either Elf Friend Remozorz or our ancestors could do to prevent it. When the guardian died, a single egg was left to take on the task of protecting the second gate. Successive generations of guardians have secured the gate until now.” 
 
    “Then why am I here?” Jeena asked. 
 
    “Because,” replied Lord Basharian, “the connection between the current guardian and the second gate has weakened to the point where the guardian’s energy is barely able to keep the lock spells on the gate energized. Our hope—the hopes of our prophets—is that the high priestess of silver hair and silver eyes will strengthen the guardian’s link. That is why you’re here.” 
 
    Jeena walked to the edge of the dais. A short flight of stairs led to the top. She glanced at the dark elf lord. “May I?” 
 
    Lord Basharian waved his hand at the stairs. “Of course.” 
 
    Before turning away, Jeena noticed frowns on several of the dark elf priests. So, not everyone’s happy to have me here. Dark elf politics are apparently as divided and full of pitfalls as are those of the high elves. I will need to be careful if I want to get the high lord’s treaty ratified. 
 
    Jeena walked up the stairs and let her mind touch each of the skulls. Although long dead, the colored skulls retained a large amount of Power. Energy still flowed through and connected the skulls. Lines of magic reached outward and upward. 
 
    Jeena looked down at Lord Basharian. “The skulls of the first guardian are the source of magic for the spells holding up the roof of this building.”  
 
    The dark elf nodded. “Yes. You sense it. That is good. That is very good. The skulls’ magic not only holds up the ceiling of the temple above us, but it also energizes the spells that keep the mountain from crashing down on our heads.” 
 
    The blue skull was closest to Jeena. She touched it ever so lightly with her fingertips. The gem at the top of the Staff of the Lady of the Tree flared brighter. 
 
    “Ah,” said Lord Basharian. “The Lady’s staff recognizes the guardian. That is also good.” 
 
    A faint line of Power leading away from the skulls drew Jeena’s attention. She carefully touched it with her mind. The Lady’s staff flared even brighter. 
 
    “The second gate isn’t here, is it?” Jeena asked. 
 
    “No,” replied Lord Basharian. “It is located farther to the northwest, near the lands of the orcs. The current guardian is there.” 
 
    Jeena took her eyes off the blue skull to look back at the dark elf. “I think I would like to meet this guardian of yours.” 
 
    Once again Lord Basharian smiled. “I had no doubt you would. First, we must meet with the council of dark elves. We have much to do, and there is little time to do it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 – On the Verge 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    “All four quads of wizard scouts have been successfully inserted,” said the communications officer. 
 
    “Thank you, Mister Namers,” Liz replied. She continued studying the holographic image of the Criterion star system and its surrounding planets for a few more seconds. Turning to the Destiny’s captain, Liz said, “Are you ready to make the jump as soon as we get the go-ahead from the governor?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral,” said Captain Slystr. “Destiny’s primary computer is linked to the central computer along with the rest of the fleet. The moment the signal’s given, the Crosioians are going to find several thousand unexpected playmates in their backyard.” 
 
    Liz nodded her head. Everything looked good on a computer screen. Even so, the hairs on the back of her neck were standing on end. She was all too aware of Rick’s warning to Tia cautioning everyone to keep their head on a swivel for anything unusual. 
 
    The only problem is, she thought, everything about the entire mission’s unusual. 
 
    “Sixteen wizard scouts on a single planet is a heck of a recon force,” said Captain Slystr. 
 
    Liz forced herself to relax, guessing the captain had sensed her anxiety. The Destiny’s captain was a seasoned sailor and friend as well as being the best dreadnaught captain she’d ever worked with, but he was still a subordinate. It didn’t pay to let anyone serving under her know she was worried. 
 
    If everyone does their job, the governor’s plan should work. 
 
    “You’re right,” Liz told the captain. “It is a lot of wizard scouts. I’m just wondering if thirty minutes will be enough time for them to discover anything useful.” 
 
    “The Conglomerate scouting teams have been reconnoitering this star system for the last week,” said the captain. “According to our updates from Secretary Reaster, all Crosioian targets have been confirmed.” 
 
    Something in the old officer’s voice told Liz the captain didn’t have a whole lot of confidence in Conglomerate scouting teams, especially when the lives of half a billion soldiers and sailors hung in the balance. 
 
    “We’ll soon see,” Liz said as she looked at the timer counting down on the control room’s main observation screen.  
 
    The time read 28:32. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tia sat in her dragon-fighter lost in her thoughts. 
 
    “You need to keep your mind on your mission,” said Danny over their private intercom link. “Based upon brain activity and chemical production in your system, I calculate an eighty-seven percent probability that you are thinking about Matthew. I highly recommend you think about how you are going to stay alive for the next few hours instead.” 
 
    “I was thinking about the mission,” Tia said growing irritable at the invasiveness of the sensors in her flight suit and helmet. “And mind your own business. How much time do we have?” 
 
    “The time is down to twenty-six minutes and fifteen seconds,” said Danny. “Sergeant Ron has got the Defiant stationed a quarter-light second behind you. Once your fighter squadron makes the hyper-jump, he will wait two minutes before making the jump with the rest of the Trecorian fleet. Based upon Governor Jenkin’s battle plan, the Trecor fighters should easily take out whatever light resistance they encounter in the rear area.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tia snorted. “Governor this and governor that. His civilian nose is stuck way too deep in battle tactics for my liking. Civilians should handle the politics of war and leave the fighting to the military.” 
 
    “You should really be careful what you say,” warned Danny sounding genuinely concerned. “We are using a private channel, but if you get in the habit of saying something in private, it is bound to slip out in public sooner or later.” 
 
    “Let it,” Tia replied angrily. “I wouldn’t say anything behind someone’s back I wouldn’t say to their face. Besides, the honored governor isn’t in my chain of command.” 
 
    “True,” agreed Danny. “Admiral Donovan is, though, and he has been ordered by your father to obey the governor’s commands. A lot is riding on a possible future alliance between Trecor and the Empire. Neither of us can oppose the Crosioians’ alliance on our own.” 
 
    “Say’s the Empire. If I was in charge, we’d secure our own borders and let the rest of the galaxy go at it. I don’t trust the Empire any more than I trust the Crosioians.” 
 
    “The empress is Matthew’s mother,” said Danny. “Are you forgetting that?” 
 
    “No, I’m not forgetting,” Tia said. “Believe me; I’ll never forget that piece of information.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Wizard Scout Terry Shatstot sat in the copilot’s seat of Defiant. He looked across the holographic display to his left and caught Sergeant Ron’s eye. “I couldn’t help but notice you have the coordinates to two locations set in our navigation computer. The first is our assigned position with the Trecorian fleet. My navigation isn’t what it used to be, but the second set of coordinates appear to be somewhere on Estos.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron grinned at Terrie. “Your navigation’s pretty good for a medically retired wizard scout. The commandant asked me to take care of Rick for him. That’s what I aim to do. The second set of coordinates is for the center of his assigned landing zone on Estos. If things go to hell-in-a-handbasket, I want to be in a position to save Rick a long walk home if he needs it.” 
 
    Terrie shook his head in disapproval at the possible deviance from their assigned position but smiled in spite of himself. “I’m not even going to ask how you got the location when everything’s supposed to be accessible on a need to know basis only. I’m guessing this is why the Empire doesn’t go around installing two battle computers in the same ship.” With a glance at the intercom on the right bulkhead, he added, “Is that why, Margery?” 
 
    “Hey,” protested Margery. “I argued against it. Besides, Danny and I did not crack the security algorithm on our own. Nickelo and Jonathan helped.” 
 
    “Stella and her battle computer aren’t even in this little shindig,” Terrie said. “Neither are any of Rick’s wizard scout friends, excluding me. So, don’t go blaming it on Jonathan.” 
 
    “Don’t blame it on anyone,” said Sergeant Ron turning back to his control panel. “I’m the captain of this tub of bolts, so the buck stops here.” Glancing back with a grin, Sergeant Ron said, “Besides, what good is it to have the computer processing power of a fleet of dreadnaughts at my disposal if I don’t use it once in a while?” 
 
    Terrie shrugged his shoulders. Truth be told, I’ve had Margery and Danny do a few things others might view as unethical on more than one occasion. 
 
    “How much time do we have?” asked Sergeant Ron. 
 
    “The timer down to twenty-one minutes and forty-one seconds,” said Margery. 
 
    Sergeant Ron touched an icon on the pilot’s console. “Battle stations. Daniel, if Charlie can spare you, I want you in the starboard gun control. You’re our only other trained bongo player. I want you to help guide our missiles to their targets using those fancy guidance systems of Sergeant Hendricks. I’ll be counting missiles, so don’t let me find out one missed because of you.” 
 
    The intercom crackled, and the voice of a young lad came out. “If I ever miss, Sergeant Ron, it’ll be because you didn’t fire the missile right. I hit what I aim at.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron snorted and gave Terrie a wink. “Smart-alecky kid. Kinda reminds me of when I was young.” 
 
    Terrie smiled back. “Who are you trying to kid, Sergeant Ron? You’ll always be young.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 – Estos 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    “How much time do we have left?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Twenty seconds less than the last time you asked me,” replied Nickelo beginning to get more than a little irritated. “The timer is down to sixteen minutes and fifty-seven seconds.” 
 
    Richard remained hidden in the small ravine, which was the only cover he’d found in the immediate vicinity. He’d been inserted deep inside one of the heavier populated enemy areas. So far, he’d avoided detection, but his passive scan was picking up life forms all around him. 
 
    “How are the other wizard scouts doing?” Richard asked. “Has anyone been detected?” 
 
    “Negative. All wizard scouts have reported heavy concentrations of life forms matching the reports from the previous Conglomerate recons and the tele-bots sent here. None of the other wizard scouts have visually confirmed enemy units, but like you, they can see them with their passive scans no problem.” 
 
    “We need to get closer,” Richard said. 
 
    “I hope you are joking,” said Nickelo. “If you were any closer, you could tap one of the Crosioians on the shoulder and ask them to ‘take me to your leader.’” 
 
    Richard raised his gloved hand. His normally black battle suit was a dirty white matching the snow and ice around him. He wasn’t invisible, but pretty darned close. 
 
    “Brachia did a good job tweaking the suit’s camouflage unit,” Richard said. “I keep telling him to stop fiddling with my suit, but to be honest, I’m glad he hasn’t stopped.” 
 
    “Yep,” said Nickelo. “Your niece and nephew have turned into one of your best assets, not including me of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Richard replied as he left the crack in the ice he was using for cover and began moving forward. 
 
    “All right,” said Nickelo sounding resigned. “I can see you are determined to be the first wizard scout to get into a firefight. Very well; so be it. Based upon your passive scan, there are two thousand life forms within four hundred meters of our location. Given the size of some of the energy readings, I calculate we are in the middle of a heavy-armor unit. This ravine runs straight into an ice crevice that is at least a thousand meters deep, so watch your step.” 
 
    Richard began moving double time down the ravine. Surprisingly, it was clear of life forms. He wormed his way to the end of the increasingly narrow ravine. He stopped when he got to the end. It was a sheer drop going down as far as his battle helmet’s thermal visor could see. 
 
    “The ice crust over the north pole is only supposed to be four hundred meters thick,” Richard said. “That looks a lot deeper than four hundred meters.” 
 
    “Humph!” said Nickelo. “Sometimes I think you have selective hearing. I said the rift was a thousand meters deep. The last six hundred meters is a crack in the planet’s crust. I sense a lot of titanium deposits in the rock around the crack, so try not to fall in. You know your scans don’t work very well through titanium deposits.” 
 
    Richard did know. He’d almost been captured by a demon hiding in a titanium deposit. Easing back from the rift in the ice, he weighed his chances of being spotted if he visually tried to confirm the enemy armor. 
 
    “Why try?” asked Nickelo. “Your passive scan has already collaborated what is coming over the tele-bots. Why risk being discovered? In a little under sixteen minutes, the Empire’s combined fleets will make their final hyper-jump to engage the enemy. You can get your head blown off then if you want, without endangering Governor Jenkin’s battle plan. The other fifteen wizard scouts have already sent in target confirmations. I recommend you do the same.” 
 
    Richard was tempted. Everything matched perfectly with the way it should be. Still, he’d been caught with his pants down way too many times over the years when things looked perfect. 
 
    “It’s too perfect,” he insisted. “When was the last time we were this deep behind enemy lines, surrounded by life forms, without making visual contact?” 
 
    “Six weeks ago, on Osellos four,” said Nickelo. “You were doing that mission for General Stevens when—” 
 
    “I remember,” Richard said. “I don’t need a history lesson.” 
 
    “You thought things looked too perfect then, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Richard was not at all happy about being reminded. He’d obviously picked the wrong example. 
 
    “You aborted the mission because things looked ‘too perfect’ didn’t you?” 
 
    Richard gritted his teeth. “Yes, but—” 
 
    His battle computer refused to give him a chance to explain. “As it turned out, there was not a problem, was there? It was later found to be a near perfect setup, and both General Stevens and you were verbally reprimanded. Do you remember that?” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said, having already made his decision. “Things are too perfect here; end of story. I’m not going to risk the lives of a half a billion of my companions for fear of a little reprimand. So, either help me or don’t.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Nickelo, giving in. “The safest point for a visual recon is twenty meters back down the ravine. One of the Empire’s tele-bots has a heavy cat pinpointed a hundred meters from there. You should be able to see its top above the snow mounds.” 
 
    Backtracking, Richard found the spot and slowly raised himself up to the lip of the ravine with telekinesis. As soon as a sliver of the snow-covered terrain came into view through his visor, he hit maximum magnification and sought his target. 
 
    “I’m not seeing anything,” Richard said. “Are you sure you gave me the right direction to look?” 
 
    The battle suit’s helmet moved slightly as Nickelo tweaked the focus of the visor. 
 
    “I still see nothing,” Richard said. 
 
    “Uh…,” said Nickelo. “Neither do I. Maybe the UHAAV is camouflaged.” 
 
    “Give me the location of the second closest target.” 
 
    One of the dots on Richard’s heads-up display glowed red. Turning his helmet in the new direction, he sought out the target, but once again spotted nothing. He raised his head higher. 
 
    “For Creator’s sake, Rick, keep your head down. Maybe they are camouflaged. Maybe the Crosioians are working with magic users again and have an invisibility spell or something on their cats.” 
 
    Reaching out with his mind, Richard tried to spot anything with his scan that seemed like something should be there but wasn’t. He sensed no such spots. In fact, he sensed the complete opposite. 
 
    “I sense the life forms around us,” Richard said, “but they kinda feel like they shouldn’t be there. They remind me of…” Richard raised his head farther. “Nick, plot me the movements of all life forms over the past minute. Are they stationary?” 
 
    “Negative, wizard scout. See for yourself.” 
 
    The dots on Richard’s heads-up display turned into lines as their movement over the last minute was tracked. 
 
    Bummer, Richard thought, remembering how the demon Cancontus had used a spell to simulate thousands of life forms. His team had only figured it out because the life forms were stationary. 
 
    “You know, Rick, if I didn’t know better, I would say you want Governor Jenkin’s plan to fail. It almost seems like you are looking for an excuse to abort the invasion.” 
 
    Richard had to admit he didn’t like the pompous bald man, but he wasn’t going to cancel an operation involving a half billion individuals to spite the governor. On the other hand, he wasn’t going to risk the lives of those same folks without verifying the data either. 
 
    “Plot the movements from the time we got here until now,” Richard said. 
 
    The lines on his heads-up display changed slightly, but not as much as he expected. 
 
    “That can’t be right,” Richard said. A growing sense of concern swept over him. A sudden thought came to the forefront of his mind. “Could that spell Cancontus used be modified to create the illusion of life forms moving?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Nickelo. “What I do know is that not even a major demon like Cancontus or Zenthra could cast a spell large enough to create the illusion of billions of life forms. I am not sure even hundreds of demons working together could do that. What is your point?” 
 
    Richard’s battle computer had often told him that he was too impulsive. He took the opportunity to prove his battle computer right once again. Gambling that the sensed life forms were illusions, he wrapped himself in Power and raised himself completely out of the ravine and onto the snow-covered ice cap using telekinesis. With his M63 lightweight plasma assault rifle at the ready, Richard braced himself for a withering blast of enemy fire in case he’d gambled wrong.  
 
    None came. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Nickelo. “This isn’t right. You should resemble a slice of Swiss cheese right about now.” 
 
    Although he’d never seen a real slice of Swiss cheese, Richard knew what one looked like, and had to agree he should be full of holes if the life forms had been real. 
 
    What was I thinking? Richard wondered. 
 
    “You weren’t,” said Nickelo intruding upon his thoughts. “Regardless, this is not right. The closest piece of armor is a hundred meters away. I recommend you move closer.” 
 
    Richard snorted and took off at a trot. “Yeah. Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    A glance at his heads-up display indicated seventy-three percent Power remaining in his reserve. Richard formed an active scan and wrapped it with a stealth shield before sending it in the direction of the supposed piece of armor. As far as he could tell, the armor was there. So were two dozen other life forms. 
 
    “I would recommend using caution, Rick. You are moving too fast.” 
 
    “How much time do we have?” 
 
    “The time is down to thirteen minutes and fourteen seconds,” replied Nickelo. 
 
    “The hell with caution,” Richard said as he kicked his battle suit into full speed. 
 
    In less than eight seconds, he stood at the location of the piece of heavy armor. All he saw was snow and ice. Everywhere he looked was snow and ice. Except for his footprints, the snow was undisturbed. 
 
    “Maybe you should check out a couple of targets before you sound an alarm,” suggested Nickelo. 
 
    Richard tried to let his mind become one with the environment. It was a technique his friend Trinity had taught him for leveraging his passive scan to get more detailed information at close proximity. He sensed the two-dozen life forms his passive scan told him were there. Tightening the filter even more, he dimmed the life forms into the background. A faint outline of energy remained. 
 
    “Are you seeing this, Nick?” 
 
    “I see,” said Nickelo. “It’s magic.” 
 
    “It’s a spell. The flows of magic in the spell are similar to the flows in the spell Cancontus used to create the illusions of those static life forms.” Making a command decision, Richard said, “Send an abort signal. We need to warn the fleet.” 
 
    “Rick, I concur some type of spell appears to be creating an illusion at this particular spot, but I calculate a ninety-seven percent probability it is an isolated incident. I was not exaggerating when I said it would take in excess of several hundred demons to create a large number of illusions on Estos. Even if that could happen, what about the Crosioian fleets scattered around the solar system and the outposts on the other planets and asteroids? Surely you are not suggesting all of those targets are illusions as well. Even a thousand demons working in tandem could not achieve an illusion of that scale. Governor Jenkins is not going to abort the invasion just because you discovered a single illusion spell, even if he believed you, which he won’t.” 
 
    “Send the abort signal,” Richard ordered using command voice. “Send them as much data as we’ve got. Our people are walking into a trap. I can smell it. Send the information to the Trecorian fleet as well. Use Margery to do it if you can’t.” 
 
    No further argument came from Nickelo. In less than a second, the battle computer had a data packet formed and secured by Richard’s Power. The data packet disappeared into the tele-network. 
 
    “It is done,” said Nickelo. “Now all we can do is wait.” 
 
    Richard sighed. He hated waiting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 – Attack 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    Governor Jenkins stood by the command chair of his flagship watching the approach of Secretary Reaster. She didn’t look pleased. 
 
    “One of the wizard scouts has given an abort code,” said the secretary. “The data he sent indicates a ruse of some type on Estos.” 
 
    The governor glanced around the command bridge. His gaze stopped on the strategic hologram in the center of the deck. Bright lights pinpointed the positions of all major units of the combined Empire fleets. 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” said the governor. “Let me guess: Shepard.” 
 
    The secretary nodded her head so vigorously a few strands of gray hair came out of her headband and covered her left eye. She brushed the errant hair back. “Yes. The other fifteen wizard scouts have confirmed tele-bot and Conglomerate scout data using their passive and active scans. No visual contact has been made. Several of the senior Empire navy officers are already expressing concern about Shepard’s report and the lack of visual confirmation elsewhere.” 
 
    Governor Jenkins waved his hand at the holograph. “A half a billion soldiers and sailors in the greatest invasion force ever assembled by the Empire is waiting for my command to go. Do those officers really expect me to abort the mission based upon the recommendation of a lone wizard scout?” 
 
    The secretary spread her hands and shrugged. A slight smile crossed her lips. “Not everyone in your armada’s as loyal to the empress and you as the handpicked crew of this ship. You can depend on the Conglomerate naval forces to blindly follow your commands. However, some of the Empire’s regular navy officers may balk at your orders. They may cause trouble.” 
 
    The governor glanced at the holograph display again and then at the timer on the main bulkhead. It showed 04:12. He raised his hand to his forehead and wiped away several beads of sweat threatening to drip into his eyes. 
 
    In four minutes, he thought, I will make history. The best of the Empire’s regular-navy warships are here, crewed by the brightest and most experienced regular-navy officers and sailors. The ground assault forces are the Empire’s best as well. We have stripped the Empire’s regular military to bring them to one place at one time. An opportunity like this will not come our way again. I am not going to let Shepard or anyone else prevent the empress’s destiny. 
 
    “Your orders?” The secretary smiled as if she already knew the answer to her question. 
 
    Governor Jenkins spoke in a voice loud enough to be heard by everyone on the command deck. “Tell the troop convoy commanders Wizard Scout Shepard has discovered the Crosioians do not have as many of their troops on the ground as we thought. The ground assault is to take place at the same time as the navy’s attack on the Crosioians’ fleets. Order the troopships to land directly on the planet’s surface to ensure total surprise. There is no time to use shuttles. Tell the Conglomerate fleets to hold their positions. They will be receiving separate orders soon. I want as many of the Empire’s regular-navy warships in the first wave as possible. Total victory is within our grasp. Tell everyone the invasion commences in four minutes.” 
 
    “As you command,” smiled Secretary Reaster. 
 
    Yes, thought Governor Jenkins. As I command. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 – Change of Plans 
 
    ___________________________ 
 
    “Sir!” said Ensign Namers. “We’ve received new orders from the Supreme Commander of the Fleets.” 
 
    Turning away from Captain Slystr, Liz took the message tablet from the communication officer’s hand and scrolled the orders up with the tip of her finger. After the first scroll, she scrolled back and reread the decrypted message. 
 
    “What the hell?” Liz said, forgetting all about her desire never to let her subordinates know she was worried. 
 
    “Sir?” asked Captain Slystr. “Trouble?” 
 
    “That fool Jenkins has ordered the troopships in with the first wave.” Liz was growing angrier by the second. “He’s ordering them to land directly on the surface of Estos before our fleets gain space superiority. Something about fewer Crosioians than expected and wanting to take full advantage of a surprise attack.” 
 
    Liz handed the orders to the Destiny’s captain, then watched his face turn a shade of darkening pink as he read them. Liz had a momentary sense of admiration for the old man’s self-control. She had no doubt several curse words were inside him, aching to get out. 
 
    “What do we do?” asked the captain in a surprisingly calm voice. 
 
    “Do?” Liz said. “We’re in the military. We are sworn to obey legal orders.” 
 
    The captain started to open his mouth before Liz cut him off. “But, I want to be absolutely sure these are valid orders and not something some Crosioian hackers have sent us.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Ensign Namers. “I can assure you the orders have come through Imperial High Command channels. My equipment is—” 
 
    “Subject to failure just like every other piece of military or civilian gear,” finished Captain Slystr picking up on his admiral’s line of thinking. “I want you to run a complete diagnostics of your communication equipment to confirm the message. That should take at least five minutes.” 
 
    Liz glanced at the timer on the control room’s strategic holograph display. It showed 03:05. She gave an inward smile. 
 
    “But sir—” protested the ensign. 
 
    “But nothing, Mister,” said Captain Slystr. “You have your orders, now make it happen.” 
 
    The communication officer hustled away, scratching his head as he went.  
 
    Captain Slystr leaned close to Liz. “So, what are your real orders, sir?” 
 
    “You are taking a risk, old friend,” Liz said. “Are you sure you want to go along for the ride? Mutiny in the face of the enemy is an automatic sentence of death by disintegration ray.” 
 
    “So I hear,” said the captain. “The question is, who is the real enemy?” 
 
    Liz nodded her head. “Very well, Captain. We have twelve million combat soldiers along with their equipment in our part of the troopships. Tell them to follow the original orders and go in fifteen minutes after us as planned. Our warships will go in with the rest of the other fleets in the first wave. However, an unfortunate navigation error could put us a light minute away from our original target area, couldn’t it, Captain?” 
 
    “Uh, yes, sir,” said Captain Slystr. He glanced around the crowded command deck as if checking to make sure no one could hear. “What if the governor is right? If the Crosioians’ fleets are dispersed as indicated by the Conglomerate’s scouts, we can’t leave our assigned targets unengaged. They would counterattack one of the other fleets for sure. The loss of life on our side would be horrendous. We can’t let that happen, sir.” 
 
    Liz nodded her head. The captain had good reason to be concerned. “Have the navigators ready to make a second jump for the remaining distance at my command. A light minute is far enough to keep us out of an ambush but close enough to confirm our targets. We can engage the enemy soon enough to prevent them from attacking our companions if Governor Jenkins is correct about their locations.” 
 
    “As you command, sir.” Captain Slystr rendered a parade-ground-perfect salute, then turned to give the orders. 
 
    Liz looked at the timer. It was down to 02:11. She glanced around the command bridge of her flagship. She felt the vibrations of the ship’s massive engines through the metal deck as the Destiny prepared to make the final hyper-jump. 
 
    Will this be my last command? She had a feeling whether she was right or wrong, she’d probably never command a ship or fleet in the Empire again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Sir,” said Chief Science Officer Otesa of the dreadnaught Darius’s Hammer. “Something is strange.” 
 
    Admiral Donovan was tempted to say ‘What isn’t?’ but refrained. Governor Jenkins’s already dubious battle plan was unraveling quickly. His communication officer had just received a copy of the combined fleets’ orders requiring the Empire’s troopships to land directly on Estos with the first wave. Unlike their heavily armored warship cousins, the lightly armored troopships could land directly on a planet’s surface. While the new orders didn’t affect his Trecorian fleet, he felt sorry for the hundred million or so shock troops that would be inserted on Estos early. The Empire’s warships wouldn’t have time to gain space superiority before they landed. 
 
    Of course, landing is one thing. Taking off is another, especially after the troops have disembarked. Shaking his head, Admiral Donovan turned toward the science officer sitting at the large control console to his left. 
 
    The captain of Darius’s Hammer rose from his command chair a few paces away and walked over as well. 
 
    “What is so strange that you need to bring it up with less than two minutes before the invasion begins?” asked Captain Petran. 
 
    “That’s just it, sir,” said Chief Science Officer Otesa. “It takes at least two minutes to warm up a standard hyper-drive, but I am not detecting energy readings from any of the Conglomerate ships. They are supposed to be providing security for the Empire’s troop convoys, aren’t they?” 
 
    Moving next to the science officer’s shoulder, Admiral Donovan confirmed the data on the screen, then noticed the Otesa’s captain doing the same from the other side of the science officer. 
 
    “Do you think someone screwed up and forgot to send them the revised orders?” asked Captain Petran. 
 
    “Unknown, sir,” replied the science officer. “I have taken the liberty of contacting one of my Conglomerate counterparts through back channels. She says her captain is as mystified as we are. Even the Conglomerate’s troopships haven’t received the revised orders. They are still planning on going in with the second wave. My counterpart’s captain is requesting clarification from his chain of command.” 
 
    Admiral Donovan looked at the timer again. 1:18 flashed, then 1:17, 1:16, 1:15. He made his decision. Walking to the communication console, he tapped on the ‘All Fleet’ icon. 
 
    “This is Admiral Donovan. We have a change of plans, boys and girls. Admiral Yahtorsi, you will take your ships and provide rear guard as per our original orders. Admiral Evers, you will position your ships in quadrant 41 to guard the Empire’s left flank. I’ll take the rest of our Trecorian ships to quadrant 13 and cover their right flank. Let’s make it happen.” 
 
    Admiral Donovan looked at the timer again. It flashed 0:56. Creator help us. Governor Jenkins sure isn’t. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Tia,” came Sergeant Ron’s voice out of the dragon-fighter’s intercom. “I need you back here on the double.” 
 
    “Back to the Defiant?” Tia asked. “I’ve got a hyper-jump in less than a minute.” 
 
    “Then you ain’t got time to waste,” replied Sergeant Ron.  
 
    The click of the intercom told Tia she’d be getting nothing further out of the Defiant’s cantankerous old captain. 
 
    “Dragon One returning to mothership,” Tia said, letting her squadron know she was breaking formation. As she switched the hyper-drive to the ready position, Tia saw the acknowledgment signal from her squadron commander. He didn’t ask any questions. 
 
    “Danny,” Tia said, “I need a little help. I can’t make the jump back on my own.” 
 
    “Compliance,” replied Danny over the intercom. “I have Margery helping with the calculations.” 
 
    Tia gave an approving smile. Having two battle computers at my disposal certainly helps in times like this. Without them, a jump this short on prep time would be impossible. 
 
    The fighter’s control stick moved of its own accord into a hard left at the same time the hyper-drive did a micro-jump. Things happened way too quickly for Tia’s human mind to track, but she trusted Danny to take care of her. In less than fifteen seconds, Tia’s dragon-fighter was latched onto by the Defiant’s tractor beam and hauled into the fighter’s storage position under the ship’s wing. 
 
    “Stay in your fighter,” ordered Sergeant Ron. “I’m making our jump in thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Tia was concerned about getting pulled into something she’d be better off avoiding. 
 
    “Estos,” replied Sergeant Ron. “Rick’s in trouble.” 
 
    Tia sat back in her seat and braced for hyper-jump, no longer worried about where she was being taken. Rick was her friend. “If Rick’s in trouble, I’m all in come hell or high water.” 
 
    “Amen to that, sister,” said Danny. 
 
    Tia laughed.  
 
    So did Danny. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 – The Mound 
 
    __________________ 
 
    Three weeks flew by for Jeena. True to his word, Lord Basharian and the council not only gave her access to the temple’s library, but they also encouraged it. Or rather, some of the council encouraged her research while the remaining council members gave lip service. Jeena did her best to ignore the dark elves’ politics and concentrate instead on finding as much out about the dragon skulls, the second gate, and High Priestess Remozorz’s visit to Drakomar after the battle of Highlamar Plains. 
 
    “Gretchen?” Jeena said.  
 
    “Yes, High Priestess?” replied the old scribe assigned to help with Jeena’s research. 
 
    “I see in this account of the high priestess’s visit that it lists the names of the ones who came with her.” Jeena placed her finger underneath a name on the old scroll. “I have seen the name Kreathin before in some of High Priestess Remozorz’s diary entries. What is his story? I get the impression he did something horrible. He was a high elf, was he not?” 
 
    “Yes, he was,” said a pleasant-sounding voice behind Jeena. 
 
    Spinning in her chair and knocking over a stack of scrolls in the process, Jeena saw the form of a middle-aged dark elf. His long white hair was brushed to a high shine as was his knee-high leather boots. Everything about the dark elf’s clothing was immaculate. Even his fingernails were trimmed and polished. 
 
    “Lord Crendemor,” Jeena said, “you startled us.” 
 
    Jeena did her best to remain composed, but the dark elf’s sudden presence irritated her. Since he was a member of the council of dark elves, she forced herself to sound polite. Deep down, she didn’t like the elf. He seemed…too perfect. 
 
    “Ah, forgive me,” said Lord Crendemor. “It wasn’t my intent to catch you unawares.” 
 
    Jeena felt her face flush. The dark elf’s tone was on the verge of being condescending. 
 
    “You have a very good stealth shield,” Jeena said, stalling for time to gain control of her emotions. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” said Lord Crendemor. “I have many talents. Perhaps one day I will have the opportunity to show them to you. I could teach you many things, High Priestess.” 
 
    Jeena stared, hoping the dark elf understood she had no intention of taking him up on his offer. 
 
    Lord Crendemor gave one of the smug smiles she’d grown to dislike. “You mentioned Kreathin,” said the dark elf. “That’s a subject I know much about. I have…read a lot about him over the years. As to whether he did something horrible, I suppose that depends on your point of view.” 
 
    Curious despite herself, Jeena asked, “How so?” 
 
    Nodding at an empty chair on the opposite side of the table, Lord Crendemor said, “May I?” 
 
    Jeena waved her hand in the direction of the chair. 
 
    After the dark elf settled in his seat and smoothed out the wrinkles in his tunic, he leaned forward. “Kreathin’s bondmate, Lillia, was murdered by a human during the recovery of the Staff of the Lady of the Tree. Kreathin accompanied High Priestess Remozorz to Drakomar and helped her reestablish the guardian’s lock on the second gate. Kreathin was a very powerful mage even for those olden days.” 
 
    Jeena’s curiosity grew. “What was the horrible thing he did? Depending on your point of view, as you say.” 
 
    Although Lord Crendemor smiled, Jeena thought she saw a hint of anger flash in his eyes. It was gone before she could be sure. 
 
    “After the lock was restored on the gate, Kreathin disappeared for many years. It is said that he sought a way to restore his bondmate to life.” 
 
    “I do not believe it,” Jeena said aghast. “No high elf would resort to necromancy.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor shrugged his shoulders indifferently, but once again Jeena thought she saw a flash of anger in his eyes. 
 
    “As I said, High Priestess, it is what I’ve read. Now, where was I? Oh, yes. Finally, Kreathin returned to what was then Silver Town and resumed his duties with High Priestess Remozorz. It is said that while he was there, he continued his attempts to bring his beloved Lillia back from the land of the dead. Before he could succeed, Remozorz and the Council of Light drove him out of Silver Town and placed banishment spells on the lair that he had hidden near the town.” With a shrug of his shoulders, the dark elf added, “Or so I read.” 
 
    Jeena shook her head. The idea a high elf could stoop so low as to dabble in necromancy was incomprehensible. She knew the link between bondmates was strong, but to think it was so strong a high elf could be lured to such evil was too much to believe. 
 
    “Thank you for the information,” Jeena said. “Now I must get back to my studies. I still have to find the secret to how Elf Friend Remozorz restored the guardian’s lock.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Lord Crendemor, “then we should work together. As I said, Kreathin assisted the elf friend in the restoration of the lock. She could not do it on her own. She needed a helper.” 
 
    “A helper?” Jeena said. She’d been on two missions for the Oracle where she’d been assisted by a ‘helper.’ Even now, she sensed the link they’d shared between them dangling out in the nothingness of the universe. Links were forever. While their connection was no longer complete, the link was still there as a reminder. Their shared time together had been brief, but during those moments, she’d felt a sense of peace and completeness for the first time in her life. She missed the feelings even now. 
 
    “Yes, a helper,” said Lord Crendemor. “Kreathin helped the high priestess use the Lady’s staff to reestablish the link between the guardian and the lock surrounding the gate. As I said, he was a powerful mage…as am I. If you would allow me, I could help you as well. Working together, I have no doubt we could control the lock on the second gate using your connection to the Lady’s staff and my skills as a mage.” 
 
    As he spoke, Jeena noticed the dark elf lean closer until he was halfway across the table. She unconsciously moved her chair back. 
 
    “I believe I should continue my research for now on my own,” Jeena said. “I will keep your offer in mind.” 
 
    The anger once again flashed in Lord Crendemor’s eyes. It was gone as quickly as it came. He sat up straight in his chair. “Of course, High Priestess. I merely made the offer. The welfare of the dark elf race depends upon the restoration of the guardian’s lock. Time is of the essence. If you would but allow me, I could teleport you to the mountain we call Drepdenoris. Together we could use the Lady’s staff to do what must be done. I am sure of it.” 
 
    Jeena stood and stepped back until she felt the rough granite of the room’s wall dig into her flesh. That the dark elf lord was a powerful mage, she had no doubt. The trouble was that something about him had bothered her ever since their first meeting. 
 
    Lord Crendemor rose from his chair and walked to the door. He turned and bowed. “I can see you are undecided. I am ever at your disposal if you need me.” Then he turned and left. 
 
    With Gretchen’s assistance, Jeena picked up the scrolls she’d knocked over. Once she was done, she gave the dark elf scribe a tired smile. “That will be all for today, Gretchen. For some reason, I no longer feel like studying.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The perfect smile never left Lord Crendemor’s face as he made his way back to his quarters. Underneath the façade, his anger burned hotter with each step. He forced himself to recite a calming mantra. Anger is a weakness. I cannot afford to be weak. 
 
    By the time he entered the carved-out rooms that were his quarters, he’d regained his composure. 
 
    The silver-haired elf is stubborn, he thought. The Dalinfaust needs her and the Lady’s staff. I will get it. Once she bonds with me, the staff will be mine to control. The Dalinfaust taught me more than he knows over the years. With the high priestess as my bonded and the Power of the staff, I will rule Portalis. The demon armies will be mine to command. I only need to open the gate myself. The demon’s dark council will be beholden to me. They will let Lillia come back to me. We will be together again. I know it. 
 
    Lord Crendemor checked the protective spells surrounding his quarters. He recited a spell to renew the energy at a weak spot. Once done, he levitated a stone out of the wall. The dark space beyond was cold and forbidding even to him. The sensations from the hole were unlike anything on Portalis. Reaching inside, Lord Crendemor’s hand tingled as it disappeared from sight. His hand grew cold, almost numb. When he pulled his hand out, he grasped two items: a bottle of swirling red gas and a hand-length rod of black. He held the bottle before his eyes. The swirling gas intrigued him. 
 
    So much Power in so little space. The Dalinfaust says this is the last of its kind. Only through its Power can Lillia be restored. I must guard it with my life. 
 
    Returning the bottle to its hiding place, Lord Crendemor stared at the hand-length rod. He was tempted to use it to steal the high priestess’s knowledge. 
 
    Perhaps I wouldn’t need her if I had her knowledge. Finally, Lord Crendemor shook his head. No, the risk is too great. I used the knowledge transferal device to gain the memories of the dark elf lord whose illusion I use as my own, but the rod has its limits. I could gain her knowledge, but I still would not be able to manipulate links like her. I learned much about the Lady’s staff from the fool gnome high priestess, but not enough. I need this high priestess to bond with me. Then the second gate can be opened. 
 
    Lord Crendemor smiled. The silver-haired high priestess wasn’t Lillia, but she was still beautiful. He would have her as his own. He would have her bond. The thought of the pleasures she would give him made the heat inside him grow. 
 
    She will be mine. I swear it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jeena was almost to her room when something touched her senses. It was almost as if something were calling out to her, begging for help. She recognized the something. It was the DNA gas she’d risked her life to retrieve for the Oracle. 
 
    That can’t be. Jeena stopped in the darkened corridor and concentrated on the sensation. According to the Oracle, all twenty-nine bottles were destroyed. I used fifteen of them myself to destroy the Dragars’ temple. 
 
    Jeena reached out with her senses. Before she could pinpoint the location of the DNA gas, the sensation disappeared. Try as she might, she no longer sensed the cry for help, then wondered if she really had. 
 
    “High Priestess Jeehanathoraxen.” 
 
    Jeena turned in the hall to see Lord Basharian approaching. He was alone. 
 
    “I hoped I could find you,” said Lord Basharian. “High Lord Trenadine sent an escort to return you to Silverton when you depart. I have taken the liberty of bivouacking them in one of our barracks. Their needs will be taken care of until you leave.” 
 
    “Please, call me Jeehana,” Jeena said. “I regard you as a friend. I hope you feel the same for me.” 
 
    Lord Basharian nodded his head and smiled. “Jeehana it is.” 
 
    Jeena smiled back. “I think we both know I will not be returning to Silverton any time soon. I think it is time I traveled to the place you call Drepdenoris and meet the current guardian. While I could easily spend many months combing through your library, I believe I have discovered all I can for now.” 
 
    Lord Basharian nodded his head again. “You may be right. I can arrange for one of our mages to teleport you to Drepdenoris. That would be more convenient than walking. It is well over a week’s travel by foot. Lord Crendemor has volunteered to take you several times.” 
 
    Jeena involuntarily shuddered. 
 
    The dark elf must’ve noticed. He smiled. “Yes, I know. But he really is a powerful mage. He has led the fight against many of our enemies over the years. He would be a valuable ally for you.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Jeena lied, doing her best to sound polite. “My escort and I will get along fine. High Lord Trenadine sent two of our mages with the escort. They are friends of mine. Besides, walking will give me time to think and seek the Lady’s advice.” 
 
    “Of course, High Priestess,” replied Lord Basharian. “I have no doubt the Lady knows best.” 
 
    Jeena had a thought. “Did you seek me out just to inform me of the arrival of the escort from Silverton?” 
 
    Lord Basharian smiled. “Actually, no. I wanted to personally tell you that the council of dark elves has ratified the treaty between our two races. An attack on one will now be considered an attack on both. The council even approved the trading agreements in the treaty. That should please your high lord.” 
 
    The news pleased Jeena as well. “Yes, I am sure High Lord Trenadine and the rest of the Council of Light will be delighted.” 
 
    The dark elf looked behind him and then back at Jeena. “Uh, may I show you something?” 
 
    “Of course,” Jeena replied politely. The old dark elf had done a lot for her over the past few weeks. 
 
    The dark elf lord remained silent as he led Jeena through the maze that was the temple’s halls and stairways. With each twist and turn, they climbed higher until they came to a single window on the top floor of the granite building. The window looked out over the lake. In the center of the water was the mound of white Jeena had noticed on her first day in Drakomar. 
 
    Jeena averted her eyes from the mound of bones, wondering why the seemingly kind old elf had brought her to see an obvious monument to torture and death. 
 
    Lord Basharian apparently noticed Jeena shift her gaze and guessed her thoughts. “Ah, yes, the ways of my race and our high elf cousins appear very different at first glance, but I believe that is only because we only see what our minds want to see in the other. We do not take the time to try and understand what might be behind what we first see.” 
 
    “Why did you bring me here?” Jeena’s voice was harsher than she’d intended, but she didn’t like cruelty. “I have seen too many monuments to death during my life. A pile of your enemies’ bones does nothing for me.” 
 
    The old elf nodded his head before staring at the mound of white. A drop of liquid streamed down one cheek, and he wiped a hand across his face before looking at Jeena. “The mound is not what it seems. When you look at it, you assume it is a symbol of some horrific action on the part of my race against an enemy. Nothing could be further from the truth.” 
 
    The seriousness of the dark elf lord intrigued Jeena. “What else could I think? If not that, then what?” 
 
    Lord Basharian gave a half smile. “When I look at the mound, I see a symbol of hope. I see a reminder that even in the darkest of times the Creator may send a helper to lead us out of a hopeless situation.” Waving his hand at the distant mound, the old elf’s voice took on a rhythm almost as if he were telling a story repeated exactly the same from generation to generation. “In the days of old, a disease swept over our people, claiming the lives of countless thousands of our ancestors. Nothing our priests or mages could do was able to stop the spread of the affliction. Our ancestors prayed to the Lady to intercede with the Creator on our behalf. When the destruction of our dark elf race seemed imminent, the Creator sent us a helper to stand with us against the corruption threatening Drakomar.” 
 
    The old elf looked at the mound for several seconds before turning back. 
 
    “The helper the Creator sent was known as the Great Healer of the North. Our high priest linked with him and funneled the Power of our best priests and mages into the helper. The helper drew the disease of all our ancestors into himself. He healed our people. Then he was taken back to whence he came until needed once more.” 
 
    Lord Basharian locked eyes with Jeena before turning to point at the white mound. “That is the spot where the helper stood when our magic users linked with him. That is where the Great Healer of the North saved our race. Over time, many of those who were healed chose that island as their final resting spot upon their deaths.” 
 
    Facing Jeena, the dark elf gave a smile and shrugged. “So you see, Jeehana, that mound is not a mound of bones taken from tortured enemies. It is a voluntary monument to the healing of our race and the mercy of our Creator.” 
 
    Jeena didn’t say anything for several seconds while looking at the white mound in a new light. It no longer looked like the place of evil she’d thought. 
 
    “Then we must not let the sacrifice of your Great Healer of the North be for naught,” Jeena said. “My guards and I will depart in the morning for Drepdenoris. Somehow, I will find a way to renew the guardian’s lock on the second gate. I swear it.” 
 
    Lord Basharian nodded. He seemed pleased. “I have no doubt you will, Jeehana. Just so you know, the Great Healer of the North was not a dark elf. He was a human.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 – Discovery 
 
    _________________ 
 
    “Fifteen seconds until the invasion begins,” said Nickelo. “I recommend finding cover. You would hate to succumb to friendly fire if one of the Empire’s dreadnaughts decides to bombard this location.” 
 
    Richard continued running at max speed for the next source of energy indicated by his passive scan. “You told them there was nothing here, right?” 
 
    “I sent the message to higher,” said Nickelo. “What they did with it is anybody’s guess. My security interface to the tele-network has been cut off. The only information I am getting now is through Margery and Danny. Apparently, Governor Jenkins has commanded the ground troops to land on Estos during the first wave based upon your report. I calculate there is only going to be time for minimal bombing before the first wave lands.” 
 
    “Great. That’s just great,” Richard said as he reached the location of the energy reading. The spot was as empty as the other three he’d already checked. 
 
    Something about the new location drew Richard’s attention. He stopped running and tightened the filter on his passive scan to maximum. 
 
    “You only have twelve seconds, Rick. I highly recommend you seek cover, buddy. You are down to less than seventy percent in your Power reserve.” 
 
    Richard acknowledged his battle computer’s words but didn’t move. A tickle at the edge of his mind told him he was onto something. His heavily filtered passive scan wasn’t picking up anything new, but he couldn’t quit trying. On a hunch, he shrank the range of the scan to only a meter; still nothing. Taking three steps forward, he sensed a familiar minute source of energy. 
 
    “That reminds me of a tele-bot,” Richard said. 
 
    “Doubtful,” replied Nickelo. “Even tele-bots put out more energy than that. Unless… Uh, Rick, I’m activating the sensor your niece and nephew installed in your battle helmet to detect tele-bots. I need you to set up an active scan and merge it with the sensor’s output.” 
 
    Richard did as requested. “What’s up?” 
 
    Nickelo chuckled. “I think you may have stumbled onto something, old buddy. The energy readings you are picking up remind me of the static tele-bots we encountered during the battle at the airfield on Velos. They are supposed to be undetectable, but somehow you did it. The data from your scan is coming in now. Give me a couple of nanoseconds.” 
 
    Richard realized his mind had switched into hyper-mode. The nanoseconds seemed to drag by before streams of data began entering his shared space. Some of the readings were similar to a standard tele-bot while other readings were as far from technology as a tele-bot could get. What he sensed was lines of magic encapsulating a definitely nonstandard tele-bot. 
 
    “Someone’s put a spell on that tele-bot.” Richard carefully probed the tele-bot with the active scan he’d merged with his helmet’s sensors. “Actually, there are several spells on the tele-bot. Based upon the lines of magic, I’d say a very powerful magic user cast the spells.” 
 
    Something else intruded on Richard’s senses. It was a stench he’d never forget—the taint of demons. 
 
    “I see it, Rick. I calculate you caught the static tele-bot as it was powering up. Whatever it was placed here to do is going to happen soon.” 
 
    “Well, it ain’t going to happen on my watch,” Richard said. 
 
    Using his active scan, Richard located the main processing unit on the tele-bot and merged his mind with it. Security programs rushed to defend the processor, but Nickelo countered their efforts with logic of his own. Magic energy reached out to attack Richard’s mind. He countered the magic easily enough. He’d had too much practice over the years circumventing both technological and magical security programs in large computer networks to be naysaid by the minimal processing power of a tele-bot. 
 
    Within nanoseconds, Richard was in control of the tele-bot, or rather Nickelo was in control. The results were the same. Richard had access to the static tele-bot’s programming. 
 
    “It is scheduled to activate in fifteen minutes,” Nickelo said. 
 
    “Once it’s activated, what’s it supposed to do?” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Nickelo. “That is a good question. The only thing it is supposed to do upon activation is cast one of those spells.” 
 
    “No way,” Richard said. “Computers can’t cast spells.” 
 
    “This tele-bot can,” replied Nickelo. “It is only partially composed of technology. It is also magic. You can see the lines of magic as well as me. I sense strong demon taint on the magic, too. I can’t be sure, but I calculate the spell it is supposed to cast is an enlargement spell. From what I can tell, it is supposed to cast the spell on something inside the tele-bot.” 
 
    Following his battle computer’s probe, Richard located a minute speck of something inside the tele-bot. Using a technique he’d been taught by the Defiant’s mechanic, Charlie, he let his mind become part of the object. He sensed its energy. He sensed its purpose. He knew what it was. 
 
    “Crap! It’s a bomb. It’s one of those nukes from the asteroid. I knew they weren’t destroyed. I just knew it.” 
 
    “It’s not a standard nuke,” said Nickelo. “It is a combination of magic and technology. I calculate its radiation cannot be stopped by normal anti-radiation armor. Even your battle suit will only be partially effective.” 
 
    Richard struggled to put all the pieces together. “It’s too small. I can’t believe its blast radius would be more than a few meters.” 
 
    “I calculate that is what the enlargement spell is for,” said Nickelo. “The timer on the nuke is set for one second. As soon as the tele-bot casts the enlargement spell, the nuke will activate. It is a tactical nuke, so its blast radius will only be about a half a kilometer. However, I calculate its magical radiation will extend for at least ten kilometers in all directions. If the nuke goes off, everything caught in the magic radiation will die. Even dreadnaught armor will not stop it completely.” 
 
    “To hell with that,” Richard said as he twisted the tele-bot’s primary energy source. The activation timer for the tele-bot shut down. “Well, so much for that.” 
 
    A new stream of data came flooding into Richard’s mind. “What’s this stuff?” 
 
    “It is the location of other static tele-bots on Estos,” said Nickelo. “There are millions of them. I calculate every one of them has one of those nukes. The Empire’s walking into a trap.” 
 
    “Warn the fleets,” Richard said using command voice. “Tell them to abort. Tell them it’s a theatre-wide ambush.” 
 
    “Unable to comply, wizard scout,” said Nickelo. “My security interface with the tele-network has been disconnected, remember? I have sent the information to Margery, but I calculate it is too late. The invasion has already started. The first wave is making their hyper-jump now. You cannot do anything else here in the open. I highly recommend you hightail it to the ravine. The troopships are bound to have fighters strafe this area before they land.” 
 
    Agreeing, Richard turned with the intention of running, but on a hunch, he turned back and wrapped a line of Power around the static tele-bot. After raising the flap of his dimensional pack, he levitated the tele-bot with its embedded nuke into his pack. 
 
    “Are you really sending a nuke back to the planet Storage?” asked Nickelo. “Whatever for?” 
 
    Richard spun around and took off at max speed for the ravine. “I’ve absolutely no idea,” he admitted. “It just seems like the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Humph, humans,” grumbled Nickelo. 
 
    “Humph, computers,” Richard countered. Then he concentrated fully on making for the ravine, sensing at least one troopship and its fighters inbound. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 – Mutiny 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    “All ships in the fleet have completed their jumps, Admiral,” said Captain Slystr. “Our scanners are picking up the energy signals of enemy ships, but nothing is showing up on our targeting computers. It’s as though nothing is there.” 
 
    Liz drummed her fingers on the armrest of her command chair. “Tell our fleet to go into defensive formation alpha five. No one is to advance on our designated targets unless I give the order.” 
 
    “Aye aye, sir,” said Ensign Namers as his hands began moving across his communication console. 
 
    Turning to the Destiny’s science officer, Liz said, “What is the status of the other fleets?” 
 
    “Initial reports are confusing, Admiral,” said Chief Science Officer Machala. “Target sites are giving off energy signatures, but the locations are empty. No one is reporting any enemy contact. There is something else, Admiral.” 
 
    Both Liz and Captain Slystr looked at the science officer. 
 
    “None of the Conglomerate ships in the first wave made the hyper-jump with us. The invasion forces’ flanks are exposed. The initial wave of troopships is already landing on Estos. Their target sites are empty as well. As far as I can tell, no Crosioians are within ten light-years of Estos.” 
 
    Liz knew there were a lot smarter people in the galaxy than her, but she’d been blessed with the ability to think fast and make decisions even faster. Without hesitation, she made the most critical decision of her life. 
 
    “Send the abort signal to the combined fleets,” Liz ordered. “Have the fleet commanders pull back to my position now.” 
 
    “On whose authority?” asked Captain Slystr. “Only Governor Jenkins has command over all the fleets. Any fleet commanders obeying your orders would be committing mutiny, as would you…as would we all. I also have to point out, sir, that a lot of the other fleet commanders outrank you.” 
 
    Liz had no doubt everything the Destiny’s captain said was true. Even so, she knew she was doing the right thing. Her hope was that at least some of the fleet commanders would see the wisdom of her orders and make their decision accordingly. 
 
    “Give the command on my authority,” Liz said. “The honored governor walked us into a trap and left us here. Even his flagship the Apollo didn’t make the jump.” 
 
    Liz rose from her chair and punched the icon on the armrest labeled ‘All Fleets.’ 
 
    “This is Admiral Bistos. I am taking command of the combined fleets based upon General Order three eighty-five point one six. Governor Jenkins is a traitor. Any Empire ship commander that continues to follow the governor’s orders will be dead in thirty minutes along with their crew. Anyone who wants to keep their command alive to fight the Crosioians will rendezvous here. The governor thinks we are going to be defeated. I do not. Make up your own mind and do it quick. That is all.” 
 
    Turning to the communications officer, Liz said, “Tell those troopships to get off Estos immediately. Leave any ground units that have already disembarked. We need to save as many soldiers as possible. Tell them to get off now. If I am wrong, they can go back and get their troops later.” 
 
    For a half dozen heartbeats, no one on the command deck moved.  
 
    Captain Slystr locked eyes with Liz, then finally nodded his head. “Very well, Admiral. If it is mutiny, then we will all go down together.” Turning to his crew, the captain said, “You heard the admiral. Get moving. We haven’t lost this battle yet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 – Decision 
 
    _________________ 
 
    The demon Zenthra merged his mind with as many of the Crosioian computers located in the Criterion star system as he could. Even he couldn’t control all the computers of the assembled Crosioian fleets and their allies at the same time. He sensed the 3,000 demons he’d assembled over the past six months. Their stealth and illusion spells were holding. All was going according to plan. 
 
    The fool empress and her lapdog Jenkins have played their parts, Zenthra thought. The pride of the Empire’s regular military is assembled in one spot. Their jugular is exposed. My Crosioians will cut them to pieces. This galaxy will be mine. 
 
    Despite his words, Zenthra knew everything was far from perfect, but his calculations told him it was close enough. Most of the Empire’s warships were remaining in the target areas. Some were withdrawing to link up with one of the Empire’s fleets that had stopped well short of the trap. His calculations proved not enough warships were linking up to make a difference. Parts of the Trecorian fleet acting as the Empire’s rear guard wasn’t in the correct position either, but Zenthra calculated it would only make a minor difference. As long as he was in control of the Crosioians’ master computer, the outcome of the battle was assured. Still, it was an inconvenience. 
 
    I hate living creatures, Zenthra thought. They and their cursed free will have always been a problem. The Master’s variable has added more complexity to the algorithm than I would like, but it is still within tolerances. I will destroy the Master’s variable as well as the Empire’s invasion force. My tele-bots show me the Master’s variable is still on Estos. The Master has forbidden me to directly harm him, but if he is caught in the trap and dies, the Master cannot blame me. 
 
    Zenthra calculated if he should set off the magic radiation nukes early to ensure the destruction of the irritating wizard scout. He decided against it. The probability of mission success was too low if not done on schedule. 
 
    Zenthra made a final check of the Crosioians’ forces. They only needed the signal from their master computer to close the jaws of the trap. He checked the link to his form in the past on Portalis. He was still controlling everything from fifty years in the past. 
 
    A feeling of satisfaction passed over Zenthra. The Dragars’ primary computer that he’d possessed a hundred thousand years ago was still in the past on Portalis. Even if the Crosioians’ master computer was somehow destroyed, his Dragar computer avatar would still be safe. He could just possess another computer in the Crosioians’ network and continue the battle. The Dragars’ computer in the magic dimension was safely buried under thousands of meters of rock on Portalis. The computer room was hardened by every spell at his disposal. The room was further encased in energized titanium. Nothing could teleport in or out without his permission. Even his brother demons couldn’t harm him. He was invulnerable. 
 
    My only concern is that the Master is not allowing me to receive information from my future self, Zenthra thought. The host of computers at my disposal has calculated billions of possible outcomes, but I still do not know for sure how the current battle will end. It will be a toss of the dice. 
 
    Zenthra pondered the problem for a dozen nanoseconds, then finally made his decision. 
 
    “Commence attack,” Zenthra commanded through his guise as the Crosioians’ master computer. 
 
    The Crosioians’ fleets immediately obeyed his orders. They always obeyed their master computer and were eager to destroy the Empire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 – Beachhead 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Fighter shuttles swooped low, laying down a dense barrage of covering fire. Richard huddled deeper into the ravine as soon as he’d sensed the fighters making their attack run. Without a connection to the tele-network, he knew the fighter pilots would assume he was an enemy soldier. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Dirt and debris kicked up as a massive troopship touched down. Dozens of light Warcats and their slightly heavier Tomcat cousins spewed out of the troopship’s door. They were followed by platoons of power-armor clad infantry spreading out in all directions. The initial wave of shock troops was followed closely by a swarm of UHAAV armored cats and tracked vehicles of every make and model. Armed hover cars zoomed overhead, seeking out enemy targets. 
 
    Richard was impressed. The soldiers landing in the troopship were obviously marines. While it took a long time to squeeze a marine division into a large assault ship, he knew an experienced unit like the marines took very little time to disembark. 
 
    In less than a minute, a pair of Warcats leaped over the ravine where Richard was hiding. He had his best stealth shield up, so the cats continued on their way without noticing his presence. Sensing the approach of a squad of infantry, Richard cautiously raised his hands in the air and stuck his head over the lip of the ravine. 
 
    “Wizard Scout Richard Shepard,” he shouted over his battle helmet’s external speakers. “Don’t shoot.” 
 
    A marine dressed in power-armor and carrying a portable rocket launcher sighted at Richard’s head. “I’m not picking up an IFF signal from this one, Sergeant. Do you want me to fire?” 
 
    Richard instinctively wanted to duck back below the rim of the ravine but forced himself to remain with his head exposed. As a precaution, he wrapped himself with Power in preparation for shifting into the void if the need arose. 
 
    “My battle computer’s connection with the tele-network is out,” Richard tried to explain. “I’m one of sixteen wizard scouts who landed a half hour early.” 
 
    “Sarge?” asked the marine carrying the rocket launcher. 
 
    By that time, the entire squad had their weapons pointed at Richard. A marine sporting sergeant stripes on his power-armor walked up until only a few meters from Richard. 
 
    “Hold your fire, you mugs,” said the sergeant. Pointing the barrel of a large rifle in Richard’s direction, the sergeant said, “Raise your visor, wizard scout. I want to make sure you’re not a bat before we get any further.” 
 
    It’s pretty obvious I don’t have wings, Richard thought. With a dozen weapons pointed at his head, he didn’t argue the point and complied with the sergeant’s request. As soon as his visor was up, the sergeant’s visor raised as well. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be,” said the sergeant sporting a wide grin. “If it isn’t cadet 832. You’re lucky Alice didn’t blow your head off instead of taking the time to ask questions.” 
 
    Richard recognized the sergeant. She looked older than when he’d last seen her. Stress lines showed in several places on her tanned face, but he thought she was as cute as ever. 
 
    “Cadet 647,” Richard said. “I haven’t seen you since pre-Academy.” He returned the ex-wizard scout cadet’s grin. “I’m glad to see you’re still alive.” 
 
    Turning to her squad, the sergeant said, “Lower your weapons, mates. I know this ugly mug. We were cadets in pre-Academy together.” 
 
    In truth, Richard knew they’d been more than fellow cadets. She’d been DFR’d from pre-Academy, but during the six months before that, they’d become very close. 
 
    “I’ll say,” said Nickelo intruding on Richard’s thoughts. “From what I can see in my databanks, you spent more time trying to figure out how to set up secret rendezvous with cadet 647 than you did studying for your exams.” 
 
    Richard felt his face growing warm. He lowered his visor. “Hush, Nick. Mind your own business.” 
 
    After dispersing her squad in a defensive perimeter, Richard’s ex-classmate turned back to him. “We’re not cadets anymore, though, are we? By the way, in case you’ve forgotten, my name’s Sharon; Sergeant Sharon Falcio, to be precise. I’m assuming I can still call you Richard. We were close at one time, if you remember.” 
 
    Richard felt himself blushing behind his visor again. “I remember your name, Sharon. Please call me Rick. All my friends do.” 
 
    “Am I still your friend, err…Rick?” said Sharon. “It’s not like you’ve been burning down the tele-network trying to contact me.” 
 
    “Uh…, my life’s been, uh…, complicated.” 
 
    Sharon laughed. “Ain’t everyone’s?” Then the sergeant grew serious. “I can vouch for you, but that ain’t good enough without an active IFF signal. I’m going to have to take you back to the colonel.” Turning to a nearby soldier, she said, “Corporal, take the squad to our objective. No one’s had any contact yet. I’ll try to join you before anything interesting happens.” 
 
    “Aye aye, sergeant,” said the corporal. “All right, you mugs, move it out. This war ain’t gonna wait while you to take your own sweet time.” 
 
    Sharon hefted her rifle and pointed the barrel in the direction of a group of tracked vehicles. The pieces of armor formed a small perimeter about a half klick away. “Shall we? I’m sure the colonel’s going to have some questions.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “I don’t have time to waste, Sharon. I need to see your division commander ASAP. It’s urgent. We’ve all walked into a trap. There’s no time to lose.” 
 
    Sharon bit her lip, then whispered something into the helmet’s mike. After nodding her head a couple of times, she lowered her visor and pointed at the tracked vehicles again. 
 
    “Sorry, Rick, no can do. The battalion intel officer says the tele-network has nothing on a wizard scout being in our sector. She says according to higher, only fifteen wizard scouts landed on Estos and that none of them were named Shepard.” 
 
    “I have a feeling Secretary Reaster has wiped your mission from the tele-network,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “Ya think?” Richard replied, growing angrier by the second. 
 
    When Richard didn’t move, Sharon said, “Rick, I don’t know what’s going on, but I’ve got my orders. I don’t want to fight you. I know how that would turn out. Regardless, I’ll do my duty. Our battalion commander’s a reasonable woman. She’ll get you up to division lickety-split if your information warrants.” 
 
    As it turned out, Richard wasn’t destined to find out how reasonable his friend’s battalion commander was. A salvo of ground-to-air missiles took off from several nearby tracked vehicles. Multi-colored beams of plasma and phase energy shot upward from anti-aircraft batteries on the troopship. Sharon took off running for the battalion headquarters. Richard ran after her. 
 
    “We’ve got incoming Crosioian warships,” Sharon shouted over the continuing noise of ground-to-air missiles and other anti-aircraft fire. “The troopship’s activating the division’s force field.” 
 
    Richard sensed lines of energy shoot outward from the troopship and form an invisible barrier 4,000 meters in radius. A missile came screaming down from the clouds and slammed into the force field. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The shock of the nuclear explosion knocked both Richard and Sharon off their feet. 
 
    The division’s force field held. 
 
    At the bright flash, the visor on Richard’s battle helmet automatically darkened. Once the light dimmed, he sent the command to revert the visor to normal night vision mode. When the visor cleared, he didn’t like what he saw. 
 
    “That was not a tactical nuke,” said Nickelo. “Based on its energy output, I calculate it was at least eighty megatons. The good news is that it was not one of those magic nukes. The force field is keeping the radiation from penetrating.” 
 
    Richard scanned the area around him, stretching his passive scan as far as he could go. He detected no remaining life forms on the ground outside the force field. 
 
    “There should be marines out there,” Richard told his battle computer. “The lead elements were outside the shield.” 
 
    “Yes, they were,” replied Nickelo. “They are gone now. You had best get moving. This battle is only starting unless I miss my guess.” 
 
    As if on cue, Richard sensed a buildup of energy in two locations inside the force field along with dozens of others outside the shield. 
 
    “It’s the static tele-bots,” said Nickelo. “Brace yourself.” 
 
    Sharon was just starting to rise to her feet. Richard knocked her down and covered her with his own body just as a nuke went off 2,000 meters away. Before the blast wave swept over them, Richard threw up a hasty defensive shield. Most of the nuke’s energy glanced off, but the wave of dirt, rocks, and broken pieces of metal that followed threatened to roll him off his friend. Using telekinesis, he deflected the larger items away. His battle suit handled the rest. 
 
    A wave of radiation swept over Richard and Sharon. Both screamed as the magic radiation penetrated their armor and began burning the cells of their bodies from the inside. Richard felt Power from his self-healing reserve attempting to return his cells to baseline. He wrapped Power from the reserve he used to heal others around Sharon. After comparing the way her body was with how it should be, he pulled the difference into himself. 
 
    Waves of magic radiation from other exploding nukes came rolling in. Each wave of magic reinforced the others, intensifying the damage to Sharon and Richard’s bodies. 
 
    “You can’t keep healing her,” Nickelo warned. “That magic radiation is going to cause more damage than you can possibly heal. Make for the troopship. Its armor will provide some protection. It may give us time to think of a plan.” 
 
    Jerking Sharon to her feet, Richard began dragging her toward the troopship. The Power in the healing reserve he used to heal others dropped rapidly as he continued to reverse the damage to her body. The double dose of pain from his friend’s injuries as well as his own made concentrating difficult. In spite of his hold, Sharon jerked out of his grasp. 
 
    “No,” shouted Sharon. “I’ve got to get to my squad. They’re not answering my calls.” 
 
    “They’re dead,” Richard shouted back. “Everyone outside the shield’s dead.” Grabbing his friend’s hand, Richard pulled her in the direction of the troopship. 
 
    As they stumbled along, Richard saw bodies of unarmored marines twitching in the last throes of death. A clean-cut young man screamed as he rolled up into a ball. His legs suddenly relaxed, and he stopped screaming. A shimmer left the man’s body and dissipated to nothing. Richard knew the shimmer well. He’d been seeing similar shimmers ever since he had helped destroy the Dragars’ temple on Portalis. 
 
    “They’re dying,” Richard told Nickelo. “I can’t do anything about it.” 
 
    “No,” said Nickelo, “you cannot. The magic radiation is killing unprotected personnel in thirty seconds. Those in power-armor may last five minutes, but that is it. Crews in armored vehicles may last an hour or more before they succumb. Those inside the troopship are faring better. They have a chance if they take off now.” 
 
    A trio of energy readings appeared high overhead on Richard’s passive scan, and coming in fast. Diving for the ground, Richard pulled Sharon underneath him once more. She struggled but to no avail. He used telekinesis to supplement the strength of his battle suit. 
 
    “You are down to forty-seven percent Power in your reserve,” said Nickelo. “Let the woman go. Head for the ravine. I have a plan.” 
 
    Richard held on tight to his friend. He sensed beams of energy streaking out from the inbound Crosioian destroyers in the direction of the troopships. The beams passed through the already weakened force field and struck the troopship. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Even as he threw up a defensive shield, Richard knew he couldn’t stop all the energy. A wave of fire and pieces of metal slammed into him, throwing him through the air. Somehow, he hung onto Sharon and continued healing her even as they hit the ground. 
 
    “Stop healing her,” Nickelo ordered. “The reserve you use to heal others is empty. You are using Power from your defensive and offensive reserve now. Don’t waste it. She is going to die anyway. I calculate they are all going to die. Release her.” 
 
    “Go to hell!” Richard yelled in his shared space as he stood up still holding onto Sharon, who was barely conscious. 
 
    The burning wreckage of the troopship told Richard there’d be no salvation from that quarter. He noticed several heavy cats still on their feet, firing all weapons skyward. Several marines in heavy power-armor were running to man crew-served anti-aircraft weapons. Some began firing upward in defiance. They were marines. Richard knew they wouldn’t quit. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Turning in the direction of the sound, Richard saw a large troopship landing a klick away. Another troopship landed several hundred meters beyond it. 
 
    “Crosioians,” Nickelo said needlessly. 
 
    Swarms of bulky Crosioian cats came rushing out of openings in the side of the ship. Fighter-shuttles shot out from the top of the nearest troopship before banking into a hard turn, straight for the burning wreckage of the Empire troopship. The remaining marine cats and crew-served weapons switched their fire to the fighters and approaching ground forces. 
 
    “We’ve got to help them,” shouted Sharon as she broke free from Richard’s grasp again and ran for a nearby tracked rocket launcher. 
 
    Desperate, Richard sent out a call to his dolgars. If the pack leader, Sheeta, could bring his spirit-horse to him, he was sure he could get Sharon and him out of the ambush alive. The trouble was that the dolgars more often than not didn’t answer his calls for help. 
 
    “They will either come or they won’t,” said Nickelo. “I recommend making something happen on your own.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Richard replied as he took off after Sharon. 
 
    By the time he caught up with his friend, she was already helping two marines manhandle a fresh rocket into the vehicle’s launcher. Richard grabbed hold of the rear end of the rocket and shoved it into place. 
 
    “The firing computer’s down,” said one of the marine crewmen. 
 
    “Just fire it,” Richard ordered. “My battle computer will make sure it gets to its target.” 
 
    Without waiting to consult the crew, Sharon slapped the launch button. Fire shot out the back of the rocket before it flew out the end of the launch tube toward the nearest Crosioian troopship. 
 
    “Nick?” Richard said. 
 
    “I have it,” said Nickelo. “It’s not going to do any good in the grand scheme of things, but I have it.” 
 
    The rocket wavered at first, then steadied into a track heading straight for an opening in the side of the nearest troopship. Richard didn’t wait to see if it hit. He’d read the writing on the side of the missile. It contained a 5-megaton tactical nuke as its warhead. 
 
    Sharon and the other two marines were already pulling another rocket out of its storage container. Before Richard could help, a fighter-shuttle made a strafing run, firing small balls of energy as it came. Richard threw a defensive shield around Sharon. Two balls of energy glanced off before they could hit his friend. A ball of energy hit Richard’s ankle, knocking him off his feet. He screamed. He felt cooling liquid being shot into his veins from several of his battle suit’s thread needles and sensed Power from his self-healing reserve wrap around where his foot should be, although he couldn’t feel the appendage itself. 
 
    Looking down, Richard saw no sign of his left foot. All he could see were jagged pieces of his battle suit and dangling pieces of flesh below his knee. Blood spewed out the torn opening. Before he could pass out, another round of cool liquid shot into his veins, keeping him conscious. 
 
    “Stay with me, Rick,” said Nickelo. “Use your rifle as a crutch. You have to get to the ravine. The magic radiation is still attacking your cells.” 
 
    Richard looked around. The two crewmen were in pieces, as was the rocket launcher. Sharon was still on her feet. She swung her rifle off her shoulder and began firing at two Crosioians running in her direction. Richard recognized their armor. It was the same prototype armor he’d found on the asteroid. 
 
    Reaching out with his mind, he found the spinal cord at the base of one of the bat-creatures’ necks and twisted hard. The bat went down. A stream of plasma rounds from Sharon’s rifle traced along the second bat-creature’s neck. Most of the rounds ricocheted off the magic armor, but several rounds found a weak point. The Crosioian fell to the ground beside the other bat. 
 
    Sharon looked back at Richard, switching her visor to clear. Her eyes widened as they focused on his missing foot.  
 
    Richard switched his visor to clear as well. For a long second, he locked eyes with her. He saw no fear, only concern for him.  
 
    Her eyes moved to look at something behind him, and she raised her rifle and began firing. 
 
    “Rick—” was all she had time to shout before a beam of purple energy cut her in half. 
 
    A fighter-shuttle zoomed past, seeking other targets.  
 
    Richard reached out with his mind and found a source of energy inside the fighter. It was a plasma bomb. With a twist, he wrapped the energy back on itself. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The fighter blew apart, scattering flaming pieces of wreckage across the battlefield. 
 
    Reaching out with his Power again, Richard wrapped it around Sharon. Before he could pull her injuries into himself, he saw a shimmer around her body. It dissipated into the universe as quickly as it had appeared. Richard tried to pull Sharon’s injuries into himself, but none came. There was nothing to heal. 
 
    “She’s dead, Rick,” said Nickelo. “I am sorry, but that is just a fact. You will be dead too if you don’t get moving.” 
 
    A part of Richard wanted to lie down and die. He fought the feeling off. He was a marine. Aided by the chemicals his battle suit continued to pour into his veins, Richard ignored his pain and leveraged himself up using his M63. Hobbling as best he could with his rifle as a crutch, he made for the ravine. The four hundred meters to his destination may as well have been a light-year away. He didn’t need his battle computer to tell him he’d never make it before some Crosioian cat or fighter pilot lined up their sights on him. 
 
    “Don’t quit on me, wizard scout,” said Nickelo. “There is always hope.” 
 
    Something olive drab in color and half buried in the snow and ice drew Richard’s attention. He recognized the piece of metal. It was the fender of a hover-cycle. Throwing all his eggs in one basket, he made for the fender. Whether it was just a piece of debris, he didn’t know. When he reached the fender, he reached out with his mind and located the rest of the cycle. It was intact. 
 
    Richard dropped his rifle, fell on top of the cycle, and dug the loose snow away. He found the starter switch. The engine roared to life.  
 
    Leaning on the hover-cycle, Richard revved the engine and forced the cycle out of its premature grave. Half crawling and half pulling, he climbed onto the seat. 
 
    “Get moving,” said Nickelo. “Your bleeding has almost stopped. Get to the ravine. The magic radiation will kill you if you don’t get to cover. Your self-healing reserve is large, but it’s not inexhaustible.” 
 
    The part of Richard that refused to give up forced him to swing what remained of his battle suit’s left leg over the cycle. He noticed the flesh of his ankle and foot reforming as his self-healing Power did its job. Thumbing the cycle’s accelerator, he zoomed into the air. 
 
    “Not so high,” warned Nickelo. “You will draw fire.” 
 
    A stream of plasma rounds from several directions came streaking toward Richard. Not all of them were from Crosioians. 
 
    “Take control,” Richard said as he made a feeble attempt to evade the incoming rounds. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    The hover-cycle banked hard to the right while diving for the ground. Richard felt the arms of his battle suit shift until the cycle leveled off a bare meter above the snow-covered terrain. Within seconds, the cycle dove into the ravine. It slowed down and stopped just short of the rift in the ice. 
 
    “Get off,” ordered Nickelo. “Jump. It is your only hope.” 
 
    Richard slid off the hover-cycle. His left foot and ankle had reformed enough to partially support his weight. Ignoring the pain with each step, he squeezed through the last steps of the narrowing ravine and threw himself over the edge. Pieces of ice sticking out from the sides of the narrow rift slammed into him, sending him spinning to crash into the other side. 
 
    “Use your telekinesis,” said Nickelo. “Be prepared to shift into the void if I tell you.” 
 
    Richard wrapped himself in Power but turned control over to his battle computer. Things were happening way too fast for his human mind.  
 
    As he fell, he felt a lessening of the magic radiation. The ice on the sides of the rift gave way to solid rock. He felt Nickelo using telekinesis along with a minimal use of dimensional shifts to keep him from harm. Eventually, the sensation of radiation disappeared completely. At almost the same time, Richard felt his battle computer use his telekinesis to slow him to a stop. They’d reached the bottom. 
 
    “You are at four percent Power in your reserve,” said Nickelo. 
 
    Reaching out with his passive scan, Richard tried to sense what was happening on the surface to no avail. He gave up and sat down on a convenient rock. His foot was nearly healed, but the lower part of his battle suit was a mess. 
 
    “Now what?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Now?” said Nickelo. “Now I recommend you switch to your lowest-level stealth shield so your Power reserve can recharge. Then I would recommend getting a new battle suit out of your pack. I have contacted Margery and Danny and let them know what is happening on our end.” 
 
    “What did they say?” 
 
    “They said to wait,” said Nickelo. “Sergeant Ron is on his way.” 
 
    Richard sighed. He hated waiting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 – Dangerous Foes 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Jeena’s long silver hair flowed over her shoulders. She wore her light-blue robe made of the finest elven silk and carried the Lady’s staff in her right hand. Two elven females dressed in black robes walked alongside her laughing and singing. As of the fourth day of their travel to the mountain of Drepdenor, the trip had been uneventful. 
 
    Jeena laughed along with Dalphia and Lily. After three weeks of living among the dark elves, she was taking full advantage of the time with her friends. The three of them had been close since childhood. Even though she’d chosen to become a priestess of the Lady and her friends had chosen to become mages, they still tried to find time to be together. 
 
    “Isn’t it a wonderful day?” asked Dalphia, her brown hair blowing in the breeze behind her. “Look at the birds. It’s a day to make any elf feel good to be alive.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen a day you weren’t happy to be alive,” said Lily giving Jeena a wink. “Unless it was the time you were preparing to take your final exam at the mage guild with Lord Jathar. I seem to remember you throwing your hands up in the air and begging the Creator to put you out of your misery.” 
 
    Jenna laughed as she remembered the incident. While her friends continued their light-hearted banter, Jeena took a moment to observe the two dozen elf guards evenly spaced out around the three of them. They were far enough away to give her and her friends a feeling of privacy, but close enough to protect them if the need arose. The leader of their military escort was Troop Leader Zeandra, a grizzled veteran of many battles. 
 
    Jeena was glad for the extra eyes of the guards. Despite the presence of her friends, she’d been edgy all morning. Though she had no definite reason to be concerned, she had a nagging feeling something was amiss. When she had confided her concerns to Troop Leader Zeandra, the old veteran had promised to keep her soldiers extra alert and watchful. Even as Jeena watched, she sensed Zeandra’s eyes roaming the landscape for any hint of danger that might threaten the safety of her charges. 
 
    Zeandra frowned as she looked to the front. The troop leader had positioned two scouts to walk three hundred paces ahead. Jeena had previously observed the two scouts descending into one of the many small depressions crisscrossing the deceptively appearing flat plain. That had been almost a minute ago. 
 
    The scouts should have made their appearance on the other side of the ravine by now, Jeena thought. 
 
    Reciting a quick spell of revealing, Jeena released some of the energy from her Power reserve to probe the area ahead. Her spell revealed nothing. All she saw were the birds and butterflies darting among the sparse brush and a brightly colored bird moving its beak as it sang. 
 
    I don’t hear any noise coming from the bird. It almost seems like an illusion or a…? 
 
    “Zeandra! Ambush!” Jeena shouted. 
 
    Troop Leader Zeandra immediately notched an arrow in her bow and searched for a target. Her troops emulated their leader and tightened into a protective circle around Jeena and her two friends. 
 
    Loud war cries sounded from hundreds of throats to Jeena’s front as the hidden ambushers realized they’d been discovered. Horns blared as more than two hundred orcs came pouring out of the hidden ravine ahead. Another hundred orcs carrying bows appeared on the left as the illusions of brush that had been concealing them dissipated. Seconds later, five score arrows were arcing through the air. 
 
    Jeena reached out with her mind for the arrows. She sensed their poisoned tips. As the arrows reached the zenith of their flight and began their descent, she raised her staff and shouted a spell. Power from her reserve transformed into magic. The runes on the Lady’s staff glowed as the air above the elves shimmered and transformed into a magical shield. Jeena doubted her hasty shield would last more than a few seconds but hoped it would be long enough.  
 
    It was. The arrows burst into flames and were destroyed before the shield dissipated. The arrows’ ashes scattered in the wind doing no harm. 
 
    Troop Leader Zeandra and her archers released their own volley of arrows into the massed orcs charging from the front. At the same time, Dalphia and Lily chanted words which were heard and quickly forgotten. Two balls of red energy flew into the ranks of the orc bowmen where they burst into white-hot blasts of flame, killing a score of orcs and successfully disrupting the second volley from the survivors.  
 
    Jeena smiled. Her friends had studied well at the mage guild. “Well done!” she yelled encouraging her friends. “Show these orcs they have bitten off more than they can chew.” 
 
    Trusting the reflexes of her elven guards to dodge the few accurately aimed arrows heading in their direction, Jeena turned her attention to the orcs charging from the front. She closed her eyes, drew more energy from her Power reserve, and formed it into a deadly pattern in her mind. Her silver eyes snapped open as she recited the spell to release the pent-up energy and send it flying at her target. The earth eagerly responded to the spell’s request. The ground beneath the orcs erupted, sending rocks and pieces of orcs in all directions. From what she could tell, over a hundred attackers were killed or injured in the blast. 
 
    The remaining orcs slowed their advance as if reconsidering the wisdom of their ambush. When hundreds of additional orcs with a liberal sprinkling of ogres poured out of the ravine to replace those who’d fallen, the orcs renewed their charge with vigor. 
 
    Jeena noticed the air around the orcs shimmer as their shamans surrounded them with protective wards. Her temper rose accordingly. 
 
    You are going to have to try harder than that, Jeena thought. She began another, more complicated spell to destroy the orcs’ wards. As she formed her spell, she noticed a band of six dark elves on the far side of the ravine and recognized one of them. 
 
    Lord Crendemor, she thought. He must have been following us. The council of dark elves must have sent him to make sure we got to Drepdenoris Mountain safely. 
 
    While she didn’t like Crendemor, Jeena remembered Lord Basharian’s praise of the dark elf’s mage abilities. She had a sudden thought that they could rout the orcs by working together. Changing her spell slightly, she cast it in a manner to destroy the orcs’ protective wards and provide an opening for Crendemor and his companions, then released her spell. Her magic crackled in the air above and to the sides of the orcs, tearing gaping holes in the defensive shields cast by the shamans. 
 
    Jeena gave a tight-lipped smile of pending victory. She saw Lord Crendemor’s hands moving as he formed a spell of his own. Even from a distance, she sensed the energy of his magic as the other dark elves funneled their Power into their leader. She felt the dark elf lord mold his magic into a spell that she was sure was powerful enough to decimate the orcs’ attack. 
 
    Lord Crendemor finished his hand movements. A ball of magic sped toward the orcs and arched over their heads.  
 
    The magic was powerful with complicated bindings beyond anything Jeena could do on her own. I feel sorry for the orcs, she thought. Most will not know what hit them. As she readied an attack of her own, Crendemor’s magic sped harmlessly over the heads of the orcs and continued in the direction of her party. 
 
    Realization hit her. 
 
    “We are betrayed!” Jeena shouted. 
 
    Mid-spell, Jeena tried to change her attack spell to a defensive one. She was too slow.  
 
    Crendemor’s ball of magic exploded a bowshot overhead. Arcs of fiery energy reached down, consuming her elven guards and leaving only charred bodies. Three more spirals of green and purple energy reached down, surrounding Jeena and her friends. She sensed one of the spirals wrap around the link to her Power reserve while the other two did the same to Dalphia and Lily’s. When the magic spirals twisted, she no longer sensed her Power reserve. At the same time, the strength was sucked from her body. Her legs became too weak to hold her upright, and she fell to the ground. Even as she fell, Jeena noticed Dalphia and Lily falling to the ground as well. She struggled to move, but her efforts were in vain. Try as she might, all she could do was wait for the approach of the charging orcs. 
 
    All too soon the orcs arrived screaming their war cries. They immediately grabbed Dalphia and Lily, jerking them off the ground. At the first touch of the orcs, the spells paralyzing her friends broke. The orcs gave the two elves no time to react or fight back. Slapping and kicking her friends to keep them off balance, the orcs dragged them into the brush.  
 
    “Lady, please!” pleaded Jeena in a silent prayer. “Please help us!” 
 
    It was then Lord Crendemor arrived with his group of dark elves. Bellowing out commands and threats, the dark elf lord succeeded in stopping the orcs from harming Dalphia and Lily. Jeena breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the orcs were no longer trying to drag her friends away. 
 
    Walking over to Jeena, Lord Crendemor knelt beside her. His highly-shined boots were only a hand’s breadth from her face. 
 
    “Jeena, my sweet, it is so good to see you again. May I call you Jeena? We are going to be so close in the years ahead so I feel it is only proper to call you by your familiar name.” With his voice changing to a more threatening tone, he said, “You have something I want, my pet, and you are going to give it to me. No matter how long it takes, you will give it to me.” 
 
    Crendemor paused as if giving his words time to sink in. 
 
    Jeena felt as much as saw the dark elf surveying her. She sensed his eyes tracing the contours of her legs where her robe had partially opened during her fall. She tried to cover herself from the elf’s loathsome stare, but her paralyzed limbs refused to obey. Jeena sensed an emotion more suitable for humans than a fellow elf. Her flesh crawled as she sensed his desire. 
 
    Lord Crendemor locked eyes with Jeena. “Did you like my little spell? It was taught me by an acquaintance of mine. He very much wants to meet you, but trust me—you do not want to meet him. I am your only friend now, Jeena. Give me what I want, and I will protect you. Cross me, and…, well, there will be time enough to discuss that later. All you need to know for now is that a special place has been prepared for you. Not even your Lady will be able to find or help you. You are all alone now except for me. Always remember that, my pet.” Lord Crendemor stood and looked down at Jeena with an evil smile. “I must beg your leave now, Jeena. I have to attend to your two friends.” 
 
    Jeena funneled all her hate into the look she gave the dark elf. 
 
    He laughed and sneered, “Oh, do not be jealous, my pet. My thoughts will still be on you.” 
 
    With a final laugh, the dark elf lord turned away and headed to where the orcs held Dalphia and Lily. 
 
    One of Crendemor’s assassins reached down and grabbed Jeena with one hand while holding a rope in the other. At his touch, the paralysis spell holding her broke. Rolling quickly to her left, she dove for the Lady’s staff. While the dark elf’s spell had blocked the link to her Power reserve, Jeena sensed the gem at the top of the Lady’s staff was unaffected. 
 
    If I can get my hands on it, we still have a chance. 
 
    The assassin’s reflexes were too quick. With an accurately aimed kick, he caught her under the chin.  
 
    Jeena’s last awareness of the world around her was the taste of blood in her mouth and the distant screams of Dalphia and Lily. She had one final thought before everything went black. 
 
    Is there no one who can help us? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 – Admiral of the Fleets 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “The 10th and 14th fleets are reporting enemy contact,” said Ensign Namers. “Something is happening on Estos as well. Everything is garbled. I can’t make much out at all. I keep hearing the word nukes and something about Crosioian troopships.” 
 
    “The 5th and 6th fleets are reporting fifty percent loses already,” added Chief Science Officer Machala. “I think the 9th fleet is a total wipe. Fleet Admiral Preston didn’t make the jump with his fleet. No one has been able to contact him.” 
 
    Liz took in the chaotic scene on the bridge. Too many people were trying to get her attention at the same time. Hearing that ex-Conglomerate officers like Fleet Admiral Preston deserted their commands during the hyper-jump didn’t surprise her. The trend was obvious. The Conglomerate forces had left the regular military’s ass hanging in a solar wind. Her temper started to rise, but she forced it back down.  
 
    I’m an officer. I’m a leader. By the Creator, I’m going to lead. 
 
    “By the numbers,” Liz said in a voice loud enough to be heard without shouting. “Tactical, are any ships in our fleet in contact?” 
 
    “Only a couple of ships in the outer line of scouts and destroyers, sir,” said Lieutenant Stallings. “The nearest enemy forces are a good five light seconds off our beam.” 
 
    Turning to Destiny’s science officer, Liz pointed at the bridge’s strategic hologram display. “I want that updated with your best guess on enemy and friendly locations. You have ten seconds. I need to know what we are up against.” Liz turned to face Ensign Namers. “Signal all fleet commanders. Tell them they are to rendezvous at my location. Use the security code for Admiral of the Fleets.” 
 
    “Sir?” said the communication officer. 
 
    “You heard me, Mister,” Liz said. “Do it.” 
 
    Liz turned to the large strategic hologram located on the command deck’s wall. The Destiny’s chief science officer was busy punching icons on the control board below the hologram. Liz nodded her head approvingly. The science officer was good. Green lights pinpointed all known positions of the major regular Empire units in the combined fleet within half a light-year of the Criterion system. Red lights denoted major enemy units. An 84% in the upper right-hand corner of the hologram indicated the science officer’s confidence level. The absence of any yellow lights indicating positions of Conglomerate units wasn’t unexpected. 
 
    Liz pressed her lips together to keep from cursing. There were a lot more red lights than green ones. “Captain Slystr,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “You will take command of our fleet. I am taking charge of the combined fleets. I want this area secured. Hold those Crosioians back long enough to let the other fleets rendezvous. We have to save as many ships as we can.” 
 
    “Aye aye, sir,” replied Captain Slystr already moving to the nearest tactical hologram on the command bridge. 
 
    Liz watched him go. She’d given the captain a hard job, but hers was going to be even tougher. Which lives to save and which to let die. The responsibility all good leaders felt weighed heavy on her shoulders. I can’t save them all. 
 
    “Captain Slystr,” Liz said. “Send your 4th and 5th squadrons to clear a way for the 10th and 14th fleets.” 
 
    “Should I send some squadrons to assist the 5th and 6th fleets, sir?” 
 
    Liz shook her head. “Negative. We will be lucky to get the 10th and 14th here. The 5th and 6th are on their own.” 
 
    At her words, Liz noticed everyone on the bridge stop what they were doing and glance at her as if realizing she’d basically condemned the two fleets to certain doom. They hesitated only a moment before returning to their duties with renewed vigor. 
 
    Walking to the communication console, Liz took a second to scan the message summaries on Ensign Namers’s screen. The initial mass of requests for help from the troopships on Estos had dwindled to nil. She had a feeling whatever had occurred on Estos was already over or in its final stages. An image of Rick flashed in her mind. She shoved the image aside. Now wasn’t the time for sentimentality. She had a battle to win. 
 
    So be it, Liz thought. I can’t help them on Estos. So, who can I help? 
 
    New requests for assistance began streaming in from the troopships landing on Estos’ sister planet of Tardis. 
 
    “Ensign Namers, contact the Trecorian fleet. Tell Admiral Donovan that he is to send half his fleet to Tardis. I want him to get as many of our troopships off the planet as possible and bring them here. He is to keep the other half of his fleet where it’s at as our reserve.” Liz turned back to the strategic hologram. 
 
    The entire ship shuddered. Liz was thrown to the floor along with a score of other’s who weren’t strapped into their seats. 
 
    “Enemy contact,” said Tactical Officer Stallings. “They came out of nowhere.” 
 
    Picking herself up off the deck, Liz returned to studying the strategic hologram. Her task was to fight the battle for the combined fleets. Captain Slystr would have to deal with the local fight. 
 
    Creator help us, Liz thought. Clearing her mind of the clutter, she got down to business. She’d been a naval officer her whole life. The Crosioians picked the wrong person to go up against on the wrong day. Except for Rick back in pre-Academy days, I have never lost a fight. I don’t plan on starting now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 – Dragon One 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Tia hit her dragon-fighter’s side thrusters just in time to avoid two purple beams from a Crosioian destroyer. 
 
    “Those were disintegrator rays,” said Danny. “I highly recommend you avoid contact with anything purple.” 
 
    Jerking back to the right, Tia fired a salvo of plasma rounds at an approaching fighter. She followed the plasma rounds with two blasts of her spell cannon. The plasma energy ricocheted off the fighter’s front deflector shield, but one of the magic spells from the cannon penetrated. The orange blip denoting the fighter on her tactical screen disappeared. 
 
    “Sergeant Ron has got six anti-ship missiles inbound toward that destroyer,” said Danny. “Your brother has busy guiding other missiles against the light cruiser. Sergeant Ron wants you to take out the destroyer.” 
 
    A couple of years ago, Tia would’ve thought the request from the captain of the Defiant was crazy. A lot had changed in two years. She reached out with her mind the way Rick had shown her and located the missiles and the destroyer. She wrapped the missiles in Power and connected with the special guidance systems installed by Sergeant Hendricks. Lining the missiles up one after another was easy enough. She moved them just like she’d done the old bongo balls back on Trecor. Tia sensed the energy readings from the individual missiles and gave a vicious-looking smile. 
 
    “Sergeant Ron’s alternated technology and magic warheads,” Tia told Danny. “I’m betting that’s going to surprise the Crosioian captain.” 
 
    “Agreed,” replied Danny. “Sergeant Ron may act crazy sometimes, but he is wily nonetheless.” 
 
    Steering the missiles with her mind, Tia guided them toward what she sensed was the weakest point on the destroyer’s rear shield. Flashes of light in the distance gave evidence of the hits. On the fourth flash, Tia sensed the destroyer’s shield weakening. The shield disappeared completely on the fifth flash. She drove the last missile with its magic warhead straight up the destroyer’s hyper-drive exhaust. 
 
    A significantly larger flash in the distance drew Tia’s attention. She smiled and veered to the right to seek out another target. 
 
    “Sergeant Ron does not want you to stray too far from the Defiant,” said Danny. “He is going to need you to cover his landing if he decides to touchdown on Estos.” 
 
    Tia shoved the control stick to the left. Truth be told, she had no preference where she went. The entire area around Estos was what her instructors at the pilot academy would call “a target-rich environment.” I can kill Crosioians near the Defiant as easily as I can anywhere else, she thought. 
 
    “Three fighters are inbound and heading for the Defiant,” said Danny. “I calculate they are trying to make an attack run as soon as that light cruiser fires her next salvo.” 
 
    Laughing, Tia said, “They’re going to be a day late and a credit short.” She fired one of her remaining nukes. 
 
    The guidance system was a standard model, but the tactical nuke did its job. Two of the Crosioian fighters were obliterated in the blast. The third fighter succumbed to a well-aimed salvo of cannon fire. 
 
    A large flash of light at Tia’s ten o’clock position drew her attention. She reached out with her passive scan, determining that the light cruiser there moments earlier was gone. The Defiant had obviously taken her out. 
 
    The adrenaline running through Tia’s system made her laugh. “Like I said: a day late and a credit short.” 
 
    The dragon-fighter’s intercom crackled. 
 
    “Tia,” said Sergeant Ron, “I want you to dock back with the Defiant. I need your fighter back in its wing pod ASAP.” 
 
    “Dragon One, on the way,” Tia said. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Margery’s in contact with Nick,” said Sergeant Ron. “Estos is a total wipe. We’re going in to pick up Rick, assuming he’s still in one piece when we get there.” 
 
    Aiming the dragon-fighter toward the Defiant, Tia tapped a short burst of her hyper-drive. “If it’s as bad as you say, are you sure we can get in without getting ourselves blown to smithereens?” 
 
    Tia heard a crazy sounding laugh over the intercom. 
 
    “We’ll either make it or die trying. You can bet your last credit that one way or the other, we’ll be taking a few Crosioians with us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 – Wait’s Over 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Seventy minutes after he jumped into the crevice, the last of the Crosioians’ magic nukes detonated. Richard scanned for another fifty minutes, but his passive scan detected nothing else. The wait was excruciating. 
 
    “I can’t just keep sitting around while others are doing the fighting,” Richard said through gritted teeth. “Those Crosioians are going to pay for Sharon. I swear it.” 
 
    “You have recharged to eleven percent Power in your reserve now,” said Nickelo. “You have replaced your battle suit and rearmed with an M12. I am not sure anyone is left alive on Estos; at least not anyone from the Empire. What do you think you are going to do on your own? Even the dolgars and that spirit-horse of yours haven’t responded to your calls.” 
 
    The reminder that the dolgars hadn’t come to help didn’t make Richard feel any better. He knew everything his battle computer said was correct. 
 
    “I know I can’t do anything on my own,” Richard said. “Are you sure Margery told Sergeant Ron where I am? I need to get off this blasted rock.” 
 
    “Everyone is a little busy trying to stay alive at the moment. Margery says the Defiant is on her way, but there are several thousand Crosioian warships between them and Estos. Not to mention there is an interstellar battle raging all around as we speak.” 
 
    Once again Richard knew his battle computer was right. Nickelo had been forwarding battle reports from Margery. Somehow Liz had taken command of the Empire’s combined fleets and succeeded in creating a defensive position with several of the less battered fleets. How that had worked out when there were admirals who outranked her, Richard wasn’t sure. He supposed having the largest remaining fleet had given her command by default. Whatever the case, she was apparently in charge. 
 
    “It’s a good thing,” said Nickelo reading his thoughts. “The normal chain of command was decimated by the desertion of all of those ex-Conglomerate officers. It was made worse by the deaths of a lot of the Empire’s regular military officers during the initial attack. I calculate your Liz is the right leader at the right time. The Trecorian fleet under Admiral Donovan has succeeded in getting a lot of the troopships off Tardis. Those ground-pounders will come in handy if Liz hopes to wrestle the Empire out of the Conglomerate’s grasp someday.” 
 
    Richard hated politics, so he ignored his battle computer’s talk of future battles. 
 
    What I do know, Richard thought, is that if I get out of here alive, Governor Jenkins is going to regret the day he was ever born. 
 
    “Rick, I recommend you start climbing back up. It is a thousand meters to the top. I am not sure when the Defiant will get here, but you need to be ready when they do.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Richard said. “I’m tired of sitting around doing nothing anyway.” 
 
    After sending the specs for some anti-gravity gear to his dimensional pack, Richard opened the flap. The pack was empty. 
 
    “Either I don’t have enough Power in my reserve to summon advanced gear,” Richard said, “or ‘the One’ is being obstinate.” 
 
    “Then I guess you will have to do it the hard way,” said Nickelo. 
 
    The climb was long and arduous, even in a battle suit. At Nickelo’s insistence, Richard kept use of telekinesis to a minimum. When he reached the point where the rock walls of the rift changed into ice, he began feeling his skin tingle. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling. 
 
    “The magic radiation has contaminated the surface,” said Nickelo. “It is going to get worse as you get closer to the top.” 
 
    By the time Richard pulled himself over the ice edge of the rift, his skin felt like he’d stayed out in the sun way too long. His self-healing ability was keeping him alive, but the effects of the magic radiation still hurt. 
 
    Reaching out with his passive scan in all directions, Richard sensed a mass of life forms four kilometers away. Fortunately, there was nothing nearby. He switched to his best stealth shield and walked down the ravine until he got to the point where Sharon’s patrol had first found him. He climbed out of the ravine and looked around. Broken cats and smoldering vehicles of all kinds littered the landscape. Thousands of smaller dark spots stood out against the dirty snow. He didn’t need his battle computer to tell him they were bodies. There was nothing alive in his immediate area. Nothing. 
 
    “Switch to clear visor,” Richard ordered. 
 
    His view of the landscape lost its reddish tint. 
 
    Smoke obscured visibility to only a few meters, but it was far enough. Richard saw the broken bodies of two soldiers; one a marine and one a bat shape in power-armor. The marine still clutched the handle of a bayonet wedged between the throat armor of the bat. The Crosioian’s lifeless fist held the phase pistol that had killed the marine. Richard felt sick to his stomach. 
 
    “It is probably the effects of the radiation sickness,” said Nickelo being surprisingly kind. 
 
    Richard knew better. “It’s not the radiation. I’m sick of war. I’m sick of killing. It’s all so pointless. Those two soldiers died killing each other. Why? Because some commander ordered them to? Because they hated each other? Neither knew anything about the other, and now they’re both dead. Why?” 
 
    “Sorry, Rick. From a logical standpoint, it is senseless, but the killing does have a purpose. The Crosioians do not know it, but they are working for the demon Zenthra. If they win, the demon wins, and the whole galaxy will be lost. Zenthra is the real enemy. You have to stop the Crosioians to stop him. It is that simple.” 
 
    Richard switched his visor back to night-vision mode. The landscape lit up again with a reddish tint. Visibility was once again several kilometers. A movement to his nine o’clock position caught his attention. A squadron of Crosioian cats was heading his way. Richard switched the safety on his M12 to the off position. 
 
    “Zenthra must have picked you up via tele-bots,” said Nickelo. “I calculate even he couldn’t detect you with your best stealth shield up.” 
 
    Richard looked around for a better weapon than his M12. He saw none. Imagining an anti-armor rocket launcher with a tactical nuke, he sent the specs to his dimensional pack. No Power left his reserve. When he lifted the flap of his pack, it was empty. 
 
    “So ‘the One’ is just going to let me die here?” Richard said. “What was the point in the jerk keeping me alive all these years? I can’t take out a dozen cats with an M12 and a phase rod.” 
 
    “You may not have to,” said Nickelo as a beam of energy reached down from the sky. 
 
    After burning through one of the cats, the beam was followed by a salvo of rockets.  
 
    Several of the armored cats exploded. The shields of the other cats held. 
 
    A fast-moving blob of energy appeared on Richard’s passive scan. He recognized the Defiant’s frequency. A smaller blob led the recon ship by a couple of kilometers. He recognized that frequency as well. It was Tia in her dragon-fighter. 
 
    Tia’s fighter dove straight for Richard while the Defiant made an attack run at the advancing Crosioian cats. 
 
    “Rick,” said Tia over the battle helmet’s intercom. “Meet me in the air. I ain’t got time to stop. Danny says the radiation’s penetrating my shields. It hurts, so make it quick.” 
 
    Thinking of a time when he’d gotten onboard a Dragar fighter in mid-flight using a combination of telekinesis and a dimensional shift, Richard levitated himself into the air. He wrapped himself in Power in preparation for shifting. 
 
    “Nick, she’s coming in hot,” Richard said. “I could use a hand.” 
 
    “Or a nanosecond processor, as the case may be,” laughed Nickelo. “Don’t worry, buddy, I have your back.” 
 
    When Richard levitated twenty meters in the air, he stopped. He felt Nickelo merge with his thoughts and take control of his Power.  
 
    The dragon-fighter closed the last two kilometers with afterburners at full throttle. 
 
    “Geesh, Tia,” Richard said over her intercom. “Slow down. I don’t want to wind up as a bug smear on your windscreen.” 
 
    The dragon-fighter didn’t slow down. If anything, it sped up. 
 
    Suddenly Richard felt himself moving as Nickelo tried to use telekinesis to match the dragon-fighter’s speed. He shimmered and shifted into the void. A split-second later, he shifted and slammed into a hard surface. The hard surface turned out to be Tia’s armored flight-suit. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    The dragon-fighter hit the ground and bounced back into the air as Tia regained control.  
 
    Richard tried to scoot to the side to give the teenager room to fly. The open area in the dragon-fighter was sparse, to say the least. As far as he was concerned, Nickelo had performed a near miracle shifting him out of the void without getting part of his body caught inside the fighter or Tia. 
 
    The visor of Tia’s helmet was in clear mode. She was biting her lip hard enough to draw blood. 
 
    Reaching out with his senses, Richard felt extreme pain. 
 
    “It’s the radiation,” said Nickelo. “I calculate it is killing her.” 
 
    Wrapping the teenager with what little Power had built back up in his reserve, Richard pulled Tia’s injuries into himself. His skin burned and blistered. He felt as if his insides were on fire. Then the pain went away as the healing took effect. He glanced at Tia’s face. She was no longer biting her lip. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Tia. “They’re faring better on the Defiant, but this fighter’s armor isn’t thick enough to keep much of the radiation out. I feel better now, though.” 
 
    “Not for long,” said Nickelo using the battle helmet’s external speakers. “The magic radiation is still attacking your cells. I recommend rendezvousing with the Defiant and getting out of here.” 
 
    “Compliance,” said Tia, trying her best to smile. A sudden wince across her face spoiled her attempt at bravado. 
 
    In short order, the dragon-fighter was locked into the Defiant’s wing pod. When Richard started crawling out of the access tube into the Defiant’s cargo bay, the recon ship lurched and angled upward. 
 
    “We’ve got two destroyers on our tail,” came Sergeant Ron’s voice over the intercom. “Hold on for evasive maneuvers. It’s going to get rough.” 
 
    Richard scrambled the rest of the way out of the access tube, then made for the stairs at the front of the cargo bay. He sensed Terrie Shatstot touching the crewmembers of the Defiant with lines of Power in rotation. The medically-retired wizard scout specialized in healing. Terrie didn’t have to take on the injuries of others to heal. He could heal as long as he had Power. 
 
    “Now don’t go getting jealous,” said Nickelo. “Terrie is down to fifty percent Power. I calculate he can keep the crew healed for a few more minutes, but that is it. You need to help Sergeant Ron get us to a safe location.” 
 
    “Just how am I supposed to do that?” Richard reached the top of the stairs and made for the cockpit. 
 
    “No idea,” replied Nickelo. “You’re the big bad wizard scout. I am just the humble battle computer.” 
 
    Richard snorted as he ran past several dwarves decked out in full battle armor carrying an assortment of rifles, pistols, war hammers, and axes. 
 
    “’Bout time you got here,” said Felspar, the security team’s leader. 
 
    Without taking the time to reply, Richard bounded up the steps to the cockpit and slipped inside. Sergeant Ron was in the pilot’s seat on the left. Terrie’s wife Angela was in the right-most seat. 
 
    The fiery redhead glanced back at Richard’s entrance. “’Bout time. We’ve got two destroyers on our tail and another dozen or so inbound from the front. Margery says we’ll all be dead in less than a minute.” 
 
    “I said there was an eighty-four percent probability we would all be dead in fifty-two seconds,” said Margery over the intercom. “Do not put words in my speakers.” 
 
    Angela flashed Richard a smile before turning back to the controls for the Defiant’s shields. She got them angled just in time to block several energy beams from the rear destroyers. 
 
    The Defiant shuddered, but the shields held. 
 
    “She looks awfully cheerful for someone who’s about to die,” Richard confided to his battle computer. 
 
    “You’re here now,” said Nickelo. “I calculate she assumes you are going to pull some kind of miracle out of your battle helmet and save the day. I suspect she is not the only one.” 
 
    Feeling like anything but a miracle worker, Richard glanced at the tactical hologram between the two pilot seats. Two destroyers were close on their heels. The Defiant was just passing through Estos’ stratosphere and climbing at a high rate of speed, but still too close to the surface to use her hyper-drive. 
 
    Sergeant Ron punched an icon on the armrest of his pilot seat. The Defiant shifted to the right. A bright flash erupted off the left windscreen. A wave of magic radiation passed into the Defiant. Richard felt his cells starting to burn even faster than they already were. 
 
    “Margery,” said Sergeant Ron, “you’ve got to do something about that radiation. Terrie’s not going to be able to keep healing us much longer. I want you to take that nanosecond brain of yours and figure out a way to have our shields stop it, and I want you to figure it out now.” 
 
    “I am attempting to comply, Captain,” said Margery, “but the information is not in my databanks. I am in communication with Wizard Scout Telsa and the children on Storage. They are working on the problem as well. They said to give them a few hours.” 
 
    Glancing at his heads-up display, Richard noticed a line of approaching destroyers ahead. Three red dots marked the location of a Crosioian dreadnaught and two heavy cruisers. 
 
    “This is crazy, Nick,” Richard said. “We haven’t got a chance. The only reason the Defiant got away from the Dragar dreadnaught that one time was because…” A memory tickled at the edge of his mind pulling his thoughts back to when he was in a mine tunnel on an asteroid near planet X3321. A Dragar dreadnaught had been trying to get through a combination time-bubble and dimensional gate between the magic and physical dimensions. 
 
    “Uh, Rick,” said Nickelo. “The only reason the Defiant wasn’t destroyed then by the dreadnaught was because the gate was closed before it could get through.” 
 
    Richard knew full well why the Defiant had gotten away. The green, purple, and orange spheres enslaved by the Dragars had been forced to open the dimensional gate. The gate had closed when the spheres sacrificed themselves to save him and his friends. 
 
    “Talk to me,” said Nickelo. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m thinking there’s no way we’re going to get out of this trap alive short of a miracle.” 
 
    Pulling his dimensional pack off his back, Richard imagined a dragon egg. The one he imagined was the special dragon egg the three spheres had made him promise to rescue from the tunnel. He’d placed the egg in his dimensional pack for safekeeping on Storage. The egg was that of a three-headed dragon.” 
 
    “What are you going to do, Rick?” asked Nickelo over the helmet’s external speakers for the benefit of Angela and Sergeant Ron. 
 
    “I’m going to make a miracle,” Richard replied. As he lifted the flap of his pack, he added, “I hope.” 
 
    No Power left Richard’s reserve. 
 
    With nothing to lose, he reached inside his pack anyway. The fingertips of his glove touched something smooth and round. The something was warm. 
 
    Pulling a head-sized sphere out, he held it at arm’s length. Unlike the three separate spheres he’d encountered before, this dragon egg didn’t try to entrap him in an enthrall spell. The sphere was multi-colored with hues of green, orange, and purple. 
 
    Sergeant Ron touched an icon on his console. The Defiant shuddered as a salvo of missiles shot out the nose of the recon ship in the direction of the advancing destroyers. 
 
    Taking a quick look back at Richard and the sphere, Sergeant Ron said, “If’n you’re going to do something, partner, now’s the time to do it.” 
 
    Richard did something. He reached out with his mind and touched a presence inside the sphere. The presence gave the feeling of three separate minds, but at the same time, felt like a single entity.  
 
    The minds responded to Richard’s touch. An emotion he took for the word ‘brother’ touched his senses.  
 
    He replied with an image of Portalis as seen from outer space. Although he’d never seen the planet from outer space himself, it didn’t matter. He’d seen it in the memories of others often enough to know how it would look. 
 
    Richard sensed an emotion he interpreted as “when?” 
 
    Pulling a number out of the air, Richard sent back an emotion he hoped meant thirty years. 
 
    A wave of magic reached out from the sphere and encompassed Richard and everyone on the Defiant. The magic flowed around and through the entire recon ship. 
 
    Richard felt warmth along with a feeling of peace. Everything began to turn black. Before it did, another presence intruded in Richard’s mind. 
 
    “Not you,” said the new presence. “Find her. Free her. Save her. We are ‘the One.’” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 – Captive 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The pounding in Jeena’s jaw slowly brought her out of the darkness. A cold liquid dripped down her face. She became aware she was lying down. Rough stone pressed into flesh through her thin robe. The stone was cold, and the air reeked of decay.  
 
    Slowly forcing her eyes open, she took in her surroundings. A wall of shimmering blue energy was visible several paces to her front. It curved to the sides forming a chamber of sorts. She wasn’t alone. Standing before her holding an empty cup in his left hand was Lord Crendemor. Two dark elf assassins flanked his sides. 
 
    “Good, you are awake,” said Lord Crendemor. “Too bad I had to waste an entire cup of wine to bring you back to the land of the living.” 
 
    Jeena sat up. She reached for Power with her mind but found none. She couldn’t even detect the link to her reserve. She reached out with her mind for the Lady’s staff. Again, she drew a blank. It was as if she’d suddenly gone blind as far as Power was concerned. 
 
    Lord Crendemor eyed her. A smirk crossed his lips. “That’s right, my pet, you are helpless. My spell has blocked the link to your Power reserve. As far as Power goes, you are no better than any common piece of human filth.” 
 
    The dark elf took a step closer and knelt down on one knee. As Jeena averted her eyes from the lord, he reached out with his empty hand and tilted her face to inspect her chin. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk,” he said with an evil sounding laugh. “That is definitely going to leave a nasty bruise. See what happens when you try to defy me?” 
 
    Jeena wanted to jerk away from the dark elf’s grasp but forced herself to hold still. She needed information. Besides, something in the dark elf’s belt drew her attention. She only needed an opening. 
 
    “Where are my friends?” Jeena tried to keep her voice steady. A part of her already knew, but she had to ask anyway. “What have you done with them?” 
 
    “Me?” said Lord Crendemor in mock innocence. “They were alive when I left them. After I had the pleasure of making their acquaintance, I was obliged to introduce them to the one who taught me the spell that blocks your link even now. Alas, I cannot vouch for your friends’ continued wellbeing. The Dalinfaust can only heal virgin females. Unfortunately, your friends weren’t.” 
 
    The anger Jeena normally tried to keep locked deep inside her came rushing to the surface. She let it come. Reaching out with her right hand, she jerked on the handle of the dagger she’d spied on the dark elf’s belt. The dagger came out easily enough. Slicing upward, she tried to gut the disgusting creature before her. She was fast, but so was the dark elf.  
 
    Lord Crendemor jumped back while swinging the cup at her head.  
 
    As fast as he was, Jeena was a shade faster. The tip of the dagger found flesh.  
 
    It wasn’t much flesh, but it was enough to make the dark elf yell, “Arrgh!” 
 
    Ducking below the dark elf’s next swing, Jeena rolled, then swung out with the dagger. The blade found only air.  
 
    One of the assassins reached for her. She stabbed downward into his calf. The assassin screamed. Jerking the dagger out and upward, she sank its length into the assassin’s throat. He fell backward with bloodstained hands clutching his neck. 
 
    The second assassin drew his sword and took a step forward. 
 
    “No,” shouted Lord Crendemor. “She must be kept alive.” 
 
    Jeena got to her feet while wielding the dagger in a defensive position to her front.  
 
    Lord Crendemor stood several steps away, holding a bloody hand to his belly. The familiar smirk was no longer on his face. Fires of anger blazed in his eyes. 
 
    Jeena looked around for a way to escape. She saw none. The wall of blue energy formed a circle around her. Somehow, she knew the magic extended into the floor and ceiling as well. 
 
    “I had hoped we could do this the easy way,” said Lord Crendemor through gritted teeth. “I see that is not going to be possible.” He winced and took a deep breath. “No matter, my pet, I will enjoy the hard way even more. The results will be the same. You will give me your bond link. In the end, you will give it to me.” 
 
    Dread swept over Jeena. Her bond link was the most precious thing she had. An elf could only bond once, and the bond was forever. As Reale had told her before she left Silverton, once a bond link was given, the elf would do anything for the recipient. She’d do anything for her bonded; even betray her own people. 
 
    “Never!” Jeena said defiantly. She didn’t know what the dark elf hoped to gain from her bond but feared whatever it was. In theory, a bond link couldn’t be forced, but she knew her adoptive mother had been right. If she were tortured enough, Jeena feared she might give her bond just to stop the pain. I won’t let that happen, she thought. 
 
    Reversing the dagger, Jeena grabbed the handle with both hands and flexed outward in preparation to plunge the blade into her heart. Lord Crendemor shouted a word Jeena quickly forgot. An icy coldness swept over her. Falling to the floor, she smacked her head against the stone. The dagger clattered to the rocky surface stopping in front of her eyes. Jeena struggled with all her strength, but couldn’t move. Only her eyes remained mobile.  
 
    A pair of highly-shined boots stepped in front of her face. A bloody hand picked up the dagger and raised it out of her sight. The boot rolled Jeena onto her back. She looked up into Crendemor’s face. 
 
    “There will be no escape that way, my pet, or any other for that matter. I am your only friend now. You will bond with me, and when you do, you will use the Power of the Lady’s staff to open one of the gates. I know you will bond with me because if you do not, you will be given to the Dalinfaust.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor knelt down and caressed Jeena’s cheek. She tried to move away but couldn’t. 
 
    The lord leaned close to Jeena’s ear and whispered, “You are very beautiful, Jeena. The Dalinfaust will not be as kind to you as I. As long as you are a virgin, the Dalinfaust can torture you and then heal you as he sees fit. Your pain could last for decades.” Lord Crendemor smiled. “The last virgin female elf prisoner lasted seventy years. You are strong. You might last even longer.” 
 
    Somehow, Jeena gathered the strength to spit. The spittle struck Crendemor right in the face.  
 
    Anger flared in his eyes. He wiped his sleeve across his face before grabbing her chin and forcing her to look in his eyes. “One way or the other, you will bond with me, High Priestess. Believe me, you will.” Crendemor rose and pointed at the wall of energy. “The Dalinfaust created this spell just for you. Not even your Lady can find you here.” Lord Crendemor laughed. “No one can help you, Jeena. You will be mine. It is your destiny.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 – Breakthrough 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “Brachia, I need you to increase the energy flow.” 
 
    Telsa watched the computer display as she waited for the young boy to respond. They’d tried everything the three of them could think of since she’d been assigned to Storage. She wasn’t sure what to do next if the current experiment failed. 
 
    “Actually,” said Raj over her battle helmet’s external speaker, “you have only tried one hundred and seventeen different ways to nullify the effects of the magic radiation. I’ve created a list of two hundred thirty-one thousand, three hundred and thirteen different experiments you can try. I will admit they all have less than a millionth of a percent probability of succeeding, but that is not my fault.” 
 
    “Can it,” Telsa told her battle computer speaking out loud. “I’m not in the mood. The Crosioians have the combined fleets at their mercy. My friends may be dying as we speak. We’ve got to come up with a solution.” 
 
    The readings on Telsa’s computer screen fluctuated slightly. 
 
    “Hey,” Telsa say. “Something changed. Did you do something besides change the energy level, Brachia?” 
 
    The boy sat a couple of seats to Telsa’s left. She saw him shake his head. 
 
    “Nope. I just modified the energy flow through the piece of armor Uncle Rick sent us.” 
 
    Telsa concentrated on her computer screen. She’d hoped for a change, but the reading she was getting wasn’t what she’d expected. “What am I missing?” 
 
    Dren was at the far end of the lab running a simulation on a hologram of the galaxy. Hearing the rhetorical question, she rose from her chair and walked over to stare at Telsa’s computer screen.” 
 
    “You know what I think?” said Dren. “I think the numbers on your screen fluctuated because Brachia screwed up and didn’t increase the energy flow by the amount you requested.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Brachia looking up from his equipment. “I didn’t make a mistake.” 
 
    “Sure you did,” said Dren. “Look here. You’re six percent short.” 
 
    Brachia looked at the numbers on the screen for several seconds. He chewed on his lip before looking down at the floor. “Well, I agree it’s short, but that’s not my fault. The magic in the piece of armor Uncle Rick sent us doesn’t conduct energy at peak efficiency. If it did, the energy output would’ve been what Telsa expected.” 
 
    Dren compared the numbers. “You know, I’ve been running simulations on the increase in magic in our galaxy. The increase stopped before reaching what my simulations indicate would’ve been an environment that would have been a hundred percent efficiency for magic. The magic levels in our galaxy froze at ninety-four percent the day the DNA gas vent was destroyed on Velos.” 
 
    Telsa stood up and made her way to the hologram Dren had been working on all morning. She fiddled with the controls while watching the changes in the simulation. Finally, she turned to Brachia and Dren. 
 
    “Maybe we’re trying too hard.” Telsa’s mind was going a hundred kilometers a minute as she spoke. “We’ve been trying to stop the magic based on the full capabilities of the prototype equipment Rick sent us. We’ve assumed that’s how things worked. What if that’s a bad assumption?” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Dren. She adjusted some controls on Telsa’s computer console. “Brachia, configure the energy algorithm to use ninety-four percent efficiency as the logical maximum.” 
 
    “Done,” said Brachia. “Try your defensive adjustment now, Telsa.” 
 
    Telsa walked back to her computer screen and pushed the start icon for the simulation. The numbers on the computer display zeroed out. Brachia and Dren drew close, each looking over one of Telsa’s shoulders. All three of them held their breaths for several seconds. 
 
    Telsa was the first to recover. “I think it’s holding.” 
 
    Dren and Brachia ran to their consoles. After a full minute touching icons and scrolling through screens of data, they looked back at Telsa. 
 
    Brachia grinned. “I think we’ve done it. Do you agree, Omar?” 
 
    “Aye aye, Captain,” said the boy’s C-PAST. “The magic radiation doesn’t appear to be getting through the simulation’s force field.” 
 
    “I concur,” said Dren. “We need more time to verify the results. Plus, this is only data from a simulation. We’ve got to set up a controlled experiment using live equipment.” 
 
    “No time,” Telsa said. Her two young companions were scientists, not soldiers. As a wizard scout, she knew time was the one commodity they didn’t have. 
 
    “Raj, I want you to contact Margery on the Defiant and let them know what we’ve discovered,” Telsa said out loud for Brachia and Dren’s benefit. “Tell Margery to have Captain Ron modify his shields per the algorithm we’re sending them. It won’t stop the destructive force of those magic nukes, but it should at least slow down the magic radiation. That might make all the difference in the battle.” 
 
    “Unable to comply, wizard scout,” said Raj over the battle helmet’s external speakers. “Margery is offline. So is Danny.” 
 
    “Then contact Nickelo,” Telsa ordered growing frustrated. Based upon the last reports she’d gotten, she knew her fellow soldiers were dying at that very moment. They had a possible solution to save lives, but it was useless unless it got in the right hands. 
 
    “Wizard Scout Shepard’s battle computer is under quarantine,” said Raj. “The central computer has forbidden contact by other battle computers.” 
 
    “Do it,” Telsa said using command voice. “That’s an order.” 
 
    “Compliance,” replied Raj. Almost immediately he said, “Negative contact. Nickelo is not online. I am also unable to contact anyone on the Defiant. Even Wizard Scout Shatstot’s battle computer, Taylor, is offline.” 
 
    The thought of the Defiant as just a bunch of debris floating in cold space sent a shiver up Telsa’s spine. “Are you saying the Defiant’s been destroyed?” 
 
    “Insufficient data to verify,” replied Raj. 
 
    Sitting up straight, Telsa shoved concern for her friends to the side. She was a wizard scout. The combined fleets were locked in mortal combat. She’d have to wait to grieve later. Right now she had to get the information into someone’s hands where it would do the most good. 
 
    “Then contact Liz,” Telsa said. “She’ll listen to us.” 
 
    “Unable to comply,” replied Raj. “Tele-network access to all Empire ships in the combined fleets has been terminated by Secretary Reaster and Governor Jenkins.” 
 
    “What about the Trecorians?” asked Dren. “There’s a fleet from Trecor attached to the combined fleets. Admiral Donovan’s in charge, from what I heard.” 
 
    “All right, Raj,” Telsa said, “listen and listen good. I don’t care how you do it, but get the information to Duke Bistoria on Trecor. Have him forward it to Admiral Donovan and Liz. She’s his daughter; he’ll help. Don’t give me any crap about tele-network access. I know you battle computers have back channels that circumvent the Empire’s security programs. If you have to contact one of the retired wizard scouts on Trecor, then do it. Just make it happen.” 
 
    “Compliance,” replied Raj, for once not giving her any of his backtalk. 
 
    Dren looked at Telsa. “Now what?” 
 
    Telsa sighed feeling helpless. “Now we wait. That’s all we can do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 – In the Line of Fire 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The Defiant popped out of the gate ten light seconds from Portalis. There it was: a ball of blue-green lit up against a backdrop of stars. Margery sensed two shields on the planet. One shield completely encompassed the planet causing a rippling of colors across the landscape below. The second shield was smaller. It surrounded the continent of Slyvrastra, the land of the Slyvrastran elves. Margery knew the planet well. She’d accompanied her wizard scout to Portalis during many missions for ‘the One’ over the years. 
 
    Margery only had time to study Portalis for two nanoseconds before more pressing data drew her attention. The Defiant wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Captain,” said Margery, “I detect two Dragar destroyers attacking a third starship at your nine o’clock. Range is one-half of a light second.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron spun around in his pilot seat. “What have you gotten us into, Rick?” 
 
    “Wizard Scout Shepard is no longer on the Defiant,” Margery said. She ran a scan on the rest of the ship. “All other crewmembers are accounted for. Nickelo and the rest of Rick’s gear are missing along with the wizard scout.” 
 
    Margery noticed Sergeant Ron’s eyes glance at the shimmering sphere rolling around the cockpit’s deck. 
 
    “Rick used the sphere to create a combination dimensional gate and time-bubble,” Margery explained. “We are currently thirty years in the past, in the magical dimension. The planet you see in the distance is Portalis.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron’s next actions didn’t especially surprise Margery. The Defiant’s captain wasn’t one to waste time. He is almost as impulsive as Rick, she thought. 
 
    “Margery,” said Sergeant Ron, “plot an intercept course to those black destroyers. I don’t know who the other ship is, but if the Dragars are attacking them, then as far as I’m concerned, the other ship is our best buddies.” 
 
    As Margery plotted the course and activated the hyper-drive, she conducted a preliminary scan of all three starships with every piece of electronics the Defiant had at her disposal. She zeroed in on a distress call and directed a translation over the intercom. 
 
    “This is the Redestan starship Kreack’s Claw. We’re under attack by two Dragar vessels. We are a non-military research ship conducting aerial surveys of Portalis. We are requesting assistance from the unidentified starship located off our portside. Please respond. We are unarmed. We have younglings onboard. Please provide assistance.” 
 
    Margery ran a quick calculation weighing Sergeant Ron’s hatred of the black ships against his lack of information on the status of the third ship. Given the fact they were no longer in their own dimension, she calculated a one hundred percent probability that the old captain would attack. Without waiting for orders, she sent firing solutions to each of the gun and missile batteries. 
 
    Margery noticed Sergeant Ron touch the switch for the ship’s hyper-drive, activating a short burst to close the distance to the black destroyers. 
 
    “Margery,” said Sergeant Ron, “send targeting information to our crew.” 
 
    “Compliance,” Margery said, not bothering to tell her captain she’d already done it. 
 
    Speaking over the ship-wide intercom, Sergeant Ron said, “As you’ve heard, we’re no longer in our dimension. We left one fight just to be dropped into another. Those black destroyers are our enemy. We’ve fought them before. Someone needs our help. We’re going in, gang, so make me proud.” 
 
    “Sergeant Ron,” said Tia over the intercom. “I’m back in my dragon-fighter. Do you want me to launch?” 
 
    “Launch,” replied Sergeant Ron, sounding to Margery like he’d already planned on having the hotshot fighter pilot do her thing. 
 
    Margery contacted Danny. Her fellow battle computer was already plotting shield angles and running attack and defense scenarios. “Watch out for Tia,” Margery told Danny over their private communication link. “She’s a little impulsive.” 
 
    “Aren’t they all,” Danny replied. 
 
    Margery turned her attention to the ship’s captain. “Sergeant Ron, Tia has launched. Be advised Terrie has completed healing everyone from the radiation poisoning. He is down to twelve percent Power in his reserve.” 
 
    The Defiant’s captain lined up on one of the black destroyers. It had stopped its attack on the Kreack’s Claw and was moving to intercept the Defiant. 
 
    “All batteries, fire!” said Sergeant Ron. “I want that destroyer out of action before they know we’ve got a mixture of weapons.” 
 
    The Defiant shuddered as both its upper and lower 200-gigawatt main guns fired. Two large balls of energy from the magic cannons also fired. All four rounds tracked directly toward the incoming destroyer as a salvo of torpedoes shot out the Defiant’s launch tubes as well. 
 
    Margery sensed both Tia and her brother Daniel linking with the special warheads in the torpedoes and guiding them directly to the weakest point on the destroyer’s front shield. 
 
    Combining her processor power with Danny, Margery calculated the optimum delay between torpedo strikes. She sent the information to the two Trecorian bongo players. The eighteen torpedoes spaced out accordingly. 
 
    Four massive explosions of energy erupted against the destroyer’s shields as the 200-gigawatt rounds and their magic counterparts made contact. The Dragars’ shields held, but several missiles from their return fire were destroyed in the blasts. 
 
    “We have eight missiles heading our way,” Margery told Sergeant Ron. “The warheads appear to be magic. Recommend you modify the Defiant’s shields accordingly.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” said Angela from the copilot’s seat. 
 
    The Defiant’s torpedoes and the Dragars’ missiles approached each other near the halfway point. Margery sensed Tia and Daniel guide the first eight of their torpedoes into the paths of the Dragars’ missiles. Bright explosions registered on the Defiant’s external video cameras. 
 
    “Six of the Dragars’ missiles have been destroyed,” Margery said. “The other two will hit our shields in six seconds.” 
 
    Turning to his redheaded copilot, Sergeant Ron said, “Try to anticipate the contact points and strengthen the shields there. You can—” 
 
    “I know what I’m a doing,” said Angela in the thick Irish accent she tended to revert to when she got angry. “You stick with flying this bucket of bolts. I’ll handle the shields.” 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    The Defiant lurched from the double blow of missiles, but Margery detected no damage. She’d had no doubt Angela could handle the shields. In fact, she’d only had to help the redhead a little on the angles. 
 
    “Our first torpedo will hit in four seconds,” Margery said over the ship-wide intercom. “Cross your fingers, kiddies.” Margery gave a silent laugh. She’d grown to like humor since she’d been emotionally contaminated. Too bad I do not have fingers to cross, she thought. 
 
    The first four torpedoes weakened the black destroyer’s front shields. Margery sensed the destroyer’s captain attempt to evade the remaining torpedoes. The Dragar ship was too slow. Four more torpedoes hit, taking out one of the destroyer’s front shields. The last two torpedoes detonated directly against the bow. The warship erupted in a brilliant flash of fire and magic. 
 
    “One down, one to go,” said Sergeant Ron. 
 
    “Negative,” Margery told her captain. “The second black destroyer is bugging out. She is activating what I calculate is this dimension’s version of a hyper-drive. Tia is in pursuit.” 
 
    Sergeant Ron touched an icon on the armrest of his chair, directly accessing the dragon-fighter. “Dragon One, get back here right away. We’re going to dock with that third ship. She’s badly damaged. I need you to cover us in case that destroyer brings back some friends.” 
 
    Margery sensed the dragon-fighter turning around and calculated the teenager wasn’t very happy. Working in tandem with Danny, she helped Sergeant Ron guide the Defiant to dock with what she calculated was the main hatch of the research vessel. Once Terrie and Comstar assembled the Defiant’s security team in the airlock, Margery sent a signal to the Kreack’s Claw to open their hatch. 
 
    The hatch opened at the same time Margery opened the Defiant’s airlock doors. Her video cameras detected the Defiant’s crew staring at their counterparts in the other airlock. 
 
    Sergeant Ron was watching everything from the cockpit. He was the first to recover. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be. They’re orcs.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 – Underground 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard was dreaming. It was a pleasant dream. He had no desire to wake up. 
 
    “Rick! I said do you understand?” 
 
    “I hear you, Nick. Stop yelling.” 
 
    “Well, if you heard me, what did I say?” 
 
    Richard was in no mood for lectures. “I’ve been in this blasted underground rattrap for a year now. I’ve done my best to complete the mission for ‘the One,’ and it’s just not working out. The last thing I need is aggravation from you.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Nickelo, almost sounding sympathetic. “I know you needed to give your brain a little rest, but it’s time to get back to work. I said your Power reserve just went under one percent. You need to make a decision. You do not have much time.” 
 
    Time, Richard thought privately. Does it really matter anymore? 
 
    In truth, time had lost any meaning in the world of darkness where he’d been thrust. For the past thirteen months, he’d been wandering the massive underground tunnel system inhabited by thousands of orcs, trolls, and other dark creatures. His current existence was basically hiding, sneaking, and using his wizard scout abilities to avoid detection. His presence only remained secret thanks to Nickelo’s help and a liberal sprinkling of luck. 
 
    The worst thing about the past year was the assault on his senses by an evil presence that permeated the entire tunnel system. A dark energy continuously searched for anything not of like nature. Richard had felt similar beings before. He had no doubt the tunnel was the home of a major demon. The demon had come close to detecting him on several occasions, but his luck had held out. 
 
    “You know, Nick, I really don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing here. The words ‘Find her, free her, save her’ haven’t been all that much help. The only ‘hers’ I’ve seen during the past year have been female orcs.” 
 
    “Ha!” said Nickelo. “When have instructions from ‘the One’ ever been clear? What you need to worry about is your low Power. You didn’t have much when we got here. Your best stealth shield uses just a little bit more Power than your natural regeneration for your reserve. If you were not so efficient with Power usage, you would have run out months ago. As it is, your Power has dwindled to the point where it is just a matter of days before your stealth shield fails. It’s come time for you to make a decision, buddy. Do you want to continue to charge your shield? Or do you want to use your remaining Power on an active scan of the surrounding area?” 
 
    Richard thought hard, but not long. “My passive scan hasn’t been doing any good. It’s helped keep me from being discovered, but we’re no closer to completing our mission than when we got here. When I run out of Power, my stealth shield will drop anyway, so what difference will a couple of days make if one of my active scans is detected now?” With those words, Richard made his decision. “All right, let’s do this. We’ve got to find a way out of this place or we’re dead for sure.” 
 
    “So, you are going to try an active scan after all?” said Nickelo sounding smug. “I tried to tell you months ago we should do that, but nooooo. You decided to stick to passive scan only. Now that your Power reserve is nearly empty, I suppose you expect me to work some miracle. Is that about the gist of it?” 
 
    Richard sighed. “Fine. You were right, and I was wrong. It’s not the first time, and it won’t be the last. So, can you help me do something with the Power in my reserve or not?” 
 
    “Apology accepted,” replied Nickelo. “It just so happens I have been keeping a running list of active scan scenarios for the last two months. Of course, I never thought you would wait so long to change your mind. Fortunately, I have a couple of good algorithms that may allow us to probe with only a fifty-eight percent chance of discovery.” 
 
    “A fifty-eight percent chance of discovery means a forty-two percent chance of non-discovery,” Richard said. “Under the circumstances, that’s better than I expected. What’s the chance we’ll get any useful information out of an active scan?” 
 
    “That is impossible to calculate, wizard scout. Just guessing, which you know I do poorly, I would say the odds are pretty low.” 
 
    “Whatever the odds, I’ve got no other options. I’ll set up the active scan and give you control. Try to keep the scan focused tight to reduce the chance of discovery. Let me know if you need me to do anything.” 
 
    “Compliance. Before we start, I recommend that you change out my isotopic battery and put a fresh one in the battle suit as well. If we get in trouble, you would be a little embarrassed having to yell King’s X to someone you are fighting so you can swap out batteries.” 
 
    Richard removed his dimensional pack from his back. “What’s a King’s X?” 
 
    “It is a temporary truce used in an old children’s game back on your home world. I think the saying is very amusing.” 
 
    “Yeah, hilarious.” 
 
    Richard opened the flap on his dimensional pack. A minute amount of Power left his reserve. He hated the Power loss but agreed with his battle computer. If he got into a fight, he couldn’t afford to lose either his battle helmet or battle suit. After extracting two fresh batteries from the pack, he held the smaller one to the left side of his helmet.  
 
    Nickelo activated the swap sequence, and the fresh battery was absorbed into the helmet at the same time the old one was pushed out. He replaced the battle suit’s battery in a similar fashion. 
 
    “There,” Rick said. “Are you satisfied now?” 
 
    “Affirmative, wizard scout. I am beginning the active scan. Let your mind drift along with the scan. You might sense something important. Illogical things sometimes escape me, as you well know.” 
 
    Richard sat down with his back against the rock of the tunnel wall. Through the night vision filter of his helmet, he could see about thirty meters down the tunnel before a bend broke his line of sight. With nothing to do, he grew bored. 
 
    “If you are bored,” said Nickelo, “replace your M63 with an M12. I calculate you are going to need the added firepower of the M12. Its 20mm grenades can penetrate stuff the rounds from your M63 would just tickle.” 
 
    Past the point of arguing, Richard shoved his M63 in his pack and pulled out the longer and heavier M12. Once again, a small amount of Power left his reserve. A glance at his Power reserve told him he was down to a little over half of a percent. 
 
    That’s just great. Richard squatted down with his back against the tunnel wall to wait. I hate waiting. He took Nickelo’s advice to let a part of his mind drift along with the little tendrils of Power his battle computer sent out in search of her. 
 
    “I hope this works, Nick. If it doesn’t, I’ve got a feeling we’re never going to get free of this tomb; at least not alive.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 – Active Scan 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    After probing for a couple of hours, Nickelo decided to make a suggestion to his wizard scout. “As you know, this tunnel complex is quite large. I cannot get an accurate mapping of the area because I have to avoid areas where I sense creatures that might detect us. Even so, I have been able to probe out to ten kilometers in several directions. The good news is that we are only a couple of hundred meters underground. I have found at least three exits to the surface. Would you consider leaving this place and returning after you have recharged?” 
 
    “Hmm, I’m surprised at you, Nick. That’s usually the type of thing I suggest. If we left without completing the mission, ‘the One’ would just stick us someplace a lot worse as punishment. I think all we can do is keep probing until we find something or until we’re discovered.” 
 
    Although Nickelo was controlling the active scan, he sensed his wizard scout’s mind trailing along with his probe. Eventually, his wizard scout grew bored and drifted off into a light sleep again. Even asleep, Nickelo sensed his friend’s mind following along with the active scan. 
 
    After several hours of non-productive probing, Nickelo was caught by surprise when his wizard scout suddenly woke and mentally yelled, “Nick! Go back. What was that you just bypassed?” 
 
    “Uh, I just avoided a large concentration of energy with the scan. I came so close to making contact that for a couple of nanoseconds, I thought we were going to be discovered. I calculate we were very lucky.” 
 
    “Maybe, but didn’t that energy seem a little strange to you?” asked Richard. 
 
    “Strange in what way? It’s dark magic just like everything else we have encountered down here. It is a little larger than most concentrations, but when I compare it with other recent readings, there is nothing that I would call unusual about it. I have avoided a dozen others just like it over the last few hours.” 
 
    “No, ole buddy, I disagree with you this time,” said Richard. “Call it a hunch, intuition, or whatever, but I know something’s different about that energy source. Can you get a closer look without getting us discovered?” 
 
    Nickelo chose his words carefully. “Your Power is basically depleted. If you insist, I will probe the energy concentration, but I have to warn you that we will start losing our stealth shield in less than five minutes if I do. You know the Power requirements for pinpoint active scans. I recommend we move on.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to insist this time,” said Richard using command voice. “This is why we’re here. I know it.” 
 
    Nickelo made no further attempt at arguing. He began using the last of his wizard scout’s Power to ever so lightly touch the perimeter of the energy source. It was very advanced dark magic. At first, he found nothing inconsistent with other readings. After a few nanoseconds, he noticed a trend. 
 
    “Are you getting this?” Nickelo asked. “The energy is attuned specifically to defend against light-oriented magic. It is not wasting any of its resources to defend against dark magic. That seems strange since most wielders of dark magic have to worry about their own kind killing them even more than they do about an attack from a creature of light.” 
 
    “What about energy that’s neither light nor dark? Is it attuned against that?” Richard’s excitement was evident in his voice. “My wizard scout abilities don’t register as either good or evil. It’s been my experience most creatures on Portalis look for sources of good or evil magic. They’re not used to anyone who uses Power directly from their reserve.” 
 
    “I know,” Nickelo said. “That is the reason your stealth shield works so well in the magic dimension. To answer your question, no, the energy appears to be just defending against good-based creatures. Any light-oriented magic would be detected and probably attacked immediately. I calculate we should be able to penetrate the energy easily enough now that I know how it is programmed. We will only have three minutes of Power left if we attempt to probe what’s on the other side of that energy field. Are you really sure you want me to proceed?” 
 
    “Yes! Do it!” said Richard firmly. “It’s now or never!” 
 
    Nickelo deftly penetrated the energy source. It turned out to be a shield. Inside the shield was a clear space about twenty paces in diameter. Inside the space was a single life form. The creature was weak but alive. Based upon the creature’s Power reserve, he figured it was potentially a great magic user of some type. Unfortunately for the creature, it was currently even lower on Power than his wizard scout. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 – New Friends 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The Defiant floated a meter off the concrete pavement of the launch pad. A crew of four orc maintenance workers held aloft by levitation belts used long tubes with high-pressure nozzles to remove a thick layer of grime around the ship’s hyper-drive. A squad of orcs dressed in orange and green uniforms unloaded crates of magic ammunition off a wooden platform floating above the launch pad. Two elves standing nearby cast spells on the boxes, sending them floating up Defiant’s ramp and into her cargo bay. 
 
    On a nearby launch pad hovered a blackened and battered starship. Tia looked at the writing on the bow of the ship. The letters were unintelligible, but Comstar had already translated them for her. Kreack’s Claw. 
 
    The sound of a click from a translation box to Tia’s left told her one of her companions was about to speak. 
 
    “By the looks of it, your ship’s seen a lot of action,” said a deep voice. “I envy you. Yesterday was the only combat I’ve seen since I left the brood cave.” 
 
    Turning to her companion, Tia tried her best to ignore the two tusks sticking out of the adolescent orc’s jaws as well as his jaundiced skin and yellow eyes. 
 
    Considering the fact an orc crossbow bolt came close to killing me, she thought, I think I’m doing a pretty good job of treating my new acquaintances fairly. Besides, these orcs are as far removed from the orcs on Portalis as I am from a caveman back on Rick’s home world of Earth. 
 
    “Fighting isn’t everything,” Tia said hoping her white lie sounded convincing. “Your job is important too. From what I’ve been told, the orcs on your planet have been responsible for most of the advancements in magic since the war began.” 
 
    “Hey,” said a higher-pitched voice from Tia’s other side. “The Redestans haven’t done everything. We elves in the Yardorian alliance have done our share of creating spells as well. Without our slither-drive spell, the Redestans’ starships would still be using the old Hyperian jump spell to make faster-than-light speed.” 
 
    “Do you guys always argue so much?” Tia asked looking at the young elf to her right. “Geez, it’s no wonder your alliance is still fighting the Dragars after a hundred thousand years.” 
 
    “We don’t argue all the time,” said the orc. “At least I don’t. Asquan’s the one who argues.” 
 
    “I don’t either,” said Asquan. “It’s hardheaded orcs like Timerman here that like to argue.” 
 
    “I’m not hardheaded,” said Timerman. 
 
    Asquan laughed. “Don’t you remember the time at the Star Academy when Master Yawlis broke his staff over your head for falling asleep during his lecture?” 
 
    Timerman laughed along with the young elf. Actually, Tia thought the sound was more like a growl, but since the translation box interpreted it as a laugh, she assumed it must be. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” said Timerman. “I think his staff was already cracked from beating you over the head with it so much.” 
 
    “He never—” began Asquan. 
 
    “Enough!” Tia said, trying not to laugh. “By Cremtine’s comet, the two of you are so juvenile. You’re like twice my age, Timerman, and Asquan, you’re like a hundred. I’m not even nineteen yet, and I’m more mature than both of you put together.” 
 
    “Actually,” said Asquan, “I’m three hundred and four. That would be about fifteen in human years.” 
 
    Tia shook her head. The orc and elf reminded her of some of her friends when she’d been a cadet back on Trecor. Other than Comstar, she thought, I’ve never met another elf. Comstar’s pretty tight-lipped. Asquan, on the other hand, is prone to talk anyone’s ear off if they’ll stand around and listen. 
 
    Tia had found out a lot during the past twenty-four hours. The United Galaxy Alliance had been formed nearly a hundred thousand years earlier to oppose the Dragars and their federation of allies. 
 
    “How’d you two ever wind up as roommates at your Star Academy?” Tia asked trying to get her new friends talking about something useful. She knew if Sergeant Ron was right, the Defiant would be spending at least another week on Redestan. Until the Yardorian elf soothsayers completed their spells, none of the Defiant’s crew had any idea where to start searching for Rick. 
 
    Both Asquan and Timerman laughed at Tia’s question. 
 
    “How’d we get together?” said Asquan. “That’s easy. Headmaster Ulvarire stuck us as roommates during our first week at the academy. He said we deserved each other. We’ve been together ever since.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Timerman. “It was a lucky break for Asquan. His navigation spells are atrocious. If I hadn’t carried him through studying for the final exams, I bet he’d still be back at the academy.” 
 
    Asquan’s lack of a smart-aleck reply told Tia the orc teenager’s words were probably closer to the mark than the young elf would like. Based upon the year she’d spent on Portalis, Tia would never have thought an orc and an elf could be friends. Asquan and Timerman were living proof how wrong she’d been. Apparently, a lot of what she’d assumed about the magic dimension based upon her time on Portalis was incorrect. 
 
    Turning to the orc, Tia said, “I heard your father tell Sergeant Ron that the space around Portalis has been inactive for most of the hundred thousand years of the war. Your father said the Dragars’ presence has been on the increase. Any ideas why?” 
 
    Timerman shrugged his shoulders. “No idea. Portalis is surrounded by an impenetrable barrier. According to our historians, it has been for the last hundred thousand years. Nothing can get in or out. Some type of powerful spell blankets the entire planet preventing our weapons and even the spells on our starships from working. From our aerial surveys over the years, it appears like the population has purposely been kept at the same level of advancement since the barrier was put in place.” 
 
    “Who put it there?” Tia asked. 
 
    “Some say the spells were cast in tandem by the Great One and a master demon,” said Asquan. “My grandfather says Portalis holds the key to victory in our war against the Dragars. I heard him tell my mother the time of the Great Battle is approaching. He says that’s why the Dragars’ starships have been increasing their presence around Portalis lately.” 
 
    Tia glanced at the twin suns setting over the eastern horizon. She had an epiphany that everything she’d thought she knew about the magic dimension was as backward as a planet where the sun rose in the west and set in the east. 
 
    “I’ve been to Portalis,” Tia told her two companions. 
 
    “Yes, we know,” said Timerman. “We’re glad you were near Portalis when we were attacked. I thought we were all dead for sure.” 
 
    “No,” Tia said. “I mean I’ve been on Portalis. I was there a hundred thousand years ago. The planet didn’t have a shield around it then. At least, it didn’t have one around the entire planet.” 
 
    “Well, if you say so,” said Asquan sounding unconvinced. “My grandfather did say you’d told him about the Dragars’ time-bubble. I heard him tell Mother that explained a lot. The Dragars and their allies seem to appear in force wherever and whenever they want. If they’re using a time-bubble to get around, I guess that’s why our alliance hasn’t been able to defeat them. Your Sergeant Ron also told him about your time-commando friend. Grandfather’s having the scribes check our histories for references to a black-armored warrior using technology weapons. I think they’ve found several instances already where key events have been influenced by the time-commando.” 
 
    Tia shook her head. “It’s not one time-commando. According to my friend, there have been many over the years. Rick told me he thought everything’s moving toward some battle that will decide the fate of three galaxies. I have a feeling that’s the Great Battle you mentioned.” 
 
    Timerman looked at Tia. “I hope I can be there when the time comes. I know I’m supposed to do more than work a lifetime on a single spell just to make it a little more efficient. I want to be a great warrior. I wish I could go on the Defiant with you. Asquan’s grandfather says he thinks your ship will be in the thick of the action when the time comes.” 
 
    “Well, the Defiant has certainly seen her share of fighting,” Tia admitted. “If fighting’s what you want, then you should see if Sergeant Ron would let you sign on as a member of the crew. The Defiant is still short crewmembers. Can you fly a dragon-fighter?” 
 
    Timerman looked down at the pavement and scooted a loose bit of concrete around with his boot. He shook his head. “No. I’ve been serving as an apprentice navigator on the Kreack’s Claw for the past two years, but that’s it. I’m not much of a pilot.” 
 
    The sound of Asquan’s laughter made Timerman’s yellow skin take on a greenish tint. 
 
    “I’ll say,” said Asquan. “After he wrecked his third trainer at the academy, the headmaster forbade him to fly again. If you need a pilot, I’m your elf. I may not be able to navigate my way out of a leather knapsack, but I was the best fighter pilot at the academy. We had a whole squadron of captured dragon-fighters at our disposal.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Tia said. “We’re short one fighter pilot on the Defiant, and Sergeant Ron’s been doing double duty as both pilot and navigator. I bet he’d take both of you on as crewmembers if you got permission.” 
 
    The smiles on her companion’s faces left little doubt Sergeant Ron would soon be getting some unexpected visitors. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 – Unexpected Gift 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard noted the readings from his active scan in his shared space. The creature inside the shield was different from any other he’d encountered in the tunnel system during the past year. The creature’s magic radiated as good. The magic was like a bright light in an ocean of darkness when compared to the evil he’d been bombarded with day after day. The creature’s spark of light actually gave him hope all wasn’t lost. 
 
    “This has to be the one we’re supposed to find,” Richard told his battle computer. 
 
    “Two minutes,” said Nickelo holding back his opinion. “Your stealth shield will come down in two minutes unless we stop probing.” 
 
    “No, continue the scan,” Richard ordered. “Scan the creature closer.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Additional information told Richard the creature was feminine. He couldn’t tell the race or the species. He sensed she was starved, dehydrated, exhausted, and injured. Somehow, he sensed her injuries were the result of being beaten. He sensed some of her emotions and got the impression she was without hope. On the other hand, he also sensed pride, honor, and defiance. She wasn’t yet defeated. 
 
    “One minute, Rick. Your shield will come down in one minute.” 
 
    Richard knew they had to leave. For some reason, he felt pity for the female, whoever she was. He hesitated a moment longer. “If she’s our mission, then we should try to help her.” 
 
    “How?” asked Nickelo. “Your Power reserve will be empty in thirty seconds. The creature is kilometers away. How can you help her when you are not even going to be able to help yourself?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Richard admitted. “There’s nothing I can do for her. Unless…” 
 
    Richard thought about the sense of being utterly alone that he’d felt during the past year. Although he was used to being by himself on missions, the loneliness of the tunnels was like nothing he’d ever experienced. The very air seemed to suck the strength and hope from his soul. He had a feeling the only thing he could do to help the creature in the few seconds before his Power ran out was to let her know she wasn’t alone. 
 
    Ignoring the danger, Richard reached out with his mind and gently touched the creature. In the touch, he tried to put all the hope and friendship he could muster. The creature had apparently been tormented too long. At his first touch, she shrank back to whatever corner of safety she’d made for herself in the far reaches of her mind. 
 
    “Fifteen seconds.” 
 
    Richard sensed the female huddling in the darkness. Her mind seemed to be racing wildly. He sensed her emotions as a mixture of fear and anger. How he could get so much information from an active scan, he didn’t know, but he did. He even sensed that she was a little curious. 
 
    Given time, Richard thought, I might be able to coax the creature into some kind of emotion-speak communication. Not now, though. I can’t stay any longer. 
 
    Richard sent out a final emotion he hoped she’d know meant good luck and goodbye. 
 
    “All right, Nick. Shut the scan down. Get us out of here.” 
 
    Nickelo quickly complied. However, his battle computer wasn’t quite fast enough. As the active scan began to withdraw through the magic barrier, the female reached out with a wisp of a line of Power and touched Richard’s mind. In that split-second touch, Richard felt the creature return hope and thanks to him. 
 
    Something else happened as well. The female attached a link to him. Or rather, she merged her line of Power with one of the links already attached to him. It was the same link he’d used to share Power with the helper when they’d unwittingly helped destroy the three spheres. It was through the same link that the female now shared part of her remaining Power with him. The Power she gave him was very small. Even so, Richard wondered at her unexpected act of kindness. Near death herself and with even less Power than him, the creature had shared half her Power with him. 
 
    His active scan ended. Richard no longer sensed the creature. For several seconds, he just sat in the tunnel with his back against the wall, contemplating the unselfishness of the creature’s gift. He’d attached links to enemies before and forcibly taken Power from them, but he’d never freely given Power to anyone. 
 
    Richard wasn’t sure why, but he felt a sense of loss that he’d never get to know the creature. 
 
    “I wish I could thank her,” Richard said. 
 
    “Well, you can’t,” replied Nickelo. “You kept your scan open to the last possible second. Your Power reserve is basically depleted. Your stealth shield is going to fail any second. When it does, I calculate you are going to be getting a whole lot of company.” 
 
    Richard mentally prepared himself for what was about to come. He’d been a marine. He’d go down fighting. 
 
    “Wait a nanosecond,” said Nickelo with a strange sound in his voice. “Your Power reserve has been replenished by point zero one five percent.” 
 
    “What…?” Richard asked, jerked out of his thoughts. “How can that be? Did we get that much Power from the creature?” 
 
    “No, we did not,” replied Nickelo. “When the creature’s Power merged with yours, something happened. I’m not sure what. The result is that you now have more Power than what you had plus what the creature gave you.” 
 
    “Are you trying to imply Power was somehow created?” Richard said. “You know that’s impossible. There’s only a finite amount of Power in the universe. Power can’t be created. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “That is only partially true, Rick. You are forgetting how you helped the dwarf Emerald create a Circle when you destroyed the Dragars’ temple. The Circle created Power, or at least it drew additional Power from the universe. I know you are not part of a Circle now, but regardless, you now have more Power than you should logically have. Don’t ask me why. I deal in facts. Solving mysteries is your department.” 
 
    Although Richard didn’t doubt his computer, he checked his Power reserve just the same. There was no doubt about it. He now had almost as much Power as he’d had before starting the active scan. He looked at the link from the creature. Like the previous helper, the creature had used the link Shandria had once attached to him. While links were forever, he knew he could easily block the link if desired. He knew he should block it, but the uniqueness of the link made him hesitate. 
 
    “How was the creature able to use Shandria’s link to send Power to me, Nick?” 
 
    “Insufficient data to make a reliable calculation,” replied Nickelo. 
 
    For some reason, Richard had a feeling Nickelo was being purposely unhelpful. It wasn’t the first time. On more than one occasion, his battle computer had failed to give him suggestions in order to make him work things out on his own. 
 
    Assuming he was on his own again, Richard went over what he knew. “I’m no better off than before I began scanning. Nick, I want you to use some of the Power we just got and scan the link closer. Tell me what you see.” 
 
    “Compliance, wizard scout. It is a typical one-way link in that Power can pass in only one direction. It is set up to send Power from the creature to you. Shandria’s link has been modified to give you the ability to pull Power from the female. If you so desire, you could easily suck every last drop of Power from her. Not that she has much.” 
 
    Richard wondered if the creature had accidentally gotten something backward. “Do you think she knows what she’s done? Maybe she intended to use the link to steal Power from me but got it wrong.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” said Nickelo. “I will admit the modification to Shandria’s link appears to be hastily constructed. On the other hand, it seems remarkably well made. A great amount of thought and preparation went into its creation.” 
 
    “Is the female’s link stable? Could she somehow switch the link and forcibly draw Power from me?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” replied Nickelo. “See how those lines of Power in the link are interlaced? They are locked in place. If you had modified the link to the creature with the intent of stealing her Power, you could have done no better than what she has created. She has basically given you absolute control over her Power supply. For all intents and purposes, you hold her life in your hands.” 
 
    “I wonder if she knows merging our Power created more Power?” Richard said. “I wonder what would happen if I gave some of the Power back?” 
 
    “Now hold on,” Nickelo said. “The female has bought us a little time by giving you some of her Power. You still do not have any to spare. Even if we do no further scans, your stealth shield is going to fail in a couple of days. Your best course of action is to take one of the exits I spotted during your scan. We could leave these tunnels and escape to the surface. Then you could rest up and regain your strength. Assuming the creature is the one we are supposed to find, you could return and help her once you are at full Power. Doesn’t that seem logical?” 
 
    “No, Nick. She’d be dead before we got back. I can’t believe your calculations indicate otherwise. If we’re going to help her, it has to be now. She’s our mission. I’m sure of it. The only way ‘the One’ is going to let us out of this place is if we free her.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Nickelo. “If you insist on sending some of the Power that was created back, then I would recommend converting the link into a two-way transfer link similar to the Circle you helped the dwarf form. For your own safety, I would make your part of the Circle a push link so the creature cannot forcibly pull Power from you.” 
 
    With the decision made, Richard touched the Power weavings of the link from the creature with his mind and began moving flows of energy around. He formed a Circle between the creature and himself while limiting his part to a push only link. The Circle was surprisingly easy to form. Richard gathered half the Power that had been created and sent it back to the female. Then he waited. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 – Bond Link 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Jeena huddled on the rock floor with her arms wrapped tightly around her legs. She couldn’t help her fears. Her physical condition didn’t help. She glanced down at her clothing. The tattered material resembled filthy rags more than the finely made elven robe it had been. Numerous bruises and scrapes, both old and new, covered her body. Crendemor had been less than kind over the past thirteen months. She absentmindedly ran her fingers through her hair. It was tangled and matted. She knew she was in desperate need of a bath. It hadn’t taken Crendemor long to figure out she liked to be clean. He’d used that bit of information as an additional mental torture against her. 
 
    The thought of her foul body odor brought a wave of self-pity. A memory of her friends, Dalphia and Lily, made her shove the pity down into the dark depths of her mind where it belonged. Bad though her situation was, she still had her pride. It was all that had kept her from breaking during the past year. 
 
    I am not beaten yet, she thought. If it is the last thing I do, Crendemor will pay for what he has done. I swear it. 
 
    Almost every day since Crendemor brought her to the orc stronghold under Dillonath Mountain, he’d done his best to make her give him her bond link. He’d come close to convincing her on more than one occasion. She shuddered at the memories. 
 
    There is no way I am going to bond with Crendemor. It would be a fate worse than death. 
 
    Like she’d done daily, Jeena prayed to the Lady. “Please give me the strength to resist Crendemor one more day.” Just like every other day during the past year, the Lady didn’t answer. 
 
    Resistance is not enough, Jeena thought. It is only temporary. What I need is a way to make Crendemor’s plan for me useless. He does not give me the opportunity to take my own life, but perhaps I can do something else to defeat him. 
 
    A thought of how she could do so crossed Jeena’s mind, but she immediately pushed the idea away. It was too drastic to think on. The more she thought about it, though, the more she realized it might be her only hope of defeating the dark elf. 
 
    “Lady,” Jeena prayed, “if I cannot take my own life to thwart Crendemor’s plan, then I beg you to provide me with an opportunity to give my bond link to someone else, nay anything else rather than Crendemor or one of his cronies. If I give my bond link to another, then his plans for me will be ruined. Lady, it must happen soon. I am near my breaking point. I am no longer sure I will not give away my bond link just to stop the pain and torture. Don’t you see, Lady? Bonding with another creature may be my only hope. Sooner or later, Crendemor will break my will. It is just a matter of time. He knows it, and I know it.” 
 
    Jeena remembered how close she’d been to the breaking point the previous day. 
 
    If Crendemor had only known… But he had not. He gave up just a few minutes too soon. 
 
    At that moment, something unseen touched Jeena. She froze scarcely daring to breathe. The touch wasn’t physical. It was a touching of minds, yet it was more than that. It was almost as if she’d been touched by another spirit. She’d felt a similar touch twice in her life. Both times had been when she was touched by the one the Oracle had called the helper. 
 
    Could it be he? Jeena wondered. Has the Lady or the Oracle sent him to help me? Or is it one of Crendemor’s tricks? 
 
    Jeena had no way of knowing. She drew back to the area of her mind she’d carved out as her only defense against the dark elf’s mental attacks. Despite her fear of a trick, she was curious. The mental touch didn’t feel evil. Instead of evil, the touch seemed to be trying to give her an offer of friendship, possibly even hope. 
 
    Hope, she thought. Crendemor has sought to deny me even the slightest shred of hope. He would be the last one to give me hope. Whoever this is, it is no trick. I am not alone. 
 
    The possible friendship of the creature made Jeena do something she hadn’t done in over a year. She smiled. 
 
    Before Jeena could think things through, the creature’s touch seemed to be saying goodbye. The line of Power it had used to touch her began to withdraw. She didn’t blame the creature. With its touch, she’d been able to sense much about the creature, probably more than it knew. It was near death, both in body and spirit. It was almost as low on Power as she, which meant it had risked much to penetrate the barrier surrounding her. She knew it was a male, but of what race or even species, she couldn’t tell. Whether it was the Oracle’s helper or one of the helper’s kind, she didn’t know. What she did know, or at least what she hoped she knew, was that she detected no evil in the creature. His essence so lacked a trait of either good or evil that if he hadn’t touched her, she wouldn’t have detected his presence. 
 
    Jeena reached out with her mind and sent a line of her own Power to touch the creature’s line. Crendemor had blocked the link to her Power reserve when he’d captured her, but over the past year, his block had weakened. She didn’t have much Power, but it was enough to follow the creature’s line and find a link. The link was familiar. It was the same link she’d used to feed Power to the Oracle’s helper. 
 
    In a split-second decision, Jeena decided the helper was probably the only chance she’d have to bond with someone who wasn’t an ally of the dark. She knew it was the gamble of a lifetime. As the creature began withdrawing his line, she reached inside herself and drew out the link all elves kept locked inside; her bond link. She meshed her bond link with that of the helper and sent half her meager supply of Power down the modified link as a bond offering. The entire process from the first touch of the creature until now had been a mere thirty seconds. 
 
    Thirty seconds, Jeena thought. That is the time I was given to make the most important decision of my life. 
 
    Before she could think things over further, the helper withdrew his line through the barrier. Before it disappeared completely, Jeena reached out and sent the creature her own feelings of friendship and hope. Then the helper was gone. 
 
    Jeena sat in the darkness and slowly rocked back and forth, waiting to see what would happen. Every muscle in her body was tense. The enormity of her act suddenly hit her. 
 
    I have given away my bond link. I have just given away the most precious gift I have to offer. I don’t even know who or what the helper is. He may not even be an elf. What if he is an orc or another species? He may not even be a humanoid. For all I know, he could be a dragon or some other creature. 
 
    Even so, Jeena knew the circumstances didn’t matter. The law still applied. 
 
    For the rest of eternity, the helper and I will be bonded. 
 
    Jeena continued to wait in the darkness of her prison. 
 
    Did my gamble work? she wondered. 
 
    “Oh, Lady, please let it work,” Jeena prayed. “Please let the creature be from you. Please let the creature be as he seemed. What if I was wrong? Lady, do not let him be Crendemor in disguise.” 
 
    In spite of her prayer, Jeena felt certain the creature hadn’t been Crendemor. If he had been Crendemor, he would have been in here gloating already. The creature was not Crendemor in disguise. 
 
    The minutes passed, and nothing happened. Jeena relaxed. 
 
    So now I am bonded. 
 
    Ever since she’d begun to view her young male playmates as something other than physically stronger versions of herself, she’d wondered who her bonded would be. Who she’d be linked with for all eternity? A bonding and the ceremonies that went with it were supposed to be one of the happiest times of an elf’s life. She knew she’d never know that happiness now. She’d just given her bond to a creature she’d probably never meet. Jeena shoved the thoughts of her youth back into the depths of her memory. 
 
    It does no good to think of what could have been. I need to think of the present, and only the present, because I have no future. 
 
    Jeena smiled slightly as she imagined Crendemor’s wrath when he found out his plan had failed because she’d bonded with another. 
 
    He will not be so smug then. My death will come quickly after that, but it does not matter anymore. All that matters is that I can no longer be used in his evil plans. 
 
    Suddenly, Jeena felt something strange in the link she’d attached to the helper. She sensed her bond link going out from her. She knew somewhere at the other end was the helper, her bonded. She concentrated on her bond link and noticed it wavering, almost pulsating, as some transformation began to take place. 
 
    “Crendemor! Oh, Lady. It was a trick after all. I have failed you.” Jeena watched in horror as the Power weavings of the link began to change. 
 
    That’s impossible, she thought, but she saw the change happening nevertheless. 
 
    When the transformation was complete, she sensed something coming down the link. It was Power. She braced herself for the onslaught of evil. When the Power reached the end of her bond link, it engulfed her. The Power wasn’t the giant wave of evil crashing over her as she’d feared. It was a gentle swell of pure Power which had neither the taint of good nor evil. The incoming Power covered her and intermeshed with her own Power. 
 
    As Jeena sat there with every muscle tense, concentrating on the Power, she felt something else through her bond link. It was the helper. It was her bonded. Once again, she felt a sense of friendship and hope. She was confused but wasn’t frightened. 
 
    This is impossible, Jeena thought. Bond links are one-way connections. 
 
    With a normal bond link, the creature would be able to sense her and have control over her Power, but without a second bond link from the creature to her, she shouldn’t be able to sense him. Nevertheless, there it was. She now felt the helper through her bond link. Not a subtle touching of the minds as she’d experienced earlier, but a strong melding of emotions. The helper, her bonded, was full of hope. He was also excited and expectant. 
 
    Just as Jeena was beginning to accept that her bond link was a two-way link, another impossible thing happened. She sensed Power being created inside her. As the Power of the helper and her small amount mixed, the Power expanded and blossomed. Suddenly, she had more Power than she’d had in many weeks. 
 
    Impossible! Jeena thought. Only bondmates can create Power. Even bondmates are only able to create Power during their first mating in the Presence of the Lady. What just happened should be impossible. 
 
    Jeena sat in the dark studying the creature at the other end of her bond link. Although she couldn’t read his mind, she did sense his emotions. She sensed his friendship. Amazingly, she felt a sense of trust for the creature she’d never felt for anyone else. She was certain the helper, her bonded, was someone she could depend on. 
 
    No, not my bonded, Jeena thought. Our link has been modified to pass Power both ways. He has shared Power with me in return. We are bondmates now. 
 
    Jeena suddenly realized she’d never be alone again. It was as if the helper had filled a void in her soul that until now she hadn’t even known existed. She felt…complete. 
 
    Can I communicate with him? She sent an emotion of thanks and friendship down the link. Almost immediately, an emotion of happiness and possibly relief came back. For a few minutes, Jeena did her best to talk to the helper. It didn’t take long for her to conclude any real conversation was impossible. All they could do was trade emotions. She wasn’t altogether dissatisfied, having expected nothing in return when she’d bonded with the creature, but she’d gained a friend and a companion. She was no longer alone, and that was enough. 
 
    As they continued to trade emotions back and forth, Jeena sensed an increasing expectancy in the creature. It’s as if he is waiting for something. 
 
    It finally dawned on Jeena that her bondmate was waiting for her to return some Power. She became excited and expectant as well. She concentrated on their bond link and attempted to sense as much about the creature as she could. While she couldn’t be certain, she thought that he felt stronger.  
 
    When his Power mixed with mine, I created Power. What if he also created Power when my Power mixed with his? 
 
    With almost nothing to lose, Jeena gathered half the Power she now had and sent it down the bond link. In less than a minute, her bondmate returned Power back to her. He returned more Power than she’d sent. With an increasing excitement, Jeena began trading Power back and forth with the helper. At first, she sent half her Power down the link each time it was her turn, but as the volume of Power began to increase, she became worried. 
 
    If the dark energy surrounding my cell detects the Power transfer, it might sound an alarm. I need to select a reasonable amount of Power and send the same amount down the link each time. Our Power reserves may not build as fast as they could, but they will build. 
 
    As Crendemor had pointed out to her numerous times, her cell was surrounded by a shield designed by the Dalinfaust to defend against her. Even if her Power reserve was full, which it wasn’t, Jeena doubted that she could break through the barrier. She knew she had to come up with a better plan. 
 
    I will use my share of the Power we are creating to keep the transfer hidden. My bondmate is getting stronger. I owe it to him to try and give him as much Power as possible. The longer the transfer stays hidden, the more Power we can create, and the stronger he will become. Once his Power reserve is full, then I will build up my own reserve and use it to my advantage. Crendemor is powerful, but if I get the chance, I will use whatever Power I have to attack him. If I am going to die anyway, I might as well take Crendemor with me. 
 
    With the decision made, Jeena settled back to wait. She didn’t mind. She was no longer alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 – On the Way 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Once Richard sent Power to the creature, he discovered he was able to sense her emotions clearly. At first, she was frightened. She recovered quickly. Before long, he got the impression she was trying to communicate with him using emotions. It wasn’t emotion-speak like he used with the dolgars, but at least they were able to give a little comfort to each other. What he really wanted, though, was for her to return Power back to him. Try as he might, he wasn’t able to relay the thought to the creature using just emotions. 
 
    The minutes passed as they talked, but no Power was forthcoming. Finally, Richard gathered together his strongest feelings of hope and expectancy and sent them down the link to the creature. A few seconds later, he sensed a change in the link. There was a surge in their connection. A burst of Power shot up the link. 
 
    “She is sending twenty-five percent more Power this time,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “Watch it close. I want to see if Power is actually being created.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Richard monitored the flow as well. The two Power sources—one good, one neither—combined and expanded. Within seconds, his reserve was fuller than it had been in weeks. 
 
    Over the next few hours, he and the creature at the other end of the link shared Power. As they shared, his Power began to be restored to a respectable level. 
 
    “The amount of Power the creature’s sending has leveled off,” Richard told his battle computer. 
 
    “Affirmative, wizard scout. At this rate, it will take a couple of days before your reserve is full. I calculate your creature is using the extra Power she is creating for other purposes.” 
 
    Richard thought about it a moment. “Maybe she’s healing herself. From what I could tell, she was near death when we first made contact.” He thought some more. “You know, Nick, I assumed she’d be dead before we could get to her. If she’s healing herself now, well, that changes the situation.” 
 
    Coming to a decision, Richard said, “Plot me a course to the creature.” 
 
    “Compliance,” said Nickelo. “You’re the boss. I should point out, though, that the ten kilometers straight line distance to the creature might turn out to be forty or fifty kilometers of actual walking. We will have to spend a lot of time avoiding the tunnel’s inhabitants. I calculate we will be hard-pressed to make it to her in less than five days. That is, assuming you are cautious, which I highly recommend you should be. The good news is that if whoever is on the other end of the link can hang on that long, you will be at full power when we arrive.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Richard said. “Now plot me the safest route and let’s get moving. The sooner we free her, the sooner we can get out of this pactar hole.” 
 
    A green path appeared on the battle helmet’s heads-up display. A 50K flashed in the upper left corner of the display. 
 
    Richard sighed. “It’s going to be a long walk.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” agreed Nickelo, “so you best get moving.” 
 
    Slinging his M12 from its shoulder strap into a handy firing position, Richard began walking. As he walked, he continued trading Power and emotions with the creature. When he sensed her fear growing, he sent an emotion of courage. When he became tired and frustrated at the number of times he had to backtrack to avoid discovery, the creature sent him a feeling of encouragement. He had a feeling she sensed he was coming to help her. She seemed to have a greater will to live than when he’d first contacted her. Like him, she seemed to appreciate not being alone. 
 
    “I wonder who and what she is,” Richard said. “She’s obviously a captive of some kind. I’m assuming that shield of dark magic is her prison.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” asked Nickelo. 
 
    Richard knew it shouldn’t, but it did. For some reason, in the short time they’d been linked, she’d become more than a mission. He’d come to need her. 
 
    After several hours of walking, Richard began to tire. His self-heal kept his body refreshed, but not his mind. He had to rest. Once Nickelo found a secure location, Richard crawled into an out-of-the-way hole and went to sleep. Before he closed his eyes, he sent a last burst of Power down the link to the creature along with the feeling of how tired he was. He thought of how good it would be to go to sleep and sent that feeling to the creature. He hoped she’d take it as his way of saying good night. Apparently she did, because she replied with a feeling of appreciation and thanks. She also sent him a feeling of how tired she was. With the trading of emotions complete, he dozed off to sleep. Even resting, he continued to feel the presence of the creature at the other end of the link. Whether she was the helper he’d encountered before, he didn’t know. It didn’t matter. He was comforted by her presence. He hoped she was comforted by his as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 – Gag Ball 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Jeena heard the cries of rage well before she could understand the words. The yells grew closer. She smiled and braced herself for what was to come. 
 
    “Lady, do not let me show any fear,” Jeena prayed. “I do not want to give Crendemor the satisfaction.” 
 
    “I’ll kill her myself,” yelled Lord Crendemor. “She will pay, do you hear me? She will pay.” 
 
    Reaching out with her mind, Jeena touched the link to her bondmate. His continued presence gave her the courage to do what needed to be done. The emotions coming from her bondmate were feelings of calm and peace. 
 
    He is asleep, she decided. Good. He will not know what happens until it is over. 
 
    Jeena regretted that she’d never meet her bondmate in person. 
 
    The links of bondmates last forever, she reassured herself. We will meet in the next world. For now, I will take comfort in knowing that he will live even though I am going to die. 
 
    Gathering what Power she’d accumulated over the last few hours, Jeena recited the first part of a wall-of-fire spell. A ball of magic formed above her outstretched hand. She wrapped the magic in a stealth shield. It wouldn’t do to alert the dark elf to his danger. She completed the spell up to the point where only a single word would be needed to activate it. Due to the confined space of the barrier around her, she knew she’d be killing herself, but she didn’t care. Crendemor had to die. 
 
    “Open the entrance,” shouted Lord Crendemor to whatever unseen guards were on the other side of the barrier. 
 
    A doorway-sized area of the barrier dimmed. In walked Crendemor. Before the dark elf could act, Jeena shouted the final word of her spell. The ball of magic shot out of her hand and headed straight for the dark elf.  
 
    His eyes widened in surprise. His reflexes were fast. Before the ball of magic reached him, Jeena sensed a line of Power reach out and wrap around her magic. As she watched, the dark elf’s Power and the ball of magic fought for control. Her magic struggled to release its spell while Crendemor’s Power kept it contained. 
 
    Jeena noticed beads of sweat forming on Crendemor’s forehead. As she watched, the dark elf’s Power slowly condensed her sphere of magic into an ever-decreasing ball. Finally, the ball of magic disappeared completely. 
 
    Jeena groaned. Her spell had failed, and she was out of Power. 
 
    Casting hate-filled eyes on her, Crendemor began to speak. “You b—” 
 
    Jeena dove at Crendemor while reaching out for the same dagger on his belt she’d grabbed before. This time he was ready. A fist caught her on the right eye. 
 
    Falling, Jeena was up in a flash. The guards at the palace had taught her well. She kicked out with her heel catching Crendemor in the stomach. The blow knocked the dark elf back, but he was unhurt. She’d known his leather armor would be too tough to be bothered by a single kick, but it was all she could do. 
 
    Crendemor spun and swept out with his right leg. Jeena tried to avoid his kick, but she wasn’t quite fast enough. Her legs were knocked out from underneath her. She fell hard on the floor, face first. The sound of breaking bone was accompanied by a flash of light and intense pain in her jaw. 
 
    Ignoring the pain and blood as best she could, Jeena started to push herself up with her arms. Crendemor didn’t give her the chance. She felt his body weight on top of her. 
 
    As if from far off, Jeena heard the dark elf shout, “How dare you?” along with a stream of curses. She felt strong hands around her throat. On the verge of blacking out, she sensed a stirring in the link with her bondmate. A wave of Power washed over her, healing her injuries. She felt the bone in her jaw snap back into place. The swelling in her face and right eye lessened until it was completely gone. 
 
    Impossible, Jeena thought. Elves can’t be healed. How? 
 
    That was all the time she had to think before Crendemor renewed his attack. Jeena tried to struggle but to no avail. The dark elf was too fast and too strong. She felt a rib crack under his assault. 
 
    Finally, the blows stopped. Jeena tried to open her eyes. She only succeeded in opening her left. Her right eye was once again swollen shut. She noticed Crendemor standing over her, struggling in the grasp of his two assassin guards. 
 
    “No, my lord,” said one of the assassins. “No. The Dalinfaust has forbidden her death. He wants her as his sacrifice. Think, my lord. He’ll kill you if you disobey.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor struggled in the grip of his assassins, but they held him firm. 
 
    “Think, my lord,” said the same assassin. “If you kill her now, you’ll be doing her a favor. She’s given her bond link to another. You can’t change that. Take heart in knowing that the Dalinfaust will torture her into compliance. He can heal virgin females. Her pain and suffering at his claws will last for decades. Do you really want to become her ally by giving her a swift death now?” 
 
    Slowly the rage appeared to leave Crendemor. Jeena looked up into his face as he shrugged off his guards and stood on his own, then glared at her with a cruel smile. 
 
    “Very well, my sweet,” said Crendemor. “I will let you live. Long before the Dalinfaust is finished with you, you will be begging for death.” 
 
    Crendemor turned to the assassin who’d spoken earlier, “Do you have the gag I gave you?” 
 
    The assassin nodded and pulled something shiny out of his pocket.  
 
    Jeena sensed evil from the object. When the assassin passed the object to Crendemor, she gasped. 
 
    “Ah,” said Crendemor with an evil smile. “You are familiar with gag balls. That is good.” 
 
    The dark elf dangled a small silver ball from one of two attached chains. The chains were hair thin. 
 
    “This device,” said Crendemor, “is designed to ensure a person cannot eat, drink, or speak. Once this is in your mouth, you will not be casting any more spells, High Priestess.” 
 
    Nodding to his two assassins, Crendemor ordered, “Hold her still.” 
 
    Although she was still lying on the floor, Jeena kicked out with her right leg, catching one of the assassins by surprise. He went down. Before she could scramble to her feet, Crendemor brought the flat of his sword down on her right ankle. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    As Jeena opened her mouth to scream, Crendemor shoved the gag ball inside. Before she could spit it out, the two chains attached to the gag locked in place behind her head. The gag ball expanded as she tried to open her mouth. 
 
    “There,” snarled Crendemor. “You will never eat or drink again. The Dalinfaust can heal virgin females. Between torture sessions, he will take care of your body’s every need.” 
 
    Jeena tried to shout her defiance at the dark elf, but the metal ball in her mouth expanded the moment she parted her lips. All that came out was an unintelligible muffled sound. She glared her hatred at Crendemor through her one good eye. 
 
    “Yes, that is much better,” laughed Crendemor. “I will leave you to your thoughts, my sweet.” 
 
    The dark elf started for the exit followed by his two assassins, then stopped and turned. “Oh, I am sorry about your leg,” he said mockingly. “Do not worry. The Dalinfaust will heal it before he does a whole lot worse.” 
 
    Laughing again, Crendemor and his guards left Jeena alone in her cell. When the barrier fully closed behind her attackers, then and only then, did she curl into a ball to try and ease her pain. She sensed her bondmate at the other end of their link. She felt his concern for her. She sensed something else that scared her. 
 
    He’s coming, she thought. No matter the danger, he’s coming. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lord Crendemor stopped outside the barrier and turned to his most trusted assassin, Captain Nightbane. 
 
    “The one she bonded with is coming for her,” Lord Crendemor said. “I can sense him through her link. We can use her link to trace his movements. I want you to take a team of mages and a company of Skull Chief Tehac’s orcs and set up an ambush.” 
 
    “I will do as you say, my lord,” said Captain Nightbane. “Do you want whoever he is alive?” 
 
    “Alive if you can,” Lord Crendemor said, “dead if you can’t. Just make sure he does not reach our guest.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Captain Nightbane. “Will you be accompanying us?” 
 
    Lord Crendemor shook his head. “No. I must tell the Dalinfaust about the loss of the high priestess’s link.” 
 
    Captain Nightbane gave a look that seemed to say he didn’t envy his leader’s task. 
 
    Although he kept his features blank, Lord Crendemor thought, Neither do I, Captain. Then he turned and went to meet his fate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 – The Dream 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    While he slept, Richard dreamed he was aboard a silver dragon flying high over the mountain tops. The cold wind blew in his face. It felt good to finally be free of the underground labyrinth of tunnels. He felt a similar emotion of happiness from the dragon. He knew the silver dragon was the creature at the other end of the link. They were finally free, and they were together. He felt a momentary sadness that she was a dragon instead of a human, but it quickly passed. Even in his dreams, Richard knew the last thing he needed was a romantic interest. Falling in love with someone who grew old and died in less than a hundred years was a blueprint for disaster. 
 
    No, he thought in his dream, it’s much better that she’s a dragon. We’re different species, but we can still enjoy each other’s company without having a physical relationship. 
 
    Suddenly, the sky in Richard’s dream turned dark with swirling storm clouds all around them. The dark clouds were angry. They thundered accusations at the dragon as she swooped to dodge a bolt of lightning aimed at her. It missed, but others followed. The dragon was forced to zig through the air. He clung tightly to her back. The dragon opened her mouth and tried to shoot fire at the dark clouds. They smothered the fire and were unaffected. 
 
    The clouds continued to shoot lightning at the dragon. At first, she was successful at avoiding the lightning. Without warning, a part of a dark cloud formed a giant hand. It grabbed the dragon by her neck. Another hand came out of a second cloud and smashed into the dragon’s face. Richard felt the dragon’s pain as it fell from the sky and hurtled to the rocky ground below. 
 
    He sent an emotion through the link letting the dragon know she wasn’t alone. He was with her. He wouldn’t desert her. They both fell from the sky, slamming into the ground far below. When they hit, Richard felt bones break in the dragon’s body. In desperation, he used his empathetic healing to draw the worst of the injuries to his own body. When his own bones began to snap as part of the healing process, he had to…. 
 
    “Wake up!” Nickelo mentally yelled. “Stop screaming! You’re going to give our location away.” 
 
    Richard woke up with another scream on his lips. He suppressed it before it became reality. He felt a sharp pain in his side, and his face was in agony. He felt a warm liquid running from his nose and mouth. 
 
    “Nick? What’s going on?” Richard said. “I was dreaming. How can I be hurt?” 
 
    “You were screaming, and you brought injuries through the link to yourself,” said Nickelo. “Three ribs on your left side are broken. So are your nose and jaw. It’s almost as if you have been hit hard in the face. Your Power is already healing your injuries. They should be repaired shortly.” 
 
    Richard was in pain but felt his Power repairing his broken bones and bruised flesh. Even so, he was concerned. The creature had been hurt in his dream. He’d responded by drawing the injuries through the link to himself. He hadn’t even known that was possible. The fact that he’d done it at all wasn’t good. The realization came over him that allowing the link with the creature to remain open could have fatal consequences. 
 
    “Rick,” said Nickelo as if carefully selecting his words. “I try to stay out of your emotional business. It’s just something I do not understand very well. However, the situation is turning dangerous. You could have been killed. We do not even know for sure she is the one we are supposed to find. Think about this logically. You need to block the link and then escape to the surface of this world. There is nothing down here for us. It is time for us to leave.” 
 
    Mentally shaking his head in agreement, Richard touched the link with the creature and traced its Power weavings until he found a weak spot suitable for closing off the link. Just as he was on the verge of releasing his Power to block the link, he took a final moment to sense the creature at the other end. As soon as he did, he left the link connected. He sensed her pain as well as fear. He’d taken some of her injuries, but she still had more. Her injuries increased even as he monitored the link. Someone or something was continuing to hurt her. As she was being hurt, Richard sensed her gather courage and hurl defiance at the being. He sensed more pain, but she wouldn’t break. 
 
    He sent fresh Power to the creature. Richard let his admiration for her bravery pass down the link as well as his hatred of her tormentor. He tried his best to send hope but failed miserably. The best he could do was let her know he was there, that he knew what she was going through, and that she wasn’t alone. Before long, her pain stopped increasing. Whoever was attacking her had apparently broken off the attack. 
 
    He sensed the creature’s hurts but hesitated to heal her new injuries. She was still alive. Taking her injuries would ease her pain, but it wouldn’t keep her alive. Whoever had attacked her could return. Richard knew he’d used up precious Power healing her earlier injuries. 
 
    What good did it do? he thought. She has almost as many injuries now as before I healed her. I can’t hope to heal injuries quicker than whoever attacked her can deal them out. 
 
    Convinced the creature’s only hope was for him to conserve Power and get to her as quickly as possible, he stepped out of his cubbyhole into the main tunnel. 
 
    “Nick, plot me the most direct route to the creature’s location and give me a time estimate.” 
 
    Pulling the strap of his M12 over his shoulder so he could fire it from the hip, he flicked the safety to the fire position. Richard touched the handle of his phase rod with his left hand to ensure it was positioned for quick access. 
 
    “No! Absolutely not!” Nickelo shouted in reply. “You are not thinking. This is ludicrous. We will not get four hundred meters before we are discovered. If you insist on going to her, at least stick with the route I mapped earlier. It is the safest way. We can be there in just a few days. We may get there in less if we are lucky.” 
 
    “I’m going the direct route. I’m going with or without your help. The odds of success would be higher if you’d help, but I’m going regardless.” 
 
    “Fine. Course is plotted. Time estimate is between twelve and sixteen hours. It just depends on how much trouble we encounter. I am registering life forms all around us. The moment we are discovered, which will not be long, you will be in constant battle. I will do my best to keep us clear of the strongest life forms.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nick. I owe you.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. Don’t think for one minute I won’t remind you later.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 – Running Battle 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Wearing a grim smile, Richard set off down the tunnel following the course his battle computer plotted. He trotted along at a pace faster than a walk but slower than a run. It was a pace he could maintain for a long time. As he jogged, he monitored the area with his passive scan.  
 
    Nickelo displayed the results on the battle helmet’s heads-up display. 
 
    A group of dots indicated life forms at an intersection a couple of hundred meters ahead. They moved on before Richard arrived. He passed through the intersection without incident. Shortly thereafter, he noticed two stationary life forms at another intersection a hundred and fifty meters ahead.  
 
    “Nick,” Richard said, “those look like guards. Any idea what they are? I’m guessing they’re orcs.” 
 
    “I calculate that is a ninety-eight percent probability. I would advise not firing your weapon unless absolutely necessary. That dark energy is still monitoring these tunnels. Even a single plasma round is bound to give away our position.” 
 
    When Richard rounded the curve near the guard’s location, he saw two orcs. One was standing near a wall taking care of his morning business. His spear leaned against the wall beside him. The other guard held an axe across his shoulder in a ready position but was facing the opposite direction. Drawing his phase rod, Richard flicked the activate switch. He felt the familiar recoil as the rod’s hydraulics thrust the meter-long shaft of brerellium steel with its creallium core out the end of the handle. He waited until he was a few steps away from the orcs before moving the charge lever to destructive. A microsecond later, small red arcs of deadly phase energy were crawling along the entire length of the rod’s shaft. 
 
    The surprised guards began turning around as Richard swung the phase rod into the head of the first orc. The orc’s helmet went flying through the air. The second guard started to swing his axe but was no match for the battle suit’s speed. A quick swing of the phase rod broke the orc’s arm. A second strike to the chest broke his ribs and turned the orc’s internal organs into a soupy mess as the demon essence in the rod sucked out life force. Richard was across the intersection and out of sight before the first orc’s helmet stopped rolling on the tunnel floor. 
 
    Richard had two more silent encounters during the next ten minutes, which ended with the deaths of six goblins. Then his luck ran out. A cavern ahead had thirty life forms in it. Two registered larger than the others. 
 
    “I calculate those two are shamans,” Nickelo said. “They need to be taken out quickly. I don’t think using your phase rod is going to hack it this time.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Richard said knowing full well the moment he fired his first round they were going to be in a running battle all the way to his creature. 
 
    When Richard burst into the cavern, he located the most powerful life form and sent a 20mm shell from the M12’s grenade launcher in its direction. It was a goblin shaman. The shell hit him directly in the chest and exploded, sending shrapnel, flesh, and bone flying in all directions. Two other goblins nearby were killed as well. Still running, Richard sent a long burst from the M12 into a group of goblins standing near a fire, dropping several of them and scattering the rest. Chaos broke out in the cavern making it hard to get into a position where he could get a shot at the second shaman. 
 
    “It is on the other side of that large boulder,” said Nickelo. “Try and work your way around.” 
 
    Firing at anything that moved, Richard rounded the boulder just in time to see a goblin shaman complete a spell and send a burst of energy toward him. 
 
    “Fireball!” said Nickelo. 
 
    Richard’s battle computer sent a thought advising him to use Power to raise a defensive shield to his front, but he ignored the advice. He didn’t plan on using Power unless absolutely necessary. Dropping face down in a small depression, he shoved his plasma rifle under him using his body to keep it from being damaged. He’d survived fireballs before. From the spell’s energy output, he knew this was a relatively weak spell. 
 
    The fireball exploded a few meters from him. The fire and heat swept all around, incinerating a couple of nearby goblins. The composite mixture of Power and technology in Richard’s battle suit deflected most of the heat and blast. While the heat on his back and legs was uncomfortable, it was bearable. As soon as the flames began to dissipate, he jumped to his feet and put a burst of plasma rounds into the shaman. He wasted no more time on the rest of the goblins, only firing if one got in his way. His location was no longer a secret. The goblin soldiers were no real threat. Jumping over dead bodies, he made it to the opposite side of the cavern and ran down another tunnel. 
 
    The din in the cavern faded, but Richard knew he was far from safe. Nickelo continued to display the results of the passive scan on the heads-up display. Groups of life forms from all over were converging in his direction. Several of the life forms appeared to be magic users. They registered much larger than the two shamans he’d just dispatched. 
 
    As he ran, Richard replaced the rifle’s isotopic battery with a full one and fed another 20mm shell into the grenade launcher under the rifle’s barrel. He tried to use the dimensional pack to get some extra batteries and shells. The attempt failed. 
 
    “Will you ever learn?” asked Nickelo. 
 
    Richard ignored his battle computer. He felt an intense need to save the creature. He forced any thoughts of goodness or kindness to the back of his mind as he let his darker nature take over. He became the deadly killing machine the Empire had worked so hard to train. 
 
    Surprisingly, Nickelo was able to modify their path enough to avoid the more powerful life forms. Due to the numerous orcs and goblins patrolling the tunnels, Richard was forced to kill them by the dozens. He knew that mattered little to an enemy who had thousands at their disposal. The orcs and goblins held little threat to him since their simple weapons couldn’t penetrate his battle armor. He tried to avoid fights unless they got in his way or tried to give away his position. For the most part, he was able to avoid using his M12. He fought relatively quiet using only the battle suit’s assisted strength of his fists or his phase rod. 
 
    After an hour of running, Richard took a hard look at the dots on his heads-up display. “I don’t understand. I’m being quiet. I have my best stealth shield up, but no matter what we do, they keep trying to surround me.” 
 
    “I know,” said Nickelo. “I do not have enough information yet to calculate the reason with a hundred percent accuracy. So far, I have been able to keep you away from the more powerful magic users, but I think that is about to end. They are converging from the rear, and it looks like they have set a trap in that cavern up ahead. I suggest we try to backtrack, and then resume the path to your creature later.” 
 
    “Negative,” Richard said trying to make it obvious he was firm on the idea. “I see them, and we’re going straight through the cavern. It’s the shortest way. Give me a target count.” 
 
    “There are six magic users in a tight group; probably mages. One of them is very powerful. Additionally, there are one hundred and twenty-six orcs and two trolls. All six mages are deploying defensive shields. They must know you are close, so you aren’t going to take them by surprise.” 
 
    Richard glanced at his heads-up display. The tunnel opened up onto a ledge about fifty meters above the cavern floor. The cavern was about four hundred meters across. He’d passed through the cavern several times during the last year. 
 
    “As memory serves me,” Richard said, “there’s a large river of lava flowing through the center. It’ll be illuminating everything with its glow. From the energy frequencies on my passive scan, I figure there are about a hundred of the orcs along with the two trolls on my side of the lava river. The six mages are located on the far side with the rest of the orcs.” 
 
    “I concur, wizard scout.” 
 
    Attempting to save time, Richard didn’t slow his run when he neared the ledge. He took a flying leap as far as his battle suit’s legs would carry him. The maneuver caught the mages off guard because two fireballs and a lightning blast hit the mouth of the tunnel behind him. Even wearing a battle suit, a fifty-meter drop was too far to fall without taking injury. He used telekinesis to slow his fall to a safer speed. Richard softened his fall just enough to keep from getting injured using as little Power as possible. As soon as he hit the cavern floor, he rolled. A dozen orcs swinging swords along with the two trolls wielding axes swarmed around him. None of their weapons were magic. The swords and axes failed to penetrate his battle suit, but their blows threw him off balance. 
 
    “Incoming,” said Nickelo. 
 
    A series of three fireballs erupted around him. All three fireballs were much more powerful than the earlier one from the goblin shaman.  
 
    Richard threw up a hasty defensive shield but still felt parts of his skin blistering from the heat. The orcs and the two trolls around him were all incinerated. He felt Nickelo activate the assistors in the battle suit’s legs, propelling him out of the hottest part of the blasts. 
 
    “Thanks, Nick.” 
 
    “That’s why I am here.” 
 
    Momentarily clear of any orcs, Richard shot a 20mm grenade and a burst of plasma rounds at the mages across the lava river. The rounds stopped short as if they’d hit an invisible barrier. 
 
    “They’re good,” Richard said. “My rounds aren’t penetrating.” 
 
    “The lead mage is good for sure,” replied Nickelo. “He is a dark elf. The other mages are putting up their own defensive shields, but funneling their excess Power into their leader. Watch out! He is releasing another spell.” 
 
    Richard threw up a defensive shield to his front. When the lead mage’s ball of magic was about twenty meters away, a lightning bolt shot out. Richard felt his defensive shield shift slightly as Nickelo angled it just before the lightning struck. The energy not absorbed by the shield ricocheted to his left. 
 
    Richard dropped the shield to conserve Power. “My turn!” Holding down the trigger on his M12, he sent a flurry of red energy toward the mages.  
 
    Once again, the energy from the plasma rounds was absorbed or deflected away by the mages’ shields. 
 
    After firing a hundred rounds, two braver-than-for-their-own-good orcs tackled him while another dozen or so came running to help. With a practiced motion, Richard unhooked his phase rod with his left hand and activated it in destructive mode. A feeling of intense hunger swept outward from the rod. He hacked at the legs of one of the orcs running up to help. The orc screamed in pain as his legs shattered. With two more strokes to keep the other orcs at bay, Richard jumped to his feet and pulled the trigger on his M12 as he swept it across his front. A score of rounds tore into the nearest orcs, throwing them back. 
 
    “Rick!” shouted Nickelo. “That mage is getting ready to release another spell. Watch your ammo. You are down to forty rounds in the M12.” 
 
    “Roger.” Richard turned toward the mages and prepared to activate his defensive shield again.  
 
    Before he could act, a nearby orc threw a battle hammer, striking him on the side of the head. His battle helmet absorbed the blow, but he was knocked to the ground. 
 
    Richard started to rise, but a fireball exploded overhead. His reflexes weren’t fast enough to react. Once again, Nickelo kicked with the battle suit’s legs hard enough to propel him along the cavern floor and out of the worst of the blast. Even so, Richard screamed as the heat exceeded the battle suit’s insulation. He felt the skin on his front side blister. 
 
    “Your M12 has been damaged,” said Nickelo, “but the grenade launcher is still operative. On a good note, the blast killed all the nearby orcs.” 
 
    Ignoring the pain from his burns, Richard rose to a standing position and faced the mages. They were just on the other side of the lava river, near its bank. Richard ignored the mages and fired four 20mm grenades at the embankment where they stood. When the grenades exploded, part of the embankment gave way. Two of the mages slipped and fell screaming into the lava. The other mages scrambled back from the bank as it crumbled beneath their feet. 
 
    “Pinpoint a weak shield,” Richard ordered. 
 
    A blip on his heads-up display representing the mage farthest to the right started flashing. Richard sent out a line of Power and drilled into the mage’s shield as he fired both of his remaining 20mm grenades. The first grenade detonated on the shield a split-second before his Power broke through. The second grenade passed through the shield and exploded against the mage’s right leg. The magic user was thrown into the air accompanied by a spray of blood. 
 
    The lead mage retaliated with another ball of magic sent in Richard’s direction. With three fewer mages funneling power to him, the spell was significantly weaker. A quickly erected defensive shield by Richard absorbed the spell’s energy before it activated. One of the mages panicked, dropped his defensive shield, and began what Richard sensed was a teleport spell. Before the mage could complete his spell, Richard reached out with his mind, wrapped Power around the mage’s heart, and jerked. The mage’s chest burst open. His heart flew out and landed on the cavern floor several meters away. 
 
    Richard had known the maneuver with the heart would take a lot of Power, but his hope had been that the showmanship would make the remaining mages run. They didn’t. The lead mage held his ground. With the other mage funneling Power to him, the leader sent another lightning blast at Richard. Part of the lightning’s energy was absorbed by his defensive shield, but part of it penetrated and hit Richard in the right leg, knocking him to the tunnel floor. The battle suit’s armor proved its worth by absorbing most of the spell’s effects. Even so, both of Richard’s legs were paralyzed. He yelled in pain. Richard felt Nickelo injecting him with painkillers and adrenaline. The pain subsided. His self-healing began returning his body to equilibrium, but he knew it would be a few minutes before he’d be able to walk without trouble. 
 
    Still lying down, Richard took out his .44 caliber AutoMag and aimed at the weaker of the two mages. Using some of his precious Power, Richard drilled a hole through the mage’s defensive shield and put a well-aimed .44 caliber round in the magic user’s head. Her head exploded as parts of her brain and skull splattered on the lead mage. The last mage turned to run. Richard put three well placed .44 caliber rounds into the mage’s back. 
 
    The remaining orcs fled.  
 
    Richard was momentarily left alone in the cavern with the dead. Panting, he pulled himself up and leaned against a rock to take the weight off his right leg. The leg was still sore and numb, but the shock of the mage’s lightning spell was slowly wearing off as his self-heal took effect. 
 
    “H-h-how am I doing on Power, Nick?” Richard asked, gulping lungsful of air. 
 
    “Power reserve is at thirty-two percent. The battle used almost twenty-eight percent. Another fight like that and you will be drained again.” After a pause, Nickelo continued, “They are tracking you, Rick. We have not been able to dodge them, and they keep throwing ambushes in our path. They have a trace on you; that is the only explanation.” 
 
    “I hear you, buddy. I’ve been thinking the same thing. You think it’s the link I have with the creature, don’t you?” 
 
    “That is a seventy-two percent probability. You can see the sensor results as well as I. The nearest group of life forms will arrive here in about eight minutes. Look at those other life forms. They are deploying all along the path between us and the female. They know where we are going. We have another six hours of hard traveling at minimum. If your Power usage stays constant, you will be out of Power long before you can get to the creature. We are both destined for deactivation if you do not modify your plan.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. I’ll block the link, but it needs to be done in a manner that’ll make the enemy think I’m dead. All they’ve seen so far is a humanoid wearing a black suit and a helmet with a red visor. What’s the likelihood we could give them a dead body similar to me and make it look like the mages and I killed each other?” 
 
    “If the body was similar to yours, then the probability of success would be fair,” replied Nickelo. “However, none of the dead bodies here would fool anyone. Theoretically, you might be able to summon a suitable corpse using your dimensional pack.” 
 
    “Well,” Richard said, “if they’ve been using my link to the creature to track me, then they’ll at least have some indication of my Power signature. That means any substitute body will need to have a similar Power frequency as mine. The body would have to be that of a wizard scout or one of those new Empire dragon scouts. I hate to do that. It seems a little disrespectful to transport a fellow soldier to this hellhole even if they’re dead.” 
 
    “I know,” said Nickelo, “but you have to do what you have to do.” 
 
    “Okay, Nick. Calculate the specifications for a body that will match my energy signature. I’m going to block the link to the creature.” 
 
    “Compliance. We have six minutes before the nearest enemy arrives at our location. You had better replace your damaged plasma rifle.” 
 
    Richard dropped his M12 into his pack and pulled out a new one. A little Power left his reserve. He made sure the weapon had a fully charged battery and a full load of 20mm shells before turning his attention to his link. 
 
    “The link will need to be blocked abruptly as if you have been killed,” said Nickelo. “If the enemy is tracking the link, you cannot risk attempting to let the female know you are voluntarily blocking it. You have to make your death seem realistic.” 
 
    Richard thought back to the last electrical blast the mage had thrown at him. He tried to remember the pain when it hit, which was fairly easy since it still hurt like the dickens. Once he felt ready, he sent the feeling of agony down the link and immediately blocked it. At the same time, he activated his best stealth shield. 
 
    “The creature and you will not be able to create Power together anymore,” said Nickelo, “but it is the cost of deceiving the enemy. I cannot calculate how realistic the deception will appear on the other end, but I suppose that is the best we can do on short notice.” 
 
    Richard knew his battle computer was right. He felt bad that the female creature would undoubtedly think he was dead as well, but it couldn’t be helped. 
 
    A stream of data in Richard’s shared space gave him the specifications for a dead body. He pictured the image in his mind. Reaching into his pack, he grabbed something solid. While he’d been around a lot of death in his lifetime, the ghoulishness of pulling the corpse of a dead Empire soldier out of his pack made him a little queasy. The body was that of a Sterilian. Fortunately, it wasn’t anyone he knew. The uniform was that of one of the new dragon scouts, not a wizard scout. Like wizard scouts, the Empire’s dragon scouts were composed of a variety of races from throughout the Empire. They weren’t trained to the extent of a wizard scout, but they still had a Power reserve. 
 
    “Looks like he was hit by several rounds from a plasma rifle,” Richard told Nickelo. 
 
    “I agree,” said Nickelo. “You will have to camouflage that somehow.” 
 
    Richard removed the soldier’s uniform and replaced it with a black leather suit he pulled out of his pack. He hoped it appeared similar to his battle armor in deactivated mode. Next, he brought out one of the old wizard scout training helmets and placed it on the dragon scout’s head. To complete the transformation, he added a weighted equipment belt to the scout’s waist. On a whim, Richard summoned the previously damaged M12 out of his pack. Surprisingly, ‘the One’ let him do it. He placed the M12 near the body. It was so heavily damaged, Richard felt semi-safe leaving it for the enemy. 
 
    “Four minutes, Rick. I recommend using an electrical prod to duplicate the mage’s lightning spell to cover up the plasma wounds. I am sending you the energy signature.” 
 
    Richard moved the soldier’s corpse to a convenient location. He summoned an electrical prod out of his dimensional pack and used it to send a blast of electricity into the area where the plasma wounds were located. The body and the M12 were blown back several meters. Richard smelled burned flesh. A quick inspection confirmed the plasma wounds were obliterated. The M12 was now totally useless as well. 
 
    “Three minutes, Rick.” 
 
    “Roger that. Find me a safe route out of here, and let’s get moving.” 
 
    In less than a minute, Richard was out of the cavern and running through a series of narrow tunnels parallel to his original route. 
 
    “We’ll lose time taking this route,” Richard said. 
 
    “Not as much as you think, and it is better than being discovered.” 
 
    Giving in to his battle computer’s logic, Richard allowed Nickelo to plot routes bypassing enemy positions. He knew it would take them hours to reach his creature, but if she could hang on until then, he was sure he could help her get away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 – Intimidation 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Lord Crendemor carried the leather sack in his left hand. A green liquid dripped onto the floor with each step as he left the Cavern of Sacrificial Virgins.  
 
    The attitude of the Dalinfaust confused him. The demon knows something he is not telling me. He was not surprised when I showed him the bag’s contents. If anything, he seemed excited. 
 
    Try as he might, Lord Crendemor could think of no reason for the demon’s change in attitude. With the loss of the high priestess’s bond link, their plan was set back several hundred years. Based upon the Dalinfaust’s actions, he had a feeling the demon had a backup plan. 
 
    No matter, Lord Crendemor thought. I have backup plans as well. In the meantime, I have a gift for the proud High Priestess Jeehanathoraxen. 
 
    Increasing his pace, Lord Crendemor was soon standing at the entrance to the high priestess’s cell. Two orc shamans and a squad of assassins stood outside to prevent any unauthorized access. 
 
    With a single word and a wave of his hand, the barrier surrounding the high priestess became translucent in a door-sized area. Lord Crendemor walked through with two of his assassins entering behind him. Once inside, he wrinkled his nose, then noticed the small slop bucket overflowing in the corner. He smiled. He was very aware of the high priestess’s propensity for cleanliness. 
 
    Glancing around the room, he found the high priestess squatting against the side of the barrier opposite the entrance. She stared at him with her one good eye; otherwise, she didn’t move or acknowledge his existence. He noted the odd angle of her ankle and smiled again at the thought of what she must have been feeling. 
 
    “Ah, Jeena, my dear. You look tired. Did you get enough sleep last night?” Lord Crendemor paused as if waiting for her to answer.  
 
    She couldn’t, of course, with the gag ball in her mouth, but he wanted to see her try. She didn’t. He noticed the glare of hatred in her good eye. He smiled once more, enjoying himself. 
 
    “No matter,” Lord Crendemor said. “Your time in these accommodations is nearly at an end. Some of Skull Chief Tehac’s priests will be coming for you in a few hours to take you to the Dalinfaust. They are eager to give you as a sacrifice to their god.” 
 
    A strange look seemed to come into the elf’s eyes. 
 
    Is that hope? Lord Crendemor wondered. In case it was, he decided to quench it right way. 
 
    “No, my dear Jeena, you will not be killed, at least not right away. It is my sincere hope that your tortures will last for decades.” He laughed at what he hoped was fear in her good eye. “To help take your mind off of what is to come, I have taken the liberty of bringing you a parting gift.” 
 
    With those words, he turned the leather sack upside down. A round, gray object thudded to the stone floor splattering green liquid into the air. Lord Crendemor smiled as he kicked the head of what he knew was one of the Empire’s lizard races. He’d encountered them before during his missions in the physical dimension. He waited for the high priestess to react.  
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you do not recognize him? This is the creature who you gave your bond to. What a handsome fellow, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Still, Lord Crendemor detected no reaction from the high priestess, so he decided to try another tactic. “I have you to thank for helping us catch the impertinent fool.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor thought he saw something flash in his prisoner’s eye. It was gone before he could be sure. 
 
    “Yes, my sweet, we owe it all to you. Without the bond link from you to this creature, we would never have found him. So you see, in a way, you are responsible for his death.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor ground his teeth as the high priestess continued to deny him a response. With sheer force of will, he controlled his anger and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “I will see you again after the Dalinfaust spends some time with you. You will not be so proud then, my sweet.” 
 
    Kicking the head of what he knew was one of the Empire’s new dragon scouts even closer to the elf, he turned and left with his guards. He had more important things to attend to than the elf. As far as he was concerned, the usefulness of the high priestess had reached an end. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Once the dark elf and his assassins were gone, Jeena took a closer look at the gray lizard head near her feet. She recognized the species. Her friend in the physical dimension, Stella, had been of the same race. She reached out with both hands and gently placed the head upright in as dignified a position as she could. There was nothing else she could do for her bondmate. 
 
    Just a few hours earlier, she’d sensed an emotion of pain through their link before it was abruptly disconnected. Her end of the link was still there, but it led nowhere. Even before the arrival of Crendemor, she’d already known in her heart that her bondmate was dead. The dark elf’s grizzly gift had only confirmed it. 
 
    What was my bondmate like? she wondered. How did he feel? What did he think? Now I’ll never know. 
 
    She stared at the head for a long time, sensing Power similar to what she’d sensed through their bond link. Jeena refused to cry. She wondered how things would’ve been if they’d met in life. They were different species, but that didn’t matter. Their bond link connected their souls. The physical flesh surrounding the soul mattered little. 
 
    Soon, Jeena thought, I will pass from this world to the next. Then my bondmate and I will be together forever. She looked at the head again. Why do I not mourn your passing more? You are my bondmate, but I feel only emptiness. For that I am sorry. You deserve better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 – Missing 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    As the hours dragged by without attack, Richard assumed their ruse had worked. His pace was slower than he liked, but he arrived in the vicinity of the creature’s prison within eight hours after leaving the mages’ ambush site. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the area, Nick? I don’t sense the dark energy shield anywhere nearby.” 
 
    “This is where it was located, wizard scout. They must have deactivated it. The exact location was about a hundred meters farther up, but we should be able to sense it from here if it was active.” 
 
    Advancing slowly and cautiously, Richard moved to the indicated location. There was no trace of a shield. Neither the female creature nor any enemy was in sight. He knew for a fact they were in the right spot because in the middle of the cavern was the head of the Sterilian dragon scout. 
 
    “Someone must’ve removed the head and brought it here,” Richard said. He felt a twinge of guilt. “They must’ve brought it here to intimidate or torture her in some manner.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Nickelo. “That brings up the matter of where the creature is currently located. We cannot risk another active scan. You have only got sixteen percent Power in your reserve. Plus, we need to avoid detection at all cost.” 
 
    “Do you have any suggestions?” Richard asked. “I’m fresh out of ideas.” 
 
    “I hate to say it, but I haven’t got a single algorithm with a better than five percent chance of success. Maybe we should just continue on and trust your luck to help us find the one you seek.” 
 
    “Nick, I’m proud of you. I never thought I’d hear you advise me to rely on luck over logic.” 
 
    “Well, buddy,” said Nickelo, “don’t get too used to it. Logically speaking, if you get lucky and find her, then so be it. If you do not find her, well that would be lucky for me since it would mean I might actually make it out of here with all my electronics in one piece.” 
 
    It took two more hours, but Richard’s luck held. Following a hunch, he trailed four ornately dressed orc priests walking as if they were late for something. He remained just out of sight of the orcs but had no trouble following them with his passive scan. After a few minutes, the orcs entered a large cavern where he sensed the life force of his female creature. He got as close to the cavern as possible without risking discovery. 
 
    While he was outside visual range, Richard learned a lot by studying the Power flows of the other life forms in the cavern. A group of about fifty creatures, probably orcs, were gathered around the female. Several other life forms radiated high Power flows. He assumed they were mages or priests. He might have risked combat with them except for one additional creature located a couple of hundred meters or so from the others. The Power radiations from that creature left little doubt it was a powerful demon of some sort. 
 
    “I guess all we can do is wait,” Richard said as he squatted down with his back to the wall. “I hate waiting.” 
 
    After about fifteen minutes, Richard asked, “Is the female still alive?” 
 
    Even though Richard could see from the sensor readings that she was still very much alive, he felt like he had to do something. At the moment, talking to his battle computer was his only option. 
 
    “Yes! Please stop asking me that,” replied Nickelo. “I told you I would notify you if anything changed. Her vital signs have remained stable. The orcs have caused her no further injuries. What you really need to be worrying about is that demon in the corner and how you are going to manage to slip the female away from it with only sixteen percent Power.” 
 
    “That’s going to be tough, no doubt about it,” Richard agreed. “It’s been all I can do to run around these tunnels undetected. Dragging the female around with us is going to make it practically impossible. By the way, now that we’re closer to her, can you get enough sensor readings to guess what race or species she is? If she’s a dragon or a unicorn, it’ll be even harder to free her. Also, how close to an exit are we?” 
 
    Nickelo didn’t answer immediately, almost as if he were weighing his response. After a few moments, he finally replied, “I have a very good idea what race she is, but I have been hesitant to say. You have formed an unnaturally strong attachment to the female. I hate to add to it.” 
 
    “So? What’s the problem?” 
 
    “The problem is that I have been concerned if you thought the female was one of the good humanoid races, you might act even more irrationally. To be honest, I considered lying to you, but there are too many unknown variables to make an accurate prediction of the success rate. As a result, I have decided to tell you the complete truth.” 
 
    “Thanks; I think,” Richard said. “So what race is she?” 
 
    “Based upon sensor readings, I believe there is an eighty-seven percent chance the creature is an elven female; probably a high elf. Her readings are similar to that elf you were with during your first mission for ‘the One.’” 
 
    “Are you saying that she’s Shandria?” Richard didn’t see how that was possible, but hope flared anyway. 
 
    “No, she is definitely not Shandria,” said Nickelo. “I only said her Power readings were similar. She is probably an elven female. Although you did not ask, sensor readings indicate the demon is occupying the body of a large dragon. I calculate it is similar to the one you fought with Shandria. Its size could prove useful in an escape attempt.” 
 
    “Is the demon Efrestra?” 
 
    “Negative, wizard scout.” 
 
    “What about exits?” 
 
    “I located three during your active scan. The nearest of those exits is thirty-two meters from the elf’s current location.” 
 
    “Only thirty meters?” Richard asked growing suspicious. “What’s the catch?” 
 
    “The catch, as you so bluntly put it, is that while we have been ascending during our travels, we are still a couple of hundred meters below the surface. In the cavern where the female is located, there is a pool of water about five meters deep and twenty meters across. At the bottom of the pool, in the wall opposite the female, is a tunnel. It leads to an underground river, which eventually connects with another cavern with several exits to the surface. The problem is the underwater portion of the tunnel is over three hundred meters in length. You would have no problem swimming the distance because your battle suit maintains its own living environment. The female will have to hold her breath for long distances. The good news is that there appears to be air pockets every so often in the tunnel. If they contain breathable air, then she might be able to make the swim.” 
 
    Richard thought that was a mighty big if, but kept the thought to himself. “Any chance we could grab the elf now and escape through the tunnel before we got killed?” 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, it became apparent his computer wasn’t going to dignify the question with an answer. 
 
    “Okay, let me put it this way, Nick, old buddy. Do you have any suggestions how I might free the elf?” 
 
    Rick noticed Nickelo’s pause again seemed like he was calculating the best answer from a choice of options.  
 
    Eventually, his battle computer replied, “In my opinion, this whole setup has the look of a sacrificial offering. The dragon appears to be asleep, and the female’s captors are being quiet. I would be willing to bet an extra battery charge they will be leaving in a few minutes, and the female will be left behind. Assuming you can slip in before the demon is aware of our presence, you might be able to free her and make it to the escape tunnel alive. In the meantime, you need to find a hiding place. Our tunnel is the only exit besides the underwater one. What could be easier?” 
 
    “A lot,” Richard said before rising to find a place to wait. “I hate waiting.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 – The Sacrifice 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The orc priests were gentle with Jeena as they chained her against the stone slab in the middle of the cavern. At least for orcs, they were gentle. She assumed they were being semi-gentle because they wanted her to stay alive long enough for their god to accept her as a sacrifice. In spite of their gentleness, when the orc priests threw her against the stone slab, she placed too much weight on her broken ankle. She forced herself to stifle a moan as the pain swept up her leg. 
 
    The priests cast elaborate spells on her chains. When they were done, the priests and the other orcs in the cavern departed through the same tunnel through which they’d entered. Soon, only Crendemor and two of his dark-elf assassins remained. 
 
    “Oh, I am terribly sorry, Jeena, my sweet. Did my companions hurt you?” Crendemor asked sarcastically. His demeanor quickly changed to one of hate. “It will be nothing compared to the years of pain the Dalinfaust will put you through.” 
 
    Jeena looked at the dark elf with contempt out of her one good eye. She’d never hated anyone as much as she hated the monster before her. 
 
    Crendemor caressed her hair in mock tenderness before touching the thin chains on her cheeks that were holding the gag ball in place. 
 
    “Do not worry about this little thing, my sweet. The Dalinfaust will take care of your body’s every need when he heals you between torture sessions. It’s a shame the Dalinfaust’s healing ability only works on virgin females. Otherwise, I would have taken you myself before giving you to the orcs long ago.” Crendemor laughed. “I am betting as he is repeatedly peeling your skin away, you will wish you had died with that dragon scout you bonded with. He killed six of my best mages before they got him, but in the end, it all worked out thanks to you.” 
 
    Jeena stared straight ahead. It was her only defense. 
 
    Failing to get a response, Crendemor said, “I will try to come visit you from time to time, just for old times’ sake. I used to come here to watch the Dalinfaust at work. He is very methodical with his torture. You will not be bored. I assure you.” 
 
    When Jeena still didn’t react, Crendemor said, “You are strong in Power and life, Jeena. If the Dalinfaust is careful with you, I think you will beat the record before he finally eats you.” 
 
    Reaching out with one of his well-manicured hands, Crendemor grabbed Jeena’s chin and forced her to look at him through her one good eye. “Look at me!” He gave her a vicious smile. “I want you to remember my face! As your flesh is being repeatedly stripped from your bones, between your screams of agony, I want you to remember it was I who put you there. You could have lived comfortably and been my bonded. You chose this fate instead.” A look of disgust came over Crendemor’s face. “To think I considered letting you share a throne with me. You stink worse than a pig. The very sight of you now turns my stomach.” 
 
    The dark elf spat in Jeena’s face and walked away, leaving the cavern along with his two companions. 
 
    As the dark elves’ footsteps faded in the distance, Jeena forced herself to stand proudly and defiantly until she heard them no more. Then she slumped against the stone, doing her best to keep the weight off her injured leg. She felt Crendemor’s spittle running down her cheek. Twisting her head, she tried to wipe the foul liquid off on her shoulder, but only partially succeeded. While there was slack in the chains on her ankles, the chains on her wrists were tight and held her arms stretched out to either side. Even if she’d been at full Power, Jeena knew she wouldn’t be able to free herself from the heavily enchanted chains. 
 
    As she stood in the dark, she heard the rasping breath of the dragon as it lay sleeping at the other end of the cavern. Although the beast looked like a dragon, she knew it was more than that. She remembered the legends. The Dalinfaust had been worshiped by the orcs for over a hundred thousand years. The bones of its previous victims littered most of the cavern floor. 
 
    “Lady,” she prayed, “death itself doesn’t concern me. I have yearned for its bitter kiss for over a year. But being a sacrifice to the Dalinfaust frightens me, Lady. To be tortured and alternately healed is a death I would not wish upon anyone with the possible exception of Crendemor.” 
 
    Jeena shuddered as she thought of her fate. It wasn’t a pleasant thought, and there was nothing she could do to avoid it. The minutes passed slowly with only the beast’s steady breathing and the faint rushing sound of some nearby underground stream breaking the silence. Although she tried to remain calm, any change in the breathing of the beast caused sweat to break out on her brow as she imagined the beast awakening and wandering over to investigate its new plaything. 
 
    Saying another silent prayer to the Lady of the Tree, Jeena asked not for her freedom, but only that she have a quick death if possible. As had been the case ever since her capture, she received no answer. The presence of the Lady she normally felt at the back of her mind had been shut off for over a year now. She assumed it was yet another sign of the continued weakening of the Lady. She didn’t have the ability to communicate with her high priestess when the dark shields surrounding Dillonath Mountain were between them. 
 
    Jeena waited for what seemed a long time in the darkness. She closed her good eye and breathed in the cool cavern air through her nose. She was thirsty. The gag ball in her mouth made it impossible to even lick her parched lips. For a moment, her thoughts turned to the large pool of water she’d seen as they’d entered the Dalinfaust’s lair. The water had looked so cool, clean, and inviting. 
 
    Just a sip would taste so good, she thought, but even if I were immersed in the water, the gag ball would prevent me from drinking. 
 
    Jeena was snapped out of her thoughts by a sudden tickle at the back of her mind. 
 
    “Is that you, Lady?” Jeena asked excitedly. “Are you trying to communicate with me?” 
 
    Jeena felt a faint presence at the back of her mind. It was a light presence; a good presence; but oh so faint.  
 
    The Lady may not have the Power to help me, but perhaps she has somehow gathered together enough strength to penetrate the dark shields surrounding Dillonath Mountain. She must be attempting to communicate to let me know I am not alone. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady,” Jeena said to the presence at the back of her mind while sending an emotion she hoped expressed thankfulness. 
 
    “He comes,” said a soft, feminine voice. 
 
    Although Jeena hadn’t heard the voice of the Lady in over a hundred years, she recognized the peace in the Lady’s words. 
 
    “Who comes?” Jeena asked. 
 
    “He comes,” repeated the Lady. 
 
    Jeena focused on the Lady’s presence at the back of her mind. “If this is the Lady, then tell me who’s coming?” 
 
    “Elf friend.” 
 
    “Elf friend? What elf friend?” asked Jeena. “There has not been an elf friend in fourteen thousand years.” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Lady, please! What about an elf friend? I do not understand.” 
 
    Holding her breath, Jeena waited, but there was only silence in her mind. Why the Lady had chosen now to speak to her after more than a year of captivity, she didn’t know. In a few minutes, hours at the most, Jeena knew the dragon would wake. Then she’d— 
 
    No, do not think about it. Concentrate. 
 
    Jeena had no doubt the Lady must have expended a lot of Power in order to penetrate the defenses around Dillonath Mountain. She was sure the Lady wouldn’t have done so unless it was important to give the message to her high priestess. 
 
    What does it mean? she wondered. He comes? Elf friend? The last elf friend was the giant Amirithoda. He died over fourteen thousand years ago. 
 
    Even for the long-lived elves, elf friends were the stuff of legends. Historians believed that in all the long history of the elves, there had only been seven elf friends. Each had been of a different race, each had come at a time of crisis for the elves, and each elf friend had come with a distinct skill needed by the elves at that specific time. The gnome, Elf Friend Remozorz, had been a devout follower of the Tree of Light. Even though she’d been a gnome, the Lady of the Tree had blessed her. It was the elf friend’s faith that had been able to defeat the great undead army. The giant, Elf Friend Amirithoda, had come at a time when the entire race of mountain elves were threatened by destruction as the earth shifted and tremendous earthquakes rattled the Thandarhar mountain range from one end to the other. It was Elf Friend Amirithoda’s ability to work and communicate with stone that had calmed the mountains and bound the earth whole again. 
 
    Oh yes, Jeena thought. I know the stories of the elf friends all too well. They are ancient history. Aren’t they? Or is the Lady trying to tell me another elf friend is coming? 
 
    This was definitely a time of crisis for the elves. The Tree of Light was dying. It could only last another four hundred years, if that. 
 
    Perhaps it is time for the appearance of a new elf friend. The only question is why does the Lady bother telling me now? I am in no position to give my people the news. Has the Lady given me the message to give me hope? 
 
    Jeena didn’t think the Lady would expend so much Power just to keep her high priestess from despairing for her people. She knew there must be another reason, but she could think of nothing helpful. 
 
    “Lady! Please! Help me understand. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Again, there was no reply. The Lady’s presence was still with her in the back of her mind, but the Lady remained silent. Either she didn’t wish to speak, or she didn’t have enough Power to speak. 
 
    Before Jeena could try to contact the Lady again, she caught a glimpse of movement out the corner of her good eye. It wasn’t the Dalinfaust; that beast still slept. The movement came from the opposite end of the cavern. Jeena waited while holding her breath. A few seconds later, she saw the movement again. It was a humanoid about thirty paces away. The creature was dressed in black armor with a faint red glow over the front of its helmet where the visor would normally be. It carried some type of long metallic rod. The long rod and the armor seemed strangely familiar. Other objects dangled from a belt around the humanoid’s waist. 
 
    The creature slowly crept toward her. It took its time, carefully placing its feet so as not to make a sound on the bone-littered cavern floor. After each step, the creature paused as if waiting to see if it had been discovered.  
 
    From its actions, Jeena knew it was no ally of the Dalinfaust. Of course, that didn’t mean the creature was her ally either. What is it? she wondered. Then it came to her. It’s a dark knight. 
 
    Jeena had heard stories of those evil beings when she was young. They were a race of vampires. Allied with no one, not even their own kind, they haunted the underground world always in search of fresh blood to quench their insatiable thirst. They always wore black armor. It was said the last thing a victim would see before death was a pair of glowing red eyes shining out of the dark knight’s helmet. She’d heard in stories that the dark knight would slowly move its head toward the victim’s neck, savoring the poor creature’s fear before it viciously sank its fangs into the victim and drained it dry of blood. When its thirst was finally sated, it was said only a lifeless husk remained. 
 
    Is that to be my fate? Is the dark knight coming to steal the Dalinfaust’s prize for itself? Jeena wondered if it would be a quick and painless death. Horrible as it is, would not the bite of the vampire and the quick removal of my life force be better than years of torture by the Dalinfaust? 
 
    Some thought the bite of a dark knight would cause its victim to also become an undead, but Jeena knew better. Dark knights weren’t true vampires. They were only created by the most evil sorcerers. 
 
    No, if the dark knight has marked me as its victim, I will die, but I will not become an undead myself. 
 
    Jeena watched the dark knight as it took its time, slowly slinking its way in her direction. She began wishing the monster would hurry and complete its task. Perhaps in a strange sort of way, the dark knight is an answer to my prayers. I asked the Lady for a quick death. Maybe this is it. 
 
    Jeena didn’t relish the thought of the evil creature’s fangs tearing into her throat, but steeled herself not to shrink from it when the time came. She forced herself to stand proud and quiet as she watched the progress of the monster. 
 
    Fifteen paces more. It will not be long now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48 – First Contact 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “There! Place your foot there. Try not to knock that stack of bones over. Careful, careful. Any noise and we are both dead!” 
 
    For the last ten minutes, Richard’s battle computer constantly barraged him with advice such as: place your foot there, no there; don’t breathe so loud; stand still; okay, move now; no, stop. To be quite frank, he was on the verge of telling his battle computer to shut up. The only reason he refrained was because he knew Nickelo was right. If the dragon which wasn’t a dragon woke up before they freed the elf, they’d all be dead. He wisely kept his comments to himself and followed Nickelo’s instructions as best he could. 
 
    Between footsteps, Richard glanced at the elf. She’d been watching him for the last couple of minutes. The elf amazed him. Although chained to a rock as a sacrifice, with a demon nearby, the elf stood proudly with an air of defiance. He admired courage, and this elf seemed to have plenty. Even from a distance, he could see dark bruises on her face and limbs. From the odd angle of her right foot, he knew her ankle was broken. Still, the elf stood, seemingly ignoring her pain and giving off the haughty air he associated with elves. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Rick?” asked Nickelo. “You are keeping your thoughts in your private space. Why so much interest in this elf? She may not even be the one we are supposed to save.” 
 
    “You know better. Besides, she saved my life. I owe her.” 
 
    “She did not save your life. I think there was definitely a very slight chance we could have survived without her help. If I did not know better, I would say you are getting a crush on her or something.” 
 
    “Give me a break. Absolutely the last person I’d want to get involved with would be an elf. She’s not Shandria. Besides, look at her. She’s not exactly alluring. Her hair’s a rat’s nest, her face is bruised and swollen, and her clothes are filthy rags.” 
 
    “Still we go on, don’t we? If I had arms and legs, I would be heading for one of the exits and not walking closer to that demon with each step.” 
 
    “I told you, she’s hurt and needs help,” Richard said. “I respect her courage. When we free her, we’ll be even. Our mission will be complete. Then you and I can be on our way.” 
 
    Fortunately for Richard, they’d reached the elf before his battle computer could continue the argument.  
 
    Nickelo became deadly serious. “You’ve got sixteen percent Power. I calculate you can break those chains with shaped charges. That will save some energy. We will need to check them closer to find the weakest links. Then you will need to heal the elf. She will not be able to swim in her present condition. You have to promise me you will save at least eight percent Power in your primary reserve. We will need that much to escape from that overgrown lizard after the elf gets away.” 
 
    As Richard listened to his battle computer’s instructions, he took a closer look at the elf. She was only an arm’s reach away now. He’d only seen one female elf before—Shandria, on his first mission for ‘the One.’ He supposed if this elf wasn’t so swollen and bruised, she’d be beautiful. Most female elves normally were, or so he’d been told. She was tall, almost as tall as him. The remnants of her robe did little to cover her body. Rather than being seductive, her exposed flesh caused him to feel genuine sorrow. She’d been beaten badly, and not all of the bruises were recent. She’d obviously been a prisoner for quite some time and taken a lot of punishment during her captivity. Instead of being subdued, the elf stared at Richard, returning his gaze with anger and hatred evident in her one un-swollen eye. 
 
    “Look at her, Nick. She’s pissed. If she was free, I bet she’d pick up one of those bone fragments and start beating my head in with it.” 
 
    “What do you expect? I calculate she doesn’t know you are the one she linked with. You have to admit, you are a little fearsome looking in your battle suit, especially when the visor is down. I recommend raising it a little to show her you are not an orc.” 
 
    “Break the suit’s seal?” Richard asked doubtfully. “I thought you said my scent might give away our position.” 
 
    “It does increase the risk,” admitted Nickelo, “but if she screams or makes a noise, our friend over there in the corner will wake for sure.” Nickelo chuckled. “Go ahead, Rick. Show her some of your wizard-scout charm.” 
 
    Richard thought the command to raise the visor until it was even with the bridge of his nose. In that position, he could still use the night vision filter to see, but the lower part of his face would be exposed to the elf. He took in a deep breath of real air. As soon as he caught a whiff of the elf’s body odor, he immediately regretted raising the visor. She’d obviously been dirty for a very long time. He ignored the smell and gave the elf his best smile, hoping to allay her fears.  
 
    Richard leaned close to whisper in her right ear since they needed to be very quiet. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jeena’s courage almost failed her when the dark knight raised his visor and bared his teeth. He was human. This last indignity was almost too much to bear. She had to fight to hold back her tears. 
 
    “After all I have been through, why does it have to be a human?” she asked, directing the question to the slight tickle at the back of her mind. “Humans are the dirtiest and vilest of creatures. They killed my parents. Why does it have to be a human?” 
 
    Jeena knew all too well that most female elves considered themselves defiled if they were even touched by a human. Under normal circumstances, females and children weren’t allowed to be in their presence. Male humans, in particular, were foul creatures who were unable to control their emotions. 
 
    So, is this to be my end? 
 
    She said one final prayer before facing the approaching death. “Lady, please be with me and give me courage. Do not let me give this monster the satisfaction of seeing my fear.” 
 
    The dark knight leaned toward her. Summoning her courage, Jeena raised her head and turned it to one side in order to expose her throat and jugular to the beast. Although she tried to be brave, when the vampire’s warm breath touched her neck, fear won out. She involuntarily tensed and made an animal-like whimper. 
 
    A few seconds more, she thought, trying to stay strong, and it will all be over. Stay strong for just a few more seconds. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As Richard leaned over to whisper in the elf’s ear, she cooperated by raising her head and turning it to one side. As she did so, she tensed her neck and let out an animal-like whimper. His heart went out to her again. She was scared. He looked at the artery in her neck. It was pulsing at a rapid pace.  
 
    “Her heart must be going a hundred kilometers a minute,” Richard told Nickelo. 
 
    He paused to observe the elf for a second. She was proud and vulnerable. For some reason, Richard now found her seductive. 
 
    Calm down, boy, Richard thought in his private space. She’s got enough problems already. 
 
    Although he hadn’t had any contact with female elves except for Shandria, he’d been told during previous missions on Portalis that female elves were averse to being touched by other races. With that in mind, he made sure he avoided contact with the elf as he leaned forward and quietly whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Shhhhh. Everything’s going to be all right, my lady. I promise. I think I can get you free, but we have to be quiet. If that beast over there wakes up before we’re ready, we’ll both die. Do you understand?” 
 
    The elf didn’t respond. She just stood there with her eyes closed and every muscle in her body tense.  
 
    Trying to calm her down a little, he whispered in her ear again. “You’ve been so brave up until now, my lady. I know you’re hurting, but try to hang on for just a little longer. I don’t have much Power left, so I’m going to check these chains out and see what will be needed to break them. After that, I’ll heal your injuries before I set you free. The good news is that at this range, it’ll be a lot easier to heal you than it was the last time. But you’ve got to be quiet. Okay?” 
 
    Richard moved a couple of steps away from the elf to give her some room. She slowly turned her head and looked at him through her un-swollen eye. She looked confused. 
 
    Apparently, this is the last thing she expected, Richard thought. 
 
    After a moment, the elf stared him in the eye and nodded her head in an affirmative motion. 
 
    * * * 
 
    This was the last thing Jeena expected. Instead of killing her, the dark knight was apparently trying to help her. Even now he was squatting at her feet, inspecting the links of the chain attached to her left ankle. 
 
    Who and what is he? she wondered. He is not a dark knight; that’s apparent. 
 
    When the human had stopped speaking and moved away, Jeena had looked more closely at his mouth and saw he had only normal teeth, not fangs. Only her fear had prevented her from noticing it earlier. 
 
    Who is he? What would a human be doing in this place unless he was in league with the orcs? Is he part of an elaborate hoax to trick me? I wish my head was clearer. I can’t think straight. The pain in my leg is not helping matters. I have got to think! Why would they bother to trick me? I no longer have anything they desire. I have already given away my bond link, so they cannot use me in their plan anymore. So, who is he? 
 
    As Jeena watched, the human finished inspecting the left chain and moved to the chain holding her right ankle. He seemed to take great care not to touch her. 
 
    I wonder if he is being considerate, or if I am so dirty even a human wants to avoid contact. In either case, he is a strange human. He reminds me a little of the humans I met on the Defiant. 
 
    Jeena reached out with her senses to probe the human’s aura. Unlike most creatures, humans on Portalis didn’t radiate pure good or evil. Their aura was a mixture of both, swirling around in a seemingly eternal battle to control their host. That’s what she expected to pick up from the human. Instead, she missed on the first try. Blaming her fog-clouded mind, she tried to sense him a second time. Again, she missed. 
 
    What is going on? she thought. He is right there. How can I miss? 
 
    Concentrating hard, Jeena carefully focused on the human and sought out his aura. Much to her surprise, there was nothing there. 
 
    Wait a second. There has to be something. Even rocks and dry bones have an aura if one checks hard enough. I sense neither good nor evil from him. It is almost as if he registers as neither. 
 
    Suddenly, Jeena’s brain went into overdrive. His absence of an aura was similar to what she’d experienced with Terrie and Stella on the Defiant. She racked her brain trying to bring back the memory of that time a hundred years ago. Her friends Brachia and Dren had told her Terrie and Stella were wizard scouts. The lack of an aura was also similar to what she’d sensed from the poor creature she’d bonded with. Crendemor had called him a dragon scout. When the dark elf had left the lizard creature’s head in her cell, she’d noticed it lacked an aura. 
 
    Perhaps this human is a companion of the dragon scout, she thought excitedly. Maybe this human was a friend of my bondmate. 
 
    Jeena looked at the human closer. His armor was different than that of Wizard Scout Stella, which was to be expected since they were different species. She’d never seen Terrie activate his armor, so she didn’t know what it looked like on a human. She wondered if it would look like the armor worn by the man in front of her. The human before her had leaned the long rod he carried against the stone where she was chained. 
 
    I cannot be sure, but that long rod reminds me of one of the weapon’s Stella used on our mission to get the bottles of DNA gas. 
 
    The human finished whatever he was doing with her ankle chains and began inspecting the chains binding her wrists. Jeena again reached out to sense him. This time she didn’t look for an aura. Instead, she checked for Power. She found it hidden and carefully camouflaged. She sensed traces of Power behind what was probably the best stealth shield she’d ever encountered. The Power was much stronger, much more potent, than the Power she’d sensed from the dragon scout. She also sensed an aura behind his shield. His aura was neither predominantly good nor evil. A realization suddenly came over Jeena. She would’ve collapsed to her knees if her chains hadn’t held her so tightly to the stone slab. 
 
    What if…, what if the lizard creature was not the one I bonded with? I blindly took Crendemor’s word for it. What if this human is my bondmate? Jeena forced herself to think clearly. What did he whisper to me? He said it would be easier to heal me at this distance than it had been the last time. Only the creature I bonded with has healed me; no one else. 
 
    Jeena looked at the human as he worked with the chain holding her right wrist to the stone. He’d gotten a small ball of mud from somewhere and was molding it around one of the chain’s links about half an arm’s length from her wrist. As she watched him work with the mud, he glanced at her and flashed a smile. She looked closely at his face. 
 
    Can this be my bondmate? A human? He is like no other human I have ever encountered on Portalis. He seems kind and considerate. I do not feel the flood of uncontrolled emotions that radiates from human males. He really does seem similar to the humans I met on the Defiant, but at the same time different somehow. 
 
    In the end, Jeena decided it really didn’t matter if he was the one she’d bonded with or not. 
 
    Even if he frees me from these chains, which I doubt he can, there is nowhere to run. So what if he heals the worst of my injuries—the Dalinfaust is going to do that anyway. I will still face years of torture. This human’s attempt to help me is valiant, but it will not affect my future. The only difference between now and a few minutes ago is that he will also die if the Dalinfaust wakes up while he is here. If he is indeed the one I bonded with, I cannot allow him to stay and die for nothing. 
 
    The human moved to the last chain with another small ball of mud in one hand.  
 
    Jeena glanced down at the belt around his waist. There were several metallic objects hooked to the belt. A short rod on his left hip reminded her of the weapons Stella had called phase rods, but she had no idea how to activate the rod even if she could grab it. Looking down at the human’s feet, she spied the handle of what appeared to be a knife sticking out of a sheath on his right boot. 
 
    Good, he has a dagger, Jeena thought. I cannot escape. My only chance to avoid torture is a quick death. With this gag ball, I cannot communicate with him. Lady, please! Help me make him understand. If he is the one I bonded with, do not let him be doomed with me. I beg you. Make him kill me and then escape. Please do not let me die by torture.” 
 
    Jeena felt the presence in the back of her mind stir and respond. “A virgin sacrifice.” 
 
    “Yes, Lady. I know. I am a virgin sacrifice for the Dalinfaust. I need your help. I do not ask for my life, Lady. Just give me a quick death and help my bondmate escape. Please.” 
 
    “Elf friend,” said the Lady. 
 
    “Yes, Lady, I know. I am glad for my people. An elf friend will be needed. But I need you to help me make this human understand. Can you help me? Please.” 
 
    The Lady’s presence settled back to the hindermost parts of Jeena’s mind without replying. The human finished putting the ball of mud on the final chain. He once again stood in front of her. Jeena could just see his eyes through the red tint of his helmet’s visor. She made eye contact trying by sheer force of will to make him understand what needed to be done. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Nick,” Richard asked, “are you sure that’s enough J22 plastic explosive on those chains? They look pretty tough.” 
 
    “It is enough to do the job,” replied Nickelo. “Are you beginning to doubt me? We just want to break the chains, not take the elf’s limbs off with the explosions.” 
 
    Richard trusted his battle computer implicitly, but sometimes he liked to ask just to be sure. The chains were enchanted, but he knew that often enough, even the strongest magic wasn’t designed to deal with technological attacks. His battle computer knew what he was doing. 
 
    Standing in front of the elf, Richard waited while his battle computer did a scan of her injuries and made an estimate of the Power requirements for healing. It wouldn’t do any good to break the chains if the elf’s injuries weren’t healed. He found himself wishing the elf wasn’t gagged so he could talk to her. Unfortunately, she was gagged, so he’d have to wait. He sensed the gag and the thin chains holding it in place were heavily enchanted. Using plastic explosive on those chains was obviously out of the question. After they escaped, he figured he could try removing the gag with less violent means. 
 
    “She’s sure staring at me hard,” Richard said. “It’s almost as if she’s trying to tell me something. Probably wants to thank me.” 
 
    “Probably,” said Nickelo sounding like he didn’t really care one way or the other. “Calculations are complete. Some of her injuries are magic related, and she has multiple viruses throughout her body. I suspect they are magic based as well.” 
 
    “Can I heal her or not?” Richard asked. He hated it when people didn’t get to the point. 
 
    “Yes,” said Nickelo. “However, it is going to take more Power than you have in the reserve you normally use to heal others. You will have to use some Power from your primary reserve to heal her completely. I would recommend just healing her partially and finishing the job later.” 
 
    Richard had a bad feeling about his battle computer’s suggestion. “Negative. What if we get separated? One of those diseases might wind up killing her anyway. I’ll just have to use my primary reserve to finish the healing. I’ll try to be efficient.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Nickelo. “What do I know? You’re the wizard scout. I believe if you open the link back up to the elf and use body contact, you will be able to do a complete healing and restoration on her using minimum Power. The good news is you will still have eight percent Power left for our escape if you’re careful. I would suggest using two passes. Use one pass for healing and one for the restoration.” 
 
    “Understood,” Richard said. “I’ll do as you suggest. I wish she could talk. Look how hard she’s staring at me. Even with only one good eye, it’s a very penetrating stare.” 
 
    Richard tried imagining how the elf would look without the swollen eye and bruises. He decided she was probably very striking in appearance. Bruised as she was it was hard to tell, but she definitely reminded him of the silver-haired Shandria. 
 
    Curious, Richard said, “Nick, what color are her hair and eyes? Everything looks red to me through this visor.” 
 
    “You’re stalling,” replied Nickelo. “If we are going to do this, we need to get it over with. Don’t worry about what she looks like. You promised as soon as we got her to the escape tunnel in the pool, you and I would leave. If she is the one we are supposed to free, and I have to agree with you that she probably is, then our mission will be complete. You will never see her again, so just get control of your hormones or whatever is wrong with you and let’s get this done.” 
 
    Richard knew his battle computer was right. Romances just never seemed to work out right for him. Just when he’d start getting to really know someone, ‘the One’ would pluck him away and send him on another mission. 
 
    With a little regret, Richard took a final look at the elf and leaned over to whisper in her ear. “My lady, everything’s ready. I can get you free, but we need to heal you first. I’m going to reactivate the link between us, which will help, but I’ll also need to touch you to heal you efficiently. Do I have permission to touch you?” 
 
    Richard only asked to be polite. He didn’t expect it to be a problem. To his surprise, the elf shook her head violently from side to side, making it quite clear she didn’t want him to touch her. He leaned away from the elf and stared at her surprised and a little hurt. He’d risked his life to help her, and yet apparently, she’d rather die than allow him to contaminate her with his touch. 
 
    Nickelo quickly gave his opinion on the subject. “Now that is gratitude for you. Well, I say if she would rather die than let you touch her, then to whatever hell she believes in with her. Leave her and let’s get out of here while we can.” 
 
    “I’m not going to leave her,” Richard replied in a tone indicating he couldn’t be swayed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 – The Vow 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    When the human mentioned reactivating the link between them, Jeena lost any doubt she’d had that the human was her bondmate. 
 
    He is the one who provided me comfort when I was being hurt, she thought. He is the one who healed me. He is the one who shared Power with me, and with whom I created Power. I do not know who the lizard creature was, but this human is my bondmate. 
 
    In spite of the situation, Jeena had trouble fathoming the fact that her bondmate was a human and not an elf. 
 
    It does not matter, Jeena thought. Human or not, he is still my bondmate. For better or worse, he is the one to whom I am eternally linked. Even if I somehow escape, there will never be another for me. 
 
    Those were Jeena’s thoughts when the human mentioned healing her. She immediately began shaking her head. 
 
    By the Lady, I wish I could talk. One way or another, I am dead. My duty is to my bondmate. Even if he heals me, I cannot escape. The nearest exit is leagues away. He has obviously been able to elude the tunnel’s inhabitants until now. He cannot escape with me tagging along. The Dalinfaust has my scent. I am his sacrifice. The demon will never stop pursuing us until he recaptures me and kills my bondmate. How can I make him understand the best thing for both of us would be for him to mercifully kill me and make his escape? 
 
    When she shook her head, the human stepped back and stared at her. There was a look of surprise on his face. Jeena looked at him through his red visor. She held back a sob when she saw the hurt in his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, Lady,” Jeena said to the tickle in the back of her mind, “he misunderstands. He thinks I do not want him to touch me.” 
 
    A tear came to her good eye as she said, “Help me, Lady, please. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “A virgin sacrifice. Elf friend,” came the answer from the back of her mind. 
 
    “I do not understand!” Jeena mentally shouted. 
 
    The human leaned close and whispered in her ear with hurt evident in his voice. “I’ve been told some elves would rather die than be touched by someone of another race, but I never fully believed it until now. I can’t heal you properly unless I touch you. Unless you’re healed, you can’t escape. Don’t you want to live?” 
 
    Several tears flowed down Jeena’s good eye before she regained control. 
 
    Yes, I want to live, but I cannot. I will only get you killed. You are my bondmate; my chosen. I did not know you when I bonded with you, but I know you now. I know you are the kindest and bravest person I have ever met. I am proud to have you as my bondmate. You must escape and live for both of us. 
 
    Speaking to the tickle at the back of her mind, Jeena said, “Please, Lady, how can I make him understand?” 
 
    “A virgin sacrifice. Elf friend,” came the reply again. 
 
    “Stop it!” Jeena shouted back. “I don’t care if I am a sacrifice. I don’t care about the elf friend. I only care about my bondmate. Either help me make him understand, or leave…me…alone!” 
 
    Jeena heard her bondmate whispering to her again. The hurt in his voice was obvious. 
 
    “If that’s the way you want it, then so be it,” said the human. “Even so, I won’t leave you. You saved my life when you gave me Power. We created Power together, which should’ve been impossible. For some reason, I thought that we might… Well, I’m not sure what I thought. But instead, you’d rather die than allow my touch. By the Creator, I’m an idiot, but I don’t care. I won’t leave you. I’ll stay here until the demon wakes up. Then it’ll kill us both, all because you abhor my slightest touch.” 
 
    No! That’s not it! You are my bondmate. How can I make you understand? 
 
    “A virgin sacrifice. Elf friend,” repeated the Lady. 
 
    “You go to hell!” Jeena mentally yelled, growing frantic. “If you will not help me, just shut up and leave me alone!” 
 
    Jeena made her decision. I will have to let him heal me. Once I am free, I will grab his boot knife and kill myself. He will not leave while I am alive, and the Dalinfaust will not kill me, at least not quickly. No, the only way to save my bondmate is to be healed, and then to do what needs to be done. 
 
    So resolved, Jeena knew she needed a way to communicate with her bondmate in a manner he wouldn’t misunderstand. He was still close enough to whisper in her ear. She turned her head toward him and brushed her tear-streaked cheek against his face. Then she moved forward so her body pressed boldly against his. 
 
    There! she thought. Do you still think I do not want you to touch me? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Richard jerked away from the elf. If he’d been surprised by her reaction before, he was doubly surprised by her actions now. She’d touched her cheek to his and pressed her body so close he’d felt every feminine curve she had beneath her ragged clothes. He didn’t know what was going on, but she was obviously no longer avoiding his touch. He looked at her more closely and admitted to himself that even bruised and dirty as she was, she was very beautiful. 
 
    “Head’s up, Nick. Let’s do it. I’m going to open the link between the elf and me. Feed me your calculations for the healing. We need to do this as quietly as we can. If the demon wakes up before we’re done, we’re all dead.” 
 
    Richard leaned forward again to whisper in the elf’s ear. Although he avoided contact as before, he found himself super-aware of the nearness of the elf’s body. She was breathing heavily, and her tattered robe left little to the imagination. 
 
    Why she’s beautiful, he thought. Why didn’t I see it before? 
 
    He looked at her ear, just centimeters away. It was only slightly larger than a human’s ear, gracefully curving at the top to end in a point. Richard found it very exotic. He wanted to reach out and hold her in his arms. He wanted to… 
 
    “Rick!” came his battle computer’s timely interruption. “Your heart rate and breathing are up thirty percent. Are you crazy? Look around you. Are you forgetting where we are? If you’re that desperate for a woman, at least wait until you find one who’s had a bath.” 
 
    Nickelo’s words were like a splash of cold water on Richard. 
 
    By the Creator, he thought in his private space. What’s wrong with me? If she’s having this effect on me now, what will it be like when she’s healed and cleaned up? 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nick,” Richard said more than a little ashamed. “You’re right. I don’t know what’s come over me. The sooner we get this over with and get her out of here, the better.” 
 
    Richard took a moment to get his thoughts back in order before whispering his plan to the elf. “My lady, I’m going to reactivate the link between us. At this range, I should be able to use it as a conduit for healing Power without being detected. It’s extremely important that we be absolutely quiet. Once I touch you and begin healing, I can’t stop until the healing’s complete. Any break in contact, and we’ll lose the Power and have to start all over. I don’t have the Power to spare, so it’s very important the demon over there not wake up and interrupt us. Don’t be afraid. I’ve healed thousands of people during my life, and your injuries are no big deal. We just have to be quiet. Do you understand?” 
 
    The elf looked at Richard out the corner of her good eye and nodded her head. 
 
    “Good girl,” Richard whispered. “I want to apologize ahead of time. To conserve Power, I have to have body contact as close to the injuries as possible. I know this will be hard for you, especially since I’m not of your race, but I assure you that it’s absolutely necessary. I’ll just be healing you; that’s all. It’s nothing personal. Do you understand? And remember, once we start, we can’t stop until the healing’s complete.” 
 
    Richard noticed the elf’s breathing become a little heavier. He sensed a tremble go through her body. She continued looking at him through the corner of her eye as she nodded her head to indicate she understood. 
 
    Although Richard knew they needed to get started, he delayed making one final comment. “My lady, if for some reason you’re not what you seem and are a part of some elaborate scheme to trap me, you’re going to get your chance. I’m going to open the link up with no restrictions on either end for maximum efficiency. That means I’ll be vulnerable to you. From what I sensed during our earlier linking, I have faith I can trust you. If I’m wrong and you betray me, well…I’ll certainly think the less of you for it.” 
 
    Richard positioned himself to the front of the elf. He removed his gloves and stuck them in his belt. He visually checked his M12 to ensure it was still leaning against the stone and was within easy reach. 
 
    “Ok, Nick. This is it.” 
 
    Richard opened the link to the elf with no restrictions. He made it a full two-way link of a Circle. As soon as he did, he felt the spirit and emotions of the female he’d come to admire so much during the last couple of days. She was tired and hurt, but she was also excited and only a little scared now. He sensed a sadness that hadn’t been there before. She seemed to be more concerned about him than herself. He also felt an emotion from her that was foreign to him. 
 
    Is it love? he wondered. No, it’s not that. It’s similar, only it’s more powerful and all-encompassing. 
 
    The depth and intensity of the emotion actually frightened him a little. He had a feeling he could easily get lost in the emotion and never get free. 
 
    Richard gently placed both hands on top of the elf’s head. She didn’t flinch. He looked deep into her eye and at the same time used the link to look deep into her spirit and body. He saw no evidence of evil, only goodness. He breathed a sigh of relief. His gamble had paid off; it wasn’t a trap. He let his Power flow through the link to the elf. The cuts and bruises on her head began to heal. Slowly moving his right hand down her face, he lightly caressed her swollen eye with his fingertips. The swelling receded, and he found himself staring into two beautifully matched eyes looking intensely back at him. Even through the red tint of his visor, the elf’s eyes were unforgettable. They seemed to stare into the very depths of his soul. Richard felt as if he’d never forget her eyes. He brought his other hand around and traced the curves of the elf’s face with both hands and moved them down to her neck, healing as he went. Her skin felt soft and warm to his touch. He knew this wasn’t going to be easy because he still had a long way to go. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Jeena felt the link between them open, she felt the spirit and emotions of the male who’d comforted her so much during the last couple of days. He was tired, but he was also excited and a little scared. There was a hope in him that hadn’t been there before. She also felt an emotion from him that was foreign to her. It wasn’t the powerful and all-encompassing feeling bondmates had for one another, but it was similar. 
 
    Is this what humans call love? she wondered. 
 
    The emotion frightened Jeena a little because it meant he wouldn’t flee from the Dalinfaust while breath was still in her. She became sad that she’d never get to know her bondmate. It didn’t matter that she’d bonded with him in a desperate act to deny Crendemor the ability to complete his plan. It didn’t matter she’d never expected to meet him or that he was a human. This was her bondmate, possessor of the most precious gift she had to offer; her bond link. 
 
    The human placed his hands on her head. She felt Power transfer through their link and flow through her body to meet his hands. A warm feeling spread out from where his skin contacted hers. She felt pain flee and wounds heal as her flesh became whole again. Then his fingers ever so gently caressed her face, and the swelling in her eye subsided. For the first time, she looked at her bondmate through two good eyes. 
 
    Jeena gazed deep into his eyes and at the same time used the link to look deep into his soul. What she saw frightened her. He had goodness in him, but he also had evil. The two opposites seemed to co-exist within him, each awaiting the opportunity to exert their influence. 
 
    It does not matter, she thought. He is my bondmate, and I am his, for better or worse. 
 
    Her bondmate’s touch felt soft and warm on her skin. Jeena felt a desire start to build up within her that she’d never experienced before. She knew a bond link was a natural aphrodisiac. A deep sense of regret swept over her as she realized they wouldn’t be able to spend their bond night in the Presence of the Lady. 
 
    “Lady,” Jeena prayed. “I no longer ask your help to escape the tortures of the Dalinfaust. I only ask that my bondmate lives. Please, tell me how to make him leave me.” 
 
    “Virgin sacrifice,” came the reply. “Elf friend.” 
 
    Jeena didn’t feel like arguing with the Lady. As far as she could tell, the Lady was only going to continue repeating the same old litany. She couldn’t understand why the Lady was expending so much Power just to repeat the same words. 
 
    No, Jeena thought. Actually, it is not the same words. She originally said ‘He comes.’ Why is she leaving that part out now? Is he no longer coming? 
 
    The presence at the back repeated her words again, “Virgin sacrifice. Elf friend. … Virgin sacrifice. Elf friend. … Virgin sacrifice. Elf friend.” 
 
    Then it hit Jeena. The Lady no longer says he comes because he is already here. I am the virgin sacrifice. What if my bondmate is the elf friend? When the idea formed in her mind, she sensed a sigh of relief from the Lady, as if to say, “Finally.” 
 
    Jeena looked at the human who was even now gently moving his hands down her leg. He paused over the area where her right ankle was broken. She felt the bone mend and the swelling in the muscles around it subside. Suddenly, her leg was whole again as if it had never been injured. She put her full weight on the leg and felt no pain. Her bondmate glanced up at her and gave a quick smile of reassurance. The gag ball prevented her from smiling back, but she nodded her head in thanks. He moved his hands back up her leg, never breaking contact, across her waist and over to the other leg. Nearly all her injuries were healed.  
 
    So, my bondmate is an elf friend, Jeena thought. If that is so, then it is even more important that he lives. I cannot let him die with me. 
 
    Jeena looked at the human kneeling below her, his hands nearing her left foot. He was almost done. 
 
    “I will soon be dead,” she told him silently, “so I can’t make my bonding pledge before witnesses as would be proper. For that, I am truly sorry. However, I swear to you that if by some miracle we survive, I will offer myself to you in bonding before the Council of Light itself. Although our friends are not here as would be proper, I make my bonding pledge to you now with only the Lady as our witness, and that will be honor enough.” 
 
    Jeena took a deep breath. With all the emotion she could muster, she silently said her bonding vow. “I freely and willingly offer myself to you in bonding. Upon my honor, I am yours; utterly and completely; now and forever. All I have is yours. All my power, my possessions, my very life, I offer to you to do with as you will. May the blessings of the Lady be upon you and upon this bonding.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 50 – Hidden 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “Something is not right,” said Nickelo. “She’s healed now. Forget about the restoration. Break off contact, and let’s get out of here. 
 
    “Calm down,” Richard reassured his nervous battle computer. “I’ll admit I started to lose control for a little bit there, but I’m fine now. Her injuries and diseases are healed, but her body needs to be fully replenished. I’m going to make a pass back up to her head and regenerate her cells with nutrients and water. Otherwise, with that gag in her mouth, she could die of thirst before it’s removed. Besides, the healing went better than even you expected. We still have eleven percent Power remaining. So, lighten up, buddy.” 
 
    “You are vulnerable, and I do not like it. For electron’s sake,” exclaimed Nickelo, “I thought you were going to try and mate with her there for a nanosecond.” 
 
    “I’ve got it under control, Nick. I’ve never healed with a two-way link before. I just wasn’t used to it, that’s all.” 
 
    Richard slowly worked his way back up the elf, replenishing her deprived body with the food and water she so desperately needed. Everything was going smoothly. The healing was complete, the dragon was still sleeping soundly, and they were ahead of their estimate on Power. 
 
    For some reason, Richard felt his mind getting blurry. He sensed Nickelo in the background trying to tell him something, but he no longer understood the words. It was almost as if someone was blocking communications between them. He knew he should break contact, but he’d worked his way up to the elf’s neck. He was almost done. 
 
    Just a few more seconds, he thought. 
 
    After what seemed an eternity, Richard finally had both hands on either side of the elf’s face. With a last touch of Power, he finished the replenishment. The elf’s body was now restored to near perfect health, and he still had over ten percent Power left in his reserve. All he had to do now was let go of her face. The trouble was, he didn’t want to let go. 
 
    He gazed into the elf’s beautiful eyes. He couldn’t tell their color through the red tint of the visor, but even so, they were riveting. They seemed to swirl, almost like molten metal. He felt drawn into them. 
 
    Richard heard a voice in the back of his mind shouting at him, but he ignored it. He could also sense another presence besides the elf through the link between them as if she wasn’t alone either. He knew something was wrong, but no longer cared. 
 
    Power passed between the elf and Richard. The Power blended together and expanded. Additional Power was created. A lot of Power. A whole lot of Power. Richard passed the Power to the elf, and she back to him. With each pass, even more Power was created. Soon the reserves of both the elf and he were fully recharged. Still more Power was created. Before long, there was more Power than their reserves could hold. 
 
    Richard sensed the extra Power flow into a strange energy source inside the elf. He sensed magic. A part of his mind told him it was a spell he’d missed during his healing. Too late, he recognized the subtle difference in the frequency of the spell compared with that of the elf. The spell hadn’t been cast by the elf. It was obviously a booby trap that had been placed inside the elf. Richard didn’t care. All he wanted to do was stare into the elf’s eyes to the exclusion of all else. 
 
    The excess Power of the elf and he was sucked into the spell. When the excess Power was completely taken, all of their reserve Power was siphoned off as well. Neither the elf nor he cared. When the spell finally ended, Richard continued to look deep into the elf’s eyes, and she into his. For one long moment of eternity, they were both at peace and all was well. 
 
    After several seconds, Richard’s mind came back to full reality. As it did, he began to comprehend a shouting at the back of his mind. It was Nickelo. He was trying to warn him about something. 
 
    The loud sound of deep, sadistic laughter came from Richard’s right. The laughter sent chills down his back, stripping the last remaining bits of fog from his mind. 
 
    By the Creator, Richard thought, what’ve I done? I’ve killed us all. The demon’s awake. 
 
    Making no sudden moves, Richard continued looking at the elf. He knew the demon could’ve killed them easily while they were distracted by the spell. That the demon hadn’t meant it wanted to play with its dinner; at least for a little while. He felt sure they had a few seconds, maybe minutes before the demon attacked. 
 
    Pulling slightly away from the elf, Richard locked eyes with her. She didn’t flinch but returned his gaze boldly. Again, he wished he could see the color of her eyes. They were intriguing eyes with their molten swirling effect. He saw no fear in them, just a little anger and something softer he couldn’t name. She was panting heavily, as was he, from the effects of the spell. He reached up and gently wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead that threatened to drip into her eye. Again, she didn’t flinch but continued to look at him intently as if trying to convey some message she was unable to speak. 
 
    Again, the sadistic laughter came followed by the sound of an even deeper voice. 
 
    “Well, well. I should be angry at you, wizard scout, for trying to steal my sacrifice from me. But no matter. Now I have both of you.” There was more laughter. “My brothers want you very badly. They have been looking for you. Here you have voluntarily fallen right into my grasp. I will be telling the tale of your capture to the amusement of others for many eons. I cannot believe your audacity. You are going to pay, wizard scout. Oh, how you are going to pay.” 
 
    By the increasingly menacing tone of the demon, Richard knew their time was short. He leaned close to the elf and whispered in her ear. “You must live. You hear me? You must get out of this alive. There’s an opening at the bottom of that pool against the far wall. When I free you, dive in and swim through the tunnel. It’ll lead to the outside and freedom. Do you understand?” 
 
    There was no response.  
 
    Richard grabbed the elf’s shoulders and shook her. “Do you understand?”  
 
    This time she nodded her head.  
 
    He gave a sigh of relief. “Good. I’ll try to draw the demon’s attention. Once you’ve escaped, I’ll make my dash for freedom.” 
 
    Richard heard the scales of the dragon scrapping on the cavern’s floor as it slithered toward them. It was moving slowly, enjoying its game. Turning to face the black dragon, he noticed drops of acid dripping from its jaws as its tongue moved in and out. The dragon’s body was about forty meters away. Richard glanced at his plasma rifle, trying to judge if he had time to grab it before the beast attacked. 
 
    “Go ahead,” the demon said with its deep voice. “Pick it up for all the good it will do you. In fact, I want you to get it. Your vaunted technology may have proved useful against my brothers, but I assure you it will not penetrate my armor.” The demon laughed. “You are pathetic, did you know that? You rely on your technology when magic is the real force in the universe. You did not even think to check for a spell as you healed the elf. Not that it would have done any good. I cast the spell inside her myself, knowing you would come to save her. I cast a stealth shield on the spell so powerful even the elves’ Lady would have failed to detect it. You let the spell drain you dry. Now you have no Power left.” 
 
    The demon laughed again. 
 
    “It would have been so easy to kill you while you were distracted, but I have a better plan in mind. First, I am going to rip that elf of yours apart one small piece at a time. We can savor her screams together. It will be so sweet. Then I will heal her and start over again. When I tire of the game, I will eat her for my supper. After that, it will be your turn. I think we shall spend a lot of time together, you and me. I am told your body will heal itself. That is good. That is very good. Yes, we shall spend a lot of time together. Your tortures will become legend.” 
 
    The demon stopped moving as it spoke, then raised its dragon head toward the cavern ceiling as it howled with laughter. 
 
    An involuntary shudder of fear swept down Richard’s spine. His greatest fear had always been that someone or something would take him alive and use his self-heal ability to prolong his torture. A patient creature with time on its hands could theoretically draw a torture session out for hundreds of years, maybe longer. A part of him wanted to run. He knew he’d do almost anything to avoid such a fate. He also knew he wouldn’t leave the elf to face the demon alone. 
 
    Shoving his fear aside, Richard tried to clear his mind. 
 
    I’m without Power, Richard thought. 
 
    “Not quite,” said Nickelo in their shared space. “Your natural recharging has replaced a tiny drop. It will be hours before any appreciable amount will be recharged, though. You still have your technology. It has proved the difference on more than one occasion. Unfortunately, without some measurable Power to energize your dimensional pack, you cannot resupply your ammo. All you have is the four hundred rounds in your plasma rifle’s magazine, seven 20mm grenade shells in the launcher, a starburst signaling grenade, your phase rod, and of course, your .44 caliber AutoMag. I will admit it is not much. I highly recommend you ask your dolgar friends for help.” 
 
    Gathering all his emotions together, Richard sent them out in a desperate cry for help to the dolgars. Whether they would come or if they would come in time, he didn’t know. He knew all he could do was wait and see. 
 
    Richard looked at the dragon as it reared back on its haunches. Its head and neck stretched high above the cavern floor as it continued its bout of laughter. As he tracked the dragon’s head with his eyes, he noticed that the roof of the cavern was covered with gigantic stalactites. Some of them were over four meters long and weighed several tons. The cavern roof was very high, so the stalactites were over fifty meters above the floor.  
 
    “Nick,” Richard said, “wouldn’t those rocks make a pretty little rain shower? Do you think a 20mm shell would bring one down?” 
 
    “You will need to bring down a lot more than one,” replied Nickelo, “and it will only slow the demon down for a few seconds at best. However, I can’t think of a better plan. I will target the weak spots for you. Give me a few nanoseconds.” 
 
    Richard stalled for time by yanking his gloves from his belt and slowly pulling them on. Once completed, he lowered his visor and activated all seals, completely encasing his body in the best armor the Empire had to offer. As combat ready as he could get with his Power drained, he took a step forward, picked up his plasma rifle, and faced the dragon. 
 
    The demon watched Richard as he pointed his rifle at it, then began a new bout of laughter. “You cannot be serious! That toy will be but a pinprick to me.” 
 
    From what Richard could tell, the demon seemed to be enjoying itself.  
 
    It spoke again. “Go ahead and shoot if you think it will do any good. I can already see your hands shaking with fear. Here, I will hold still so you can’t miss. You need a better chance? Here, I am closing my eyes. What more do you want? Go ahead and shoot. Fire away until you have nothing left. Nothing you do can hurt me. Do it! Do it now before I tire of this game.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jeena jerked hard on the chains holding her fast. She wanted to join her bondmate in battle. She was more angry than afraid. Somehow in her weakened state, the Dalinfaust had cast a spell inside her without her knowledge. The demon’s spell had apparently used the link to her bondmate to force them to create Power. Then the spell had sucked even their reserves dry of Power and transferred it to some unknown location. 
 
    Jeena no longer cared about herself. Whatever happened to her would be just punishment for failing to detect the spell. From the Dalinfaust’s words, it sounded as if her bondmate would now suffer the fate that had been intended for her. The human would now face years of torture. It was more than she could bear. She wanted to scream her rage, but the gag ball prevented even that. All she could do was listen to the dragon as it taunted the human. She watched as the dragon stood with its head high in the air. It even closed its eyes as it dared her bondmate to do something. She wasn’t sure what kind of weapons her bondmate had, but it was apparent the Dalinfaust had no fear of them. 
 
    Jeena noticed her bondmate turn his head slightly and catch her eyes with his. He nodded his head toward the pool of water to her right. Through the red of his visor, she saw him smile. Then he turned to face the dragon. 
 
    Her bondmate’s actions nearly tore Jeena’s heart out. He seemed to bear no malice toward her. She knew he was going to die, horribly, because of her. 
 
    “Lady! Lady!” Jeena shouted in her mind. “You said he was an elf friend. How can he be an elf friend if he does not appear before the Council of Light? How can he do that if he is dead? I do not care about me, but do not desert him. Please! I beg you! Do not let him die like this. He is a healer. What chance does he have against that beast?” 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    The sound of thunder resounded off the cavern walls as the metal staff her bondmate carried sent one projectile after another toward the cavern roof where they exploded. As Jeena had suspected, the staff was similar to the rifle she’d seen Wizard Scout Stella use during her mission on the Defiant. 
 
    The blasts from her bondmate’s rifle were more powerful than the fireballs she was used to, but they covered a smaller area. Jeena momentarily wondered why the human was attacking the ceiling instead of the dragon. That is, she wondered until the first of several stalactites began to fall. 
 
    The demon seemed to sense its danger as well. It began a charge toward them but had waited too long. Several tons of rock and debris came crashing down, knocking the demon’s dragon body to the floor with crushing force and partially burying it. 
 
    As this was happening, Jeena saw her bondmate snatch the phase rod from his belt with his left hand. A burst of red fire an arm’s length long appeared from the end of the rod. As she watched, her bondmate swung his phase rod and hit the ball of mud he’d stuck on the chain binding her left arm. BOOM! The resulting explosion broke the chain. Suddenly her left arm was free with only a short length of chain dangling from her manacle. BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! With rapid succession, her bondmate used his phase rod to break the remaining chains holding her. Then she was completely free. 
 
    “Run!” shouted the human. 
 
    Jeena didn’t run.  
 
    Already the demon was beginning to claw free of the rubble confining it. Only a few more seconds and it would be upon them. Reaching down, she picked up a long piece of wood to use as a weapon. 
 
    I will not leave my bondmate to die alone. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Jeena felt the presence of the Lady at the back of her mind. The Lady gave her a vision of the pool of water behind her. At the bottom of the pool, she saw an opening in the far wall, a tunnel, just like her bondmate had described. The Lady sent her a sense of urgency that could only be interpreted as meaning she needed to get to the tunnel and escape. 
 
    As Jeena prepared to tell the Lady, “Never!” some Power flowed to her from the Lady. The Power came through the link Jeena had modified to create her bond link with the human. The Power from the Lady wasn’t much, but it was something. Then the Lady was gone. 
 
    Jeena knew she now had a choice to make and had to make it quickly. The dragon was regaining its feet. It roared its anger and thirst for vengeance. 
 
    Should I use the little Power I now possess to attempt some attack upon the beast, Jeena wondered, or is there a better way? 
 
    Hesitating only a second, Jeena reached out with her left hand and touched her bondmate’s shoulder. With her touch, she let half the Power she’d received from the Lady flow to the human. Then she cast aside her makeshift staff, turned, and ran as fast as she could toward the pool of water. 
 
    She’d always been a good runner, and Jeena used all her skill to get every bit of speed possible. She would’ve preferred to stay and fight, but knew her bondmate would never desert her. He would stay as long as she was there, or as long as both of them lived. She gambled the demon would ignore her bondmate and come after her instead. It had threatened to do just that. She could only hope it would do so now. 
 
    Whether I make it to the tunnel or whether the demon kills me as I run matters little, she thought. All that matters is for me to buy my bondmate a few seconds of life. 
 
    Jeena was sure that even now the Power she’d given her bondmate was mixing with the drop of Power she’d detected in him. If all went as before, more Power would soon be created as their Power merged. Based on their previous sharing of Power, she knew the creation would take a few seconds. 
 
    I have to give my bondmate those few seconds of time, Jeena thought. I can only hope he will get enough Power to make his own escape. 
 
    Jeena ran as hard as she could. She knew each stride of distance bought her bondmate another fraction of a second. The thirty paces to the pool turned into an infinite distance in her mind. Time slowed to a crawl. She could no longer see her bondmate but heard a continuous series of small explosions. Dozens of angry red streaks of energy ricocheted around her. She recognized them as rounds from her bondmate’s weapon. As far as she could tell, they weren’t affecting the dragon any. The roars she heard were filled with anger, but she detected no pain in the sound. 
 
    Only six or seven paces to go. It is going to be close. Jeena smelled the foul odor of the dragon’s breath from her rear. It is too close. A few more steps and it will have me. 
 
    Jeena let out a muffled cry of fear around the gag ball. She kept running. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The cave lit up with light as bright as the sun.  
 
    Jeena threw her arms across her face to keep from being blinded. The sound of a crash to her rear told her the dragon had stumbled and fallen. She heard another roar. This time it was a cry of pain. 
 
    Just as Jeena reached the pool’s edge, she heard the dragon scramble to its feet. The light was less blinding now. She wanted to look back and see her bondmate one last time but resisted the urge. She had to buy him a few more seconds. 
 
    Diving into the water, Jeena swam down toward a small opening she noticed in the opposite wall. Near the opening was a large, adult cave seal. It was a silver-furred animal nearly three times the weight of an adult elf. She knew seals could be dangerous when riled, but the beast was the least of her worries now. She heard a splash and felt the force of displaced water as the dragon’s head entered the pool behind her. The rush of water propelled her forward. She swam harder. The tunnel was only two arm’s lengths away.  
 
    From the corner of her eye, Jeena noticed the cave seal take one look at what was behind her and panic. The seal began swimming furiously. It ran into her, knocking her to one side and deflecting the seal directly into the path of the oncoming dragon. Jeena grabbed the lip of the tunnel and began frantically pulling herself through. It was a narrow tunnel. Instinct told her the dragon’s head wouldn’t fit inside, much less its body. 
 
    I might actually live, she thought. 
 
    Halfway in the tunnel, she felt the cold water of the pool still on her legs. She heard the dragon roar. The sound was even more chilling underwater than it had been in the air. She tried screaming, but the gag ball prevented even that form of communication. With a final desperate lunge, Jeena started to pull her feet into the tunnel just as the dragon’s open mouth hit the rock wall. Stone splintered and cracked. She felt a stab of pain in her legs. The water turned red around her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51 – Desire for Revenge 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Once Richard freed the elf from her chains, he turned to face the demon. He knew he had no hope of stopping the monster with just his M12 but had to try. His only hope was to distract the demon’s avatar long enough for the elf to make it to the exit in the pool. 
 
    “You’ve used all your 20mm grenades,” said Nickelo. “I do have an idea, though.” 
 
    Richard felt the left hand of his battle suit reach down, grab the starburst grenade from his utility belt, and pull the grenade’s safety pin. 
 
    “That’s just a signaling device,” Richard said. “I’d have to time my throw just right to get it to explode in front of the demon’s eyes. Even if I do, the dragon avatar will only be blinded for a few seconds.” 
 
    “It is the best plan I can come up with,” said Nickelo. “Take it or leave it.” 
 
    The dragon roared and began tossing the broken stalactites around like the minor inconvenience they were.  
 
    Richard knew it would soon be free. He sent out another call to the dolgars. Since he hadn’t gotten a response the first time, he didn’t hold out much hope this time. 
 
    Richard sensed the presence of the elf next to him. She hadn’t run like he’d told her and just stood there looking at him. Using his helmet’s external speaker, he yelled, “Run!” 
 
    As soon as he yelled, the elf reached out and touched his left shoulder. At her touch, he felt a small amount of Power pass through the link between them. 
 
    The elf turned and began running toward the pool. Richard didn’t need his battle computer to tell him she’d waited too long to begin her escape. At almost the same instant she began her dash for freedom, the demon freed itself and charged directly at the elf. Its roar echoed off the cavern’s walls. 
 
    The charging dragon, eyes filled with fury and hate, was a terrifying sight even for Richard. He pulled the trigger on his M12 and directed a stream of plasma energy at the dragon’s eyes. The rounds ricocheted off the defensive shields surrounding the demon and hit the cavern’s walls instead. Richard kept the trigger pressed tightly. The four hundred rounds in the battery would soon be gone, but it was all he could do. 
 
    When the dragon got close enough, Richard stepped directly into its path and fired point blank into its face. He knew the demon could easily kill him with a snap of its jaws. It didn’t. Instead, it swung its head like a battering ram and knocked him to the side. 
 
    “I calculate it wants the elf,” said Nickelo. “The demon knows your weapons cannot hurt its dragon body. It probably figures you can be dealt with later. I calculate a ninety-five percent probability the demon wants to keep you alive.” 
 
    The armor of the battle suit absorbed most of the impact from the dragon. Even so, Richard felt himself flung through the air by the force of the blow. As sometimes happened in the heat of combat, time slowed, or his brain went into hyper mode. He could clearly see both the elf and the dragon moving in slow motion. At his current time rate, their movements were only a fraction of normal. The elf was only six or seven paces from the pool, but the dragon was less than twenty meters behind her. He knew the elf would never make it. 
 
    “Rick, are you there?” asked Nickelo. 
 
    “I’m here,” Richard replied. “I hope you have some ideas because I’m coming up empty.” 
 
    “You still have the starburst grenade in your left hand. Give me full control of the battle suit. I will toss the grenade in front of the demon. It might blind it long enough to buy your elf a few more steps.” 
 
    “Done,” Richard said. 
 
    Richard sensed Nickelo activate the assistors in the battle suit’s left arm. The arm began a movement to send the starburst grenade to the proper spot. As Nickelo increased the velocity of the movement to its maximum, Richard felt his flesh and bones being pushed to their limits. He endured the pain. They had very little time. At the right moment, he felt his battle computer release the starburst grenade. He watched the grenade begin its movement toward the demon. Calculations appeared in his shared space indicating the starburst grenade would explode in front of the dragon’s eyes at the same instant his battle suit would hit the rock wall behind him. 
 
    “Rick,” said Nickelo. “Are you monitoring your Power readings?” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” Richard admitted, “but I am now. We’re creating Power, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yes. The Power the elf gave you is mixing with yours. I calculate the reaction will take a few seconds to complete. I highly recommend you cut the two-way link to the elf. It may increase the rate of Power creation, and it should also prevent any other spells the demon may have hidden inside the elf from stealing your Power again.” 
 
    With no thought of arguing, Richard immediately blocked the link to the elf. When he did so, he felt an emptiness replace the spot where the presence of the elf had been. He was alone again. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling. 
 
    “Just to head off your next question,” said Nickelo, “you do not have enough Power to attempt any kind of attack on the demon yet. The elf risked her life to stay those few seconds and give you her Power. Do not waste it by trying to attack too soon. Either the starburst grenade will buy her the time she needs to escape, or it won’t. There is nothing else you can do at this point except wait for the outcome.” 
 
    Richard had to admire his battle computer’s perception. He had indeed been thinking of using what little Power was available to launch what could only be a futile attack. Nickelo was right. He could only wait and see what would happen. With that thought, the time-freeze ended. His perception of time returned to normal. 
 
    “Arrgh!” 
 
    The battle suit absorbed most of the shock as he hit the wall, but Richard still had the breath knocked out of him. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A bright light shutdown Richard’s visor as the starburst grenade exploded. He was lying on the ground facing away from the dragon and the elf but knew his battle computer’s plan had at least partially succeeded. He felt the shock through the cave floor as the dragon stumbled and fell. 
 
    The dragon roared its anger and frustration.  
 
    Richard heard the scrambling of scaled feet. By the time he regained his breath and spun around, all he saw was the upper half of the dragon’s body being thrust into the pool. The water of the pool churned furiously. His battle helmet’s sensors began registering blood in the water; a lot of blood. 
 
    Richard slowly regained his feet and picked up his M12. There was no cause to hurry. The elf had waited too long to start her run. As his battle helmet’s sensors began feeding him data detailing the enormous amount of blood and pieces of torn flesh in the water, his mind began imagining the elf as she was ripped apart in the jaws of the dragon. It was more than he could stand. He pulled the helmet’s sensors back from the pool and forced the image of the elf aside. 
 
    Richard could still feel the link between them hanging out there where he’d blocked it. Links couldn’t be destroyed. The link would be there for the rest of eternity as a grim reminder of his failure to save the elf’s life. The hole in his soul, which the elf had temporarily filled, was back with a vengeance. 
 
    The demon began pulling out of the pool, having completed its work.  
 
    Richard suspected it would now want to continue its game with him. He stood his ground. 
 
    “Power creation has been completed,” said Nickelo. “You now have nine percent Power in your reserve. I highly recommend you activate your best stealth shield and run before the demon engages you.” 
 
    “I’m not running,” Richard replied with a thought pattern indicating his decision was final and any argument was useless. “He killed her, and he’s going to pay.” 
 
    “Then it’s goodbye, Rick. I cannot come up with any plan to save you with only nine percent Power.” 
 
    “Then it’s goodbye,” Richard said. “I’m done running.” 
 
    The dragon turned and faced him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 – Delaying Action 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The demon’s dragon avatar was large. Its thirty-meter-long body proved to be a chore to turn around in the bone-strewn cave. As the demon completed its turn, Richard replaced the isotopic battery of his M12 with a full one he pulled from his dimensional pack. By the time the demon turned completely around, Richard was inserting the sixth of seven 20mm shells into the launcher under his rifle’s barrel. 
 
    The demon waited politely until Richard completed his task of rearming, then said, “I always did enjoy elf meat. It’s so much sweeter than orc, don’t you think?” 
 
    Richard just stood there with his M12 at the ready. He did an active scan on the dragon’s body, probing for any weakness in the demon’s defenses. Neither Nickelo nor he could find anything worth exploiting. He’d never hated anything as much as he hated the demon as it stood there in its dragon body, laughing at him. 
 
    Go ahead and laugh, Richard thought in his shared space. You took something precious from me. I swear I’ll kill you if it takes the last breath in my body. You’re going to pay. 
 
    When Richard failed to respond to the demon, it reached up with one of its claws and picked some reddish material out of its teeth before tossing it near Richard’s feet. It was a bloody piece of meat with a strip of cloth from the elf’s clothing mixed in. 
 
    “Don’t you just hate it when stuff gets stuck between your teeth?” said the demon, laughing even harder. 
 
    When Richard continued to remain silent, the demon edged forward a couple of steps as it continued its word game. “That was a good trick with those rocks falling from the ceiling. It caught me by surprise. I had heard you were tricky. Too bad for the little elf of yours, it did no good. She was delicious, by the way. I apologize for not saving you any.” The demon gave another laugh.  
 
    Apparently, the demon had needed a diversion. Richard thought it seemed to be taking pleasure in goading him. 
 
    “I am begging you,” pleaded Nickelo. “Hit the demon with whatever Power you have and then run. There is still a slim chance we can lose it in the tunnels.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Rick. In a few seconds, the demon is going to tire of its word game, and then it will pounce on you. You know it won’t kill you right away. It could keep you alive and torture you for a thousand years. Do you think that is what the elf would have wanted? Do you?” 
 
    Richard remained silent. 
 
    “Answer me,” said Nickelo. “At least think in your shared space so I know what you are thinking.” 
 
    Richard had no illusions about what was going to happen to him but was beyond caring. With the death of the elf, something had snapped inside him. He knew it. Nothing mattered except making the demon pay for its crime. 
 
    There has to be something I can do to get past the demon’s defenses, he thought in his private space. Nothing came to mind. 
 
    Suddenly, Richard felt a familiar disturbance in the void. The disturbance was faint, but he could definitely feel it. He smiled behind his visor. It was a smile that would’ve made the demon hesitate if it had noticed. Richard smiled because the disturbance told him they were coming. They were coming too late to save the elf, but he’d now have a chance to make the demon pay for its actions. 
 
    “I said answer me, Rick! Run! Now!” Nickelo shouted again, sounding as close to hysterics as a computer could get. 
 
    With a chilling calmness that caught his battle computer by surprise, Richard said, “All right, Nick. We’ll run, for a little while anyway, but only until they get here.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Nickelo was confused by his friend’s answer. Something had changed. Something was different. His wizard scout was still keeping his thoughts to his private space. A check of his sensors revealed nothing. His wizard scout’s passive scan was still negative. 
 
    So, what does Rick know that I do not? Nickelo wondered. Who is going to get here? Who can Rick sense that I cannot? 
 
    Nickelo generated maximum logic threads through his databanks to find the answer. Within three nanoseconds, one thread returned with the information he desired. 
 
    “Sheba and Sheeta,” Nickelo said to his wizard scout, stating it as a fact and not a question. 
 
    “Yes,” confirmed his wizard scout, “and they’re bringing the whole pack.” 
 
    Nickelo’s circuits surged with excitement at the new information. If Sheba and Sheeta were coming with all of their pups, that would make fourteen dolgars in all. That was very good news indeed. 
 
    “How long before they arrive?” Nickelo was already beginning to formulate possible attack algorithms with the new set of data. When his wizard scout didn’t reply fast enough, Nickelo prodded. “I asked how long, Rick.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Richard took a few steps backward to get some distance from the dragon which was so much more than a dragon. 
 
    “It’s hard to tell, Nick. You know dolgars have no sense of time or distance. I’d guess at least a half hour. Do you think you can keep me out of that overgrown lizard’s clutches for that long?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” said Nickelo. “He is too close. I doubt even blowing all nine percent of your Power will help now, to be honest. We need more distance to do anything useful. I cannot think of any logical way to help. Can you think of anything illogical?” 
 
    In fact, Richard could. He reached over his shoulder with his left hand and pulled two small objects out of his dimensional pack. As he did so, his Power reserve dropped to four percent. He hated using so much of his Power, but the more technically complex the item, the more Power it took to charge the pack to produce it. 
 
    The demon was only seven or eight strides away. Richard noticed the dragon’s eyes focus on the objects in his hand. He saw the dragon’s lips curl up in amusement. 
 
    “I have seen stupidity before,” said the Dalinfaust, “but you are definitely setting a new record. Why in Dementia’s tail would you waste over half your Power to get a chip bomb? Do you honestly think I am going to let you get close enough to stick that syringe in my eye?” The demon laughed as it raised its head up to the full length of its dragon neck, putting its eyes at least the height of five men above the ground. “You caught me by surprise once. It will not happen again. You are mine, and I will not be denied.” 
 
    Richard let his M12 hang free by its shoulder strap. He kept the syringe with its chip bomb in his left hand. He took the hand-timer in his right, facing the timer’s counter outward so it was visible to the demon. 
 
    “So, you know what these are?” Richard asked finally speaking to the demon. 
 
    The demon snorted, sending a small shower of mucus out the dragon’s nostrils. “Of course I do. What do you think? That just because we demons seldom use technology, we do not know about it?” In a monotone voice that reminded Richard of a lecture by one of the Empire’s learning simulators, the demon continued, “The T138 chip bomb is a seldom-used weapon that requires the user to stick the point of the syringe in the soft tissue of a target creature. After pulling the trigger, the .034mm chip bomb will be sent into the bloodstream of the target. Upon entry, the chip bomb is immediately activated. The matching handheld timer will begin counting down the seconds until the chip bomb will reach one of the target’s major organs. When the bomb’s built-in computer calculates the chip is at the target’s most vulnerable point, it will detonate. Unless the disarm switch on the hand-timer is pushed before the chip bomb explodes, the target will be terminated. The trick, of course, is getting the syringe close to some soft tissue on the target. Most targets will not cooperate with the user, and that, of course, is the reason the chip bomb is rarely used.”  
 
    Switching back to its normal voice, the demon laughed. “Does that about cover it, or did I miss something?” 
 
    “No, you pretty much covered it,” admitted Richard as he took three steps backward to counteract the one step forward the demon had taken. “If the chip bomb can somehow be successfully inserted into the target, do you think it would be possible to remove the bomb before it exploded?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53 – Unexpected 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The Dalinfaust pondered the human’s question. He suspected a trick, and hesitated before answering. Failing to see one and being curious where the wizard scout was heading with his line of questioning, the demon decided to play along. 
 
    “No, if by some miracle you were able to insert the bomb into my host’s bloodstream, I would not be able to remove it before it exploded. However, I can assure you, the only place on my avatar’s body soft enough for the head of the syringe to enter is one of the dragon’s eyes. With only the small amount of Power you have left, I am betting this dragon body that you cannot do it.” 
 
    The demon took another step forward, angling to the wizard scout’s left in order to block any attempt to escape through the cavern’s entrance. The demon didn’t worry about the tunnel at the bottom of the pool. The tunnel had collapsed when he’d tried to grab the elf. Unlike her, there’d be no escape for the human in that direction. 
 
    The Dalinfaust figured the wizard scout must have realized his route to the entrance was being blocked because the human took a couple of side steps to his left. The Dalinfaust assumed the wizard scout was trying to give himself a chance to make a run in that direction if he got the opportunity. He was determined not to give the human the chance. 
 
    “May I ask you one more question?” the wizard scout asked with a politeness that hid the hatred the Dalinfaust hoped was bottled up inside him. 
 
    “Of course you may. Have I ever denied you anything?” the Dalinfaust smirked with a feigned politeness of his own. 
 
    “If the chip bomb was successfully inserted into the target, and it exploded at let’s say, the target’s heart, do you think there’s any chance the target would live, even if it had healing abilities?” 
 
    Again, the demon hesitated before answering. The wizard scout’s demeanor and continued questioning about the effects of the chip bomb were making him a little nervous. He could see no possible way the human could get in a position to inject the bomb into his dragon body, but if somehow the wizard scout could, his avatar would become untenable. His own Power link would immediately retract him back home. Not only would that be embarrassing, but the Dalinfaust knew his brother demons would team up against him. The torture he’d inflicted upon his virgin sacrifices during the last hundred thousand years would be nothing compared to what his brothers would do. 
 
    The wizard scout’s questions were definitely making him nervous. To be on the safe side, the Dalinfaust double-checked the human’s Power reserve to make sure it was still nearly empty. He also verified his own defenses were solid. When he could find no way the wizard scout could possibly pose a threat, the Dalinfaust finally decided there was no danger. The word game was much too interesting to end so soon. 
 
    “That is hard to say, troll dung!” said the Dalinfaust with a wicked smile. “This dragon’s heart is strong. I have re-enforced every part of its body with magic over the years. There is a good possibility I could heal any damage the bomb did before the body died.” 
 
    The Dalinfaust continued smiling as it waited to see if the human would believe his bluff. 
 
    I know my healing ability cannot repair the dragon’s heart fast enough to avoid death, the Dalinfaust thought, but maybe the human does not know it. Of course, the human’s belief or disbelief does not really matter because there is no way that syringe is getting anywhere near my eyes. 
 
    The wizard scout spoke again. “So, the only sure way to avoid the death of the target would be to push the disarm switch on this timer. Do you agree?” 
 
    “Enough talk!” the Dalinfaust shouted. “I tire of this word game. I am going to torture you as I have never tortured anyone before. Any agony you have ever felt will be only a taste of what I am going to do to your miserable body. You had your chance to run when I was after the elf, but you chose to stay. You will soon rue your decision. For the next thousand years, you will be begging me to kill you. I will not. I am going to go to great lengths to make sure you stay alive, human. There is no way I am going to let you die. In fact, I will—” 
 
    “No!” the Dalinfaust yelled with real fear in his voice. Not fear for itself, but fear all the plans he had for the wizard scout would be for not. 
 
    The wizard scout has fooled us once again! 
 
    In the midst of his gloating over how he was going to torture the human, the wizard scout had raised the lower half of his visor, shoved the head of the syringe against the flesh of his own neck, and pulled the trigger. Even now, the Dalinfaust sensed the chip bomb racing through the wizard scout’s bloodstream as the bomb relentlessly made its way toward the human’s heart. 
 
    The wizard scout threw the hand-timer in the direction of the cavern wall opposite the entrance. As the timer flew through the air, the Dalinfaust caught a glimpse of the counter. The digits had reset to eight seconds and were counting down. In eight seconds, he knew the chip bomb would reach the wizard scout’s heart and explode. 
 
    The human began running for the entrance.  
 
    The Dalinfaust had no doubt with just a couple of steps, he could easily intercept the human and capture him. He also knew a few seconds after he caught the human, the chip bomb would explode, and the wizard scout would die. There was no way he could stop the wizard scout’s flight and still get to the timer in order to disarm the chip bomb before it exploded. 
 
    Furious, the Dalinfaust roared his rage, but without hesitation, headed in pursuit of the hand-timer while ignoring the human for the time being. He had to reach the timer before the bomb exploded, or the wizard scout would die and avoid the torture he so richly deserved. He had to disarm the bomb; he just had to do it.  
 
    Six seconds left, the hand-timer hit the ground and skidded to a stop against a past victim’s skull. Four seconds left, the Dalinfaust noticed the human run out the entrance for all he was worth. Two seconds remaining, the Dalinfaust reached the hand-timer and flipped it over. His eyes searched for the disarm switch. One second left, he positioned the point of one claw over the switch and pushed down. One half-second showed on the timer when the word ‘DISARMED’ began to flash. The Dalinfaust roared triumphantly and smashed the timer to bits under its paw. He knew the human didn’t have enough Power to try the same trick again. 
 
    Recovering quickly, the Dalinfaust turned his dragon body around and began running for the entrance. The human was out of sight, but he knew exactly where the wizard scout was. He had a trace on the human. Since the wizard scout didn’t have enough Power left to break the trace, there would be no escape.  
 
    Even so, the Dalinfaust was worried. This wizard scout is even trickier than I was told. 
 
    He was no longer as certain of the wizard scout’s capture as he had been. The Dalinfaust roared in fury. He had to catch the human before he could get to one of the smaller side tunnels where the body of his dragon avatar couldn’t go. Throwing caution to the wind, he ran for all he was worth, spewing a stream of acid in the direction of the wizard scout just because he felt like he had to do something. He had to catch the human; he just had to catch him. He needed to torture the human. He needed to hear the human’s screams.  
 
    Most importantly, he needed the wizard scout to complete his plans. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 54 – Run Through the Tunnels 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Nickelo was still in a state of shock. He’d actually overloaded and burned out some of his circuits when his friend had injected the chip bomb into his own bloodstream. 
 
    Not only isn’t that logical, he thought, but, well…it’s just not logical. 
 
    As the seconds ticked down and went past the time for the bomb to detonate, Nickelo had to admit that his friend had gambled and won his game of chance with death once again. He’d never have considered doing such a thing. 
 
    Apparently, neither did the demon, Nickelo thought. Still, if my wizard scout’s going to do things like that in the future, I will have to insist he has stronger circuits installed in his battle helmets. 
 
    “Sheesh, Rick!” Nickelo said. “At least give me a warning before you do something like that again. I had so many logic threads going in an attempt to find some way to deactivate the bomb that I overloaded one of my supplemental processors and burned out two of my circuits to boot.” 
 
    Even as Nickelo was chastising his friend, he was also sending sensor scans in every direction and plotting escape routes for his wizard scout. Under normal circumstances, he’d never have considered using his electronic sensors so flagrantly this deep in enemy territory. Electronic scans were just too easy to detect and trace. In this case, it didn’t matter if anyone traced his electronic sensors. He calculated every creature in the tunnel system probably knew where they were. 
 
    An orc would have to be deaf not to know, Nickelo thought. All they’d have to do is follow the roars of that dragon. 
 
    Nickelo noted the position of the demon’s dragon avatar. It was only seconds behind them. So far, he’d been able to keep his wizard scout a semi-safe distance ahead of the demon. He calculated he wouldn’t be able to do so much longer. Thankfully, the other denizens of the place were scrambling to safety and out of their way ahead of his wizard scout. The furious roars and cries of the dragon were keeping the route ahead of them clear. Not even the most powerful creatures in the tunnels wanted to be anywhere near the path of their god. 
 
    “I highly recommend you run into one of the side tunnels,” Nickelo told Richard. “I calculate it would significantly increase our possibility of escape.” 
 
    “Negative,” said Richard. “He’s right where I want him. Keep plotting me routes through these tunnels that are large enough to accommodate the dragon’s body. I’ve got to keep him after me until Sheba and Sheeta get here.” 
 
    Nickelo reluctantly complied with his friend’s orders. He wasn’t happy. 
 
    That elf is still causing problems, Nickelo thought. She has still got her hooks into my wizard scout. All he is thinking about is revenge. I do not understand why he is willing to risk years of torture just on the chance he might be able to kill the demon’s avatar. 
 
    Nickelo knew his wizard scout’s desire to kill the demon was a ridiculous concept anyway. 
 
    “You know you can only kill the demon’s host body,” Nickelo told his wizard scout. “You cannot kill the demon itself. Upon the death of its host, the demon will just be transported back to its home plane. It will not actually be dead.” 
 
    His friend didn’t answer. He just kept running. 
 
    “I will admit,” Nickelo said, “it could be a thousand years before the demon could build up enough Power to return to this plane of existence, but because you time travel, I am not sure it is worth the effort. That is, assuming we can even kill the demon’s avatar.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” said Richard, ending the conversation. 
 
    Unable to convince his wizard scout to try a different plan, Nickelo rechecked his data. His wizard scout’s earlier active scan on the dragon’s body had confirmed the words of the demon. Every part of the dragon was magically re-enforced. The demon had layer upon layer of magical shields. They’d all have to be peeled away before anything vulnerable would be exposed. He calculated even if his wizard scout was at full Power, which he wasn’t, he’d be incapable of defeating the demon alone. Their only chance was for Sheba and Sheeta to arrive with the rest of their pack before the demon caught up with them.  
 
    Those spirit-wolves are taking their own sweet time in getting here, Nickelo thought. 
 
    It was rare when Nickelo second-guessed a decision, but he was beginning to wonder if he’d done the right thing in not confirming the death of the elf. 
 
    Maybe I should have analyzed the blood in the pool and the piece of meat, but I thought for sure Rick would return to normal if he was convinced the elf was dead. Now I am no longer in a position to confirm or deny her termination. 
 
    Nickelo was left to his own thoughts for another fifteen minutes as his wizard scout continued to lead the demon deeper into the underground tunnels.  
 
    Finally, his wizard scout spoke. “They’re here, Nick, trailing along underneath the demon, unless I miss my guess. See if you can find us a nice open area to make our stand.” 
 
    “Compliance. I would try and talk you out of it, but I know it would be a waste of processor time. There is the same clearing where we fought those mages a couple of days ago. It’s only four hundred meters away. The lava river in it might prove useful in slowing down the demon some. The dragon body it’s using seems awfully clumsy to me. What do you think?” 
 
    “Fine by me,” said Richard. “It’s as good a place as any. At least we’ll be familiar with the territory.” 
 
    Nickelo sent the route to his wizard scout’s heads-up display, then settled down to wait. It would take his wizard scout many nanoseconds to make the four hundred meters distance. 
 
    I hate waiting, Nickelo thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 55 – Chief Tehac 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The ever-present smell of orc in the tunnels disgusted Lord Crendemor, but he refrained from letting it show. Skull Chief Tehac was walking beside him. The orc was rattling on about slave shortages and internal orc politics. 
 
    Why the fat orc thinks it is of any interest to a dark elf is beyond me, Lord Crendemor thought, but I will just have to let the stupid piece of filth babble on. I still need him and his orcs. 
 
    Occasionally, Lord Crendemor nodded his head to indicate he was listening, but his thoughts were actually on what was probably happening back in the Cavern of Sacrificial Virgins. 
 
    The Dalinfaust will be awake by now. I wish I was there to hear the proud Lord Jeehanathoraxen beg for mercy. Too bad I couldn’t risk it. The Dalinfaust normally tolerates my presence during torture sessions, but he is still irritated his original plans for the elf went amiss. He is liable to take his displeasure out on anyone unlucky enough to be in the cavern when he wakes. 
 
    Lord Crendemor absentmindedly shook his head.  
 
    The orc beside him didn’t even notice and just kept on babbling away. 
 
    No, Lord Crendemor thought, it would have been foolish to have stayed. I will give the demon a few months with the elf to work out his frustration. Then I will be able to return to watch. 
 
    A slight smile of anticipation crossed over Lord Crendemor’s lips. Next to the human who’d killed his Lillia, he’d never hated anyone as much as he hated Lord Jeehanathoraxen. Not only had she wasted his time during the past year, but she’d forced them to switch back to their original plan. That would require more participation by the Dalinfaust’s brethren than he desired, as well as taking at least another four centuries or more to complete. 
 
    Lord Crendemor gritted his teeth to control his emotions. 
 
    I just hope the Dalinfaust keeps her alive long enough to see our plans fulfilled. If she still has any sanity left when the gate is opened, she will realize all her tortures were for naught. She will know she sacrificed herself for nothing. I would have made her my queen if she had bonded with me. He gave a half smile. Well, I would have made her my queen until I no longer needed her. But no, she bonded with that lizard instead. To the seven hells with him too! 
 
    The dark elf’s forehead wrinkled with irritation at the thought of the lizard. When he’d told the Dalinfaust about the dragon scout and how the scout had died in his ambush, the demon hadn’t seemed surprised. In fact, while the Dalinfaust had been furious when he’d learned the elf’s bond link had been given to another, he’d seemed almost excited when Crendemor showed him the lizard’s head. Unfortunately, the Dalinfaust hadn’t shared the cause for his excitement with him. The fact the demon had let him live after failing to get the elf’s bond link had been reason enough not to complain at the time. 
 
    Still, Lord Crendemor thought, the dragon scout’s death at the same time as the death of Captain Nightbane and all witnesses is just a little too convenient. Maybe everything is as it seems and maybe not. Just in case it is a trick, I will have Tehac triple the guards at all major intersections and send out a couple of dozen killer teams to roam the tunnels. They should be able to discover if anything’s out of the ordinary. Until it is proven beyond a shadow of a doubt the dragon scout was the creature Lord Jeehanathoraxen bonded with, I will need to be extra cautious. 
 
    Something echoing in the distance caught Lord Crendemor’s attention. He stopped to listen, but couldn’t hear because the orc was still babbling on about politics. 
 
    “Silence!” Lord Crendemor commanded. 
 
    The orc chief got red-faced. His two ogre guards raised their clubs and faced Lord Crendemor, apparently waiting for the order to do away with the infidel. 
 
    Lord Crendemor knew he had no time for this. He calmed the situation down a little by explaining to the orc chief. “Listen. Don’t you hear it? Something’s not right.” 
 
    Now that they were silent, the unmistakable roars of a dragon could be heard far off in the distance. Skull Chief Tehac asked, “What’s that? I don’t understand.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor wanted to say, Of course you don’t, you stupid moron, but refrained. He still needed the orc chief’s help in the future, even more now than before. Holding his temper in check, Lord Crendemor said, “It is the Dalinfaust. It is no longer in the Cavern of Sacrificial Virgins.” 
 
    Waving his hands, Lord Crendemor said three words the orcs heard and quickly forgot. He reached out with his mind in the direction of the roars. If it was the Dalinfaust, he knew it wouldn’t react well to being probed, so he used extra caution and camouflaged his scan as best he could. Soon he sensed a Power source that could only be the demon as it raced through the tunnels. Lord Crendemor couldn’t detect what the demon was after. He didn’t have to detect anything. He already knew. 
 
    I should have known it was not the dragon scout by the Dalinfaust’s attitude. 
 
    Although Lord Crendemor couldn’t detect who the Dalinfaust was after, he instinctively knew it was his enemy. He’d suspected a trick and had been right. Lord Crendemor wondered if the high priestess was with the wizard scout. He couldn’t detect her but knew whoever it was might be using some type of stealth shield around both him and the elf to prevent detection. He knew he couldn’t afford the Power at the moment to check the Cavern of Sacrificial Virgins to confirm her escape. He had to maintain contact with the Dalinfaust. Lord Crendemor sensed vague Power readings slipping in and out of his scan. A dozen or so of them were paralleling the Dalinfaust’s course. 
 
    The arrogant demon is so obsessed with his pursuit, he’s failed to notice he is also being hunted, Lord Crendemor thought. He is a fool. 
 
    Spinning to face the orc chief, Lord Crendemor shouted, “The Dalinfaust is in danger. Gather together your strongest shamans and send them to the Cavern of the Lava Rivers. Send some soldiers to the Cavern of Sacrificial Virgins to see if the elf has escaped.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor began running toward the Dalinfaust’s fading roars with two dark-elf assassins close behind. 
 
    “Where will you be?” asked the befuddled orc chief. Thinking quickly was not one of his strong points. 
 
    With a shout over his shoulder, Lord Crendemor replied. “I will be in the thick of battle, of course! That is where you should be as well!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 56 – Casualty of War 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The Dalinfaust struggled to gain ground on the wizard scout. Although he occasionally got close enough to fire off a spell, his target was only fleetingly visible. None of his attacks did any appreciable damage. The Dalinfaust was no fool. He knew the wizard scout was intentionally bypassing side tunnels that might increase his chance for escape. That the human did so indicated he was purposefully heading somewhere. 
 
    He is obviously going to a place where he thinks he can destroy my avatar’s body. 
 
    Reaching out with his senses, the Dalinfaust detected a pack of dolgars nearby. They hadn’t yet fully shifted into the magic dimension, but he could still sense them all around. He had no doubt they were only waiting for an opportunity to strike. 
 
    A full pack of dolgars can be dangerous, the Dalinfaust thought, especially if they are working in concert with the wizard scout. I have no doubt they are. My dragon avatar’s in danger. I have spread myself too thin. I have too many hosts in too many places. Even so, I still have the upper hand. The human is low on Power, and only two of the dolgars are adults. The rest of the spirit-wolves are barely out of adolescence. Their abilities are only a fraction of the older dolgars. 
 
    The Dalinfaust remained confident he still had the advantage as long as he was careful. Besides, he had to capture the wizard scout. 
 
    That fool of an elf mage, Crendemor, let the elven lord give away her bond link, the Dalinfaust thought. That was going to force me to go back to my original plan. When I saw the lizard’s head, I knew what was going on even if Crendemor did not. I can still snatch victory from the jaws of defeat if the wizard scout can be captured. He is the Master’s variable. He can manipulate links just as well as many of our higher-level demons. Combined with the fact he does not register as evil means he can be used to accomplish the same thing we desired of the high priestess. I am sure after a few years of torture, the human can be persuaded to do whatever I desire. 
 
    The Dalinfaust thought back to when he’d watched the human heal the elf. He’d pretended to sleep until the two were fully in the grip of the combination enthrall and parasite spell he’d placed inside the elf. The spell had worked perfectly. 
 
    Of course it did. I have had a hundred thousand years to perfect the parasite spell with the Tree of Light. Not even the elves’ Lady has been able to detect the spell I cast on the tree. Its stealth shield is too good. 
 
    Although he greatly desired to hear the elf’s screams, the possible capture of the wizard scout had been too good an opportunity to pass up. Even knowing the elf and human were bonded, he hadn’t been sure the wizard scout would stick around if his capture was imminent. He knew enough about elves to be confident that once the emotional part of the bond link between the elf and human was fully solidified through the intimacy of close contact, the wizard scout would never willingly leave the elf, no matter the danger. That some of the Power he’d siphoned off of the elves’ offering to the Tree of Light over the years was used to insert the spell as a booby-trap inside the high priestess was an added bonus. 
 
    The Dalinfaust smiled. Some of the Power captured by the parasite spell from the two during the healing of the elf will now be used to capture the wizard scout. He laughed. My Power reserve is fully recharged thanks to the efforts of the two. 
 
    He laughed again. 
 
    Silly mortals! After nearly a hundred thousand years, they still do not know what is happening. Even the Tree of Light has not yet caught on. Soon it will be too late even if they do discover the truth. The truth that a portion of each bond offering to the Tree of Light is being siphoned off by a parasite spell to enable the escape of the very demons the bond offerings are supposed to protect the silly mortals from. 
 
    The Dalinfaust laughed again. It was all very amusing. Then he stopped laughing. 
 
    It will not be amusing if the wizard scout escapes. That will force us to revert back to the original plan. That will take more time. Already some in the Dark Council are becoming suspicious. The capture of the human must be accomplished quickly. Even now I can sense that fool Crendemor headed this way. His mage abilities might prove useful in catching the wizard scout, but I must make the capture before the dark elf arrives. He is already a difficult puppet to manipulate. If he starts to think for one minute I actually need him…well, he will become even more difficult to control. Crendemor is a fool, but for a mortal, he is very powerful. If the dark elf senses any weakness in my avatar, I will have to kill the elf and find another pawn. Our plan would be set back more years. No, I have to capture the human, and I have to capture him alone. 
 
    The Dalinfaust made another check of his defenses to make sure he didn’t have any gaps. Then he teleported to a large cavern he knew the wizard scout would soon be entering. He knew teleporting had its risks when up against a foe like the wizard scout, but the prize was worth the risk as far as he was concerned. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the Dalinfaust was in the cavern facing the tunnel where the fleeing human would soon be emerging. Gathering together a measured amount of Power, he sent it toward the tunnel entrance. He had to be careful to only disable the wizard scout. The human would be worthless dead. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I’ve lost track of it,” was all Richard had time to say before the arms and legs of his battle suit twisted and sprung out throwing him to the side of the tunnel’s mouth. An explosion detonated in the very spot where he’d have been if his battle computer hadn’t taken full control of the battle suit. 
 
    The appearance of the dragon in the cavern and the flow of magic toward the tunnel mouth had happened too fast for his human mind to register. He silently thanked the Creator for giving him a battle computer like Nickelo. The spell had been too close. As it was, a pain in his left arm confirmed he’d taken an injury. The arm was paralyzed, but at least he was still conscious. 
 
    Partially blinded by tears of pain, Richard rolled across the rocky floor. As he did so, he aimed his M12 in the direction of the attack and held the trigger down, spraying streaks of red energy throughout the cavern. He tried to stand but was hindered by an inability to move his left arm. His whole body hurt, partly from the force of the explosion and partly from the twisting Nickelo’s maneuver with the battle suit had imposed upon him. 
 
    Richard couldn’t focus his eyes to see the demon, but his passive scan showed it was advancing quickly. It would have him in a few seconds. As far as he could tell, he was at the demon’s mercy. Since the plasma rounds were having no appreciable effect, he fired a 20mm round into the dragon’s mouth. The grenade exploded against a tooth. The force of the blast must have traveled down a nerve because the demon roared with pain and stumbled. At the same moment, the pack of dolgars attacked the dragon from all sides at once. 
 
    The demon appeared to be well prepared for the attack.  
 
    Richard got the feeling the demon’s avatar had too many magical wards for even a pack of dolgars to take it down quickly. He sensed the demon reacting instinctively to the ambush. It twisted to avoid an attack by one of the adults against its eyes. The demon shot out a spray of acid at the same time it sent a blast of energy in the general direction of the fleeing target. 
 
    It was obvious to Richard that the demon had fought dolgars before. It seemed to know the trick to fighting dolgars was to make attacks in the same spot in two dimensions at once. While that took a lot of Power and skill, he had a feeling the demon had used the tactic before because his maneuver seemed practiced. Fortunately, the attacker who’d made a try for the dragon’s eyes was Sheeta, the adult male. Sheeta was quick. Richard doubted the demon had done more than scorch the dolgar. 
 
    One of the pups successfully penetrated the shields the demon had placed around its dragon body. The pup bit the demon on its hindquarters. Richard sensed the demon lose a very small amount of life force. The pups appeared to be only a minor nuisance; only the adults appeared to be really dangerous. The demon must’ve realized as much because Richard noticed it ignored the pups for the most part and concentrated its efforts on the two adults. 
 
    By the time Richard regained his sight, the dolgar pack was in full battle against the demon. He watched the dolgars dart in to make quick attacks against the demon and then dodge the counterattacks as they disappeared back into the stone walls or floor of the cavern. A spray of acid from the dragon splashed near Richard, but the small amount of corrosive substance landing on him did no discernable damage to the tough armor of the battle suit. He was glad the armor protected him. He’d been burned by acid a long time ago and had no wish to repeat the experience. 
 
    Although Richard sensed the dolgars were currently holding their own against the demon, they seemed unable to do more than irritate and confuse it. He knew it was only a matter of time before one of the demon’s counterattacks found a target. He had to do something. Although his left arm was still partially numb, he cradled his plasma rifle in the crook of his left arm and cocked the slide of the grenade launcher to chamber another round. Since the plasma rounds were useless, the 20mm grenades were his only viable offensive weapon as far as he was concerned. 
 
    I’ve still got four percent Power in my primary reserve, Richard thought, but that won’t go far if I use it for destructive purposes. 
 
    Since the demon seemed to be ignoring him for the moment, Richard decided to bide his time and wait for an opening. 
 
    When the opening came, it wasn’t quite what he expected. Sheba, the adult female, slipped through the demon’s shields and sank her fangs deep into the muscles of the dragon’s neck. Richard sensed the transfer of life force from the demon to the dolgar. The demon let out a roar of real pain, then recovered quickly by rolling onto its back. With a swat of its right front paw, it knocked Sheba free and sent her hurtling for the far wall with crushing force. Richard sensed Sheba shift into the void at the last moment and disappear into the stone wall no worse for the wear. 
 
    One of the female pups, Tika, attempted to take advantage of the situation. She made a thrust for the same spot her mother had just bitten. She was too slow. As Richard watched, the demon caught Tika in midair with its front claws and slammed her to the stone floor so quickly she didn’t have time to fully switch into the void. Holding her immobile against the floor, the demon shot a stream of acid point-blank on her. Tika yelped a howl of uttermost pain as acid ate into her flesh. 
 
    Seeing what was happening, Sheeta made a furious attack at the demon’s eyes, apparently not caring that he was exposing himself. His only concern seemed to be the safety of his pup. Richard felt sure even in Sheeta’s fury, the spirit-wolf must have known no matter what he did, the demon’s attack would prove fatal to the pup. Richard sensed the acid quickly eating away at Tika’s flesh. 
 
    Sheeta appeared determined to make the demon pay. By the sheer ferocity of his attack, he bulled his way past the demon’s defensive shields and sunk his fangs into the dragon’s right eye. Sheeta clamped down tight with his heavily muscled jaws. Richard sensed him transferring life force as quickly as he could from the demon. 
 
    The demon roared a scream of agony. Even in its pain, it was able to grab the dolgar with both of its front claws and jerk him away from its face. Unfortunately for the demon, Sheeta refused to release his grip. The dragon’s eye was ripped out of its socket. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Dalinfaust roared. He immediately became fearful for the continued existence of his dragon body. He knew he couldn’t afford to let the host die. Too much time would be lost. He began a spell to teleport to safety. 
 
    Once in a safe place, the Dalinfaust thought, it will only take a few minutes to heal the dragon’s body since she is a virgin female. I can always come back later and capture the wizard scout. 
 
    At the thought of the wizard scout, the demon had a fleeting awareness he’d failed to monitor the human’s activities. At that precise moment, he felt something small and hard enter the socket where the dragon’s eye had been. A microsecond later, the object exploded, sending blood, flesh, and bone spraying from the dragon’s face. In a split second of agony, he sensed Power reaching out from the wizard scout and entering the bloody gap in the dragon’s skull. The Power grasped the brain of the dragon and twisted hard, scrambling the gray matter into mush. The last conscious thought the Dalinfaust had before his soul was ripped back to his home plane was how much he hated the human. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 57 – Next Step 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “Nick, is it dead?” Richard gasped for air. 
 
    He couldn’t believe the fight was over so quickly. When Sheeta had torn out the dragon’s eye, Nickelo had immediately targeted the opening in the demon’s defenses for him. His 20mm round had shot through the momentary gap in the demon’s warding spells. The explosion had caused a crack in the skull. He’d released three percent of his Power through the crack and destroyed the dragon’s brain. No one had to tell him they’d gotten very lucky. 
 
    “The body of the dragon is dead,” said Nickelo. “You know full well demons cannot be killed. You can only banish them for a time until they build their Power back up. That normally takes a thousand years.” 
 
    Richard did know, but his thirst for revenge wouldn’t let him acknowledge the difference between death and banishment. 
 
    “We had one casualty,” said Nickelo. “I calculate the pup will not last another minute.” 
 
    Richard switched his gaze from the body of the dragon to the crumpled pile of smoking flesh that was Tika. The other dolgar pups were beginning to gather around their fatally injured sister. As they looked on, Sheba began nudging her daughter with her nose, urging the pup to get up. All Tika could do was whimper weakly in pain and wait for death. Richard knew that unlike a full demon, dolgars could and did die. 
 
    With his jaws still dripping with the dragon’s blood, Sheeta went over and sat down near his mate. He looked down at his dying daughter and then up at Richard. Sheeta’s expression was unreadable as always, but Richard couldn’t help thinking the male dolgar was accusing him. He knew that even if there was no accusation in the dolgar’s stare, there should be. He knew all too well he hadn’t considered what consequences the pack might bear in his quest for revenge. The death of the pup would be on his head alone. 
 
    Sheba and Sheeta have always been loyal allies, Richard thought. They don’t deserve to watch one of their offspring die like this. If someone has to suffer in payment of my revenge, it should be me and me alone. 
 
    Sliding his M12 into his dimensional pack to free his hands, Richard hurried over to the dolgars. Ignoring the warning growls of the gathered pups, he shoved his way through the pack and knelt down next to Sheeta. He could see Tika more clearly now. Although the acid was still ravenously eating away at her flesh, Tika’s whimpers confirmed the pup was still alive. Richard removed his right glove and tucked it in his belt. 
 
    “Rick, no,” said Nickelo. “The Power reserve you use to heal others is empty. You would have to use what little Power is still in your regular reserve to heal the pup. Look at your passive scan. Others are on their way. This battle isn’t over yet.” 
 
    Ignoring his battle computer’s warning, Richard reached out with his bare hand and grabbed one of Tika’s bloody legs. The acid still on the pup immediately began to eat away at the flesh of his hand. Unable to ignore the pain, Richard groaned but didn’t let go. He used a half percent of his remaining Power to lock his grip on Tika. He’d never tried to heal a dolgar before but figured necessity was the mother of learning. Reaching out with his mind, he began transferring Tika’s injuries to his own body. As he did so, his flesh began to boil and to be eaten away inside his battle suit. The pain was unbearable. He tried to let go, but the Power lock he’d created kept his hand firmly gripped on Tika’s leg. The acid damage continued to be transferred to his body. 
 
    Once Richard’s body fully replicated Tika’s injuries, the remaining Power in his primary reserve automatically healed the pup’s burned flesh. Once that was done, he felt his own injuries begin to heal. 
 
    After the pain of healing went away and his mind cleared, Richard felt something wet against the side of his face. Opening his eyes, he spied Tika standing next to him, licking his cheek. Sheba stood behind her. The old she-wolf bared her teeth in a dolgar’s version of a smile. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Richard said using a combination of growls and emotion-speak. 
 
    Looking around, Richard noticed the body of the dragon. He switched his visor to clear mode noticing the red strip down the black dragon’s side. 
 
    “That’s the same type of dragon the demon Efrestra used on our first mission for ‘the One,’” Richard. “Was it him?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t Efresta, said Nickelo. “This demon was stronger.” 
 
    After watching several of the younger dolgars ripping off mouthfuls of the dragon’s flesh and gobbling it down, Richard turned away. “Well, the demon’s dead now, whoever it was.” 
 
    Looking around the cavern, he saw it was empty of life except for the dolgars and him. 
 
    “My only question now is why am I still here?” Richard said. “The demon’s dead. So is the elf. Our mission failed. Shouldn’t ‘the One’ either send me back home or ship me off somewhere else as punishment?” 
 
    Richard’s momentary thought of the elf caused him to wince. He’d let her down. He cared less that he’d failed ‘the One’ but did care that he’d failed her. He tried to remember what she looked like. For some reason, his memory of her was already fading. 
 
    “Apparently the mission is not over yet,” said Nickelo. “It soon will be if you don’t do something. Look at your heads-up display.” 
 
    Richard switched his visor back to night-vision mode and looked at the battle helmet’s display. Red, orange, and yellow dots were converging in his direction. He knew his battle computer was right. He didn’t have much time. 
 
    “Well, what do you want to do, wizard scout?” 
 
    “Do you have any suggestions?” Richard asked, hoping for something miraculous. 
 
    “I have plenty of suggestions,” replied Nickelo. “I just do not have any that make sense. I would highly recommend we leave this place; the sooner, the better. Other than that, it is your call.” 
 
    “Thanks for nothing.” 
 
    Richard tried to think of where they could go. He figured attempting to leave via one of the exits his battle computer had found during their active scan of the tunnels was hopeless. The orcs would be hot on his tail in no time. Plus, he needed a destination. He had an idea, but it depended on time. 
 
    “You said we’re fifty years in the past. Right?” 
 
    “Affirmative, wizard scout. Why?” 
 
    Without taking the time to explain, Richard sent an emotion the dolgars used for a spirit-horse to Sheeta.  
 
    The big male growled. 
 
    Richard wasn’t familiar with the dolgar word for the growl. 
 
    “Maybe it is just a growl,” suggested Nickelo. 
 
    Whatever it was, in less than a dozen heartbeats, the large black stallion, long fangs, clawed feet, and all, emerged from the stone floor. The stallion made a sound that was more like a growl than a whinny. 
 
    “Yeah, good to see you too,” Richard said as he jumped onto the stallion’s back.  
 
    Black tendrils sprung out of the stallion’s side and back securing him in place. 
 
    “Okay, so you have transportation,” said Nickelo. “Do you have a destination? Where can you go fifty years in the past on Portalis that might give us some answers?” 
 
    “That’s easy,” Richard said. “We’re going to see the Oracle.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 58 – Alternate Plan 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Rounding a bend in the tunnel, Lord Crendemor sent a ball of magical energy into a group of orcs who didn’t clear the way ahead fast enough to suit him. When it hit the nearest orc, the white-hot ball exploded, plastering the rock walls with pieces of orc. Those who remained alive dove down side tunnels or lay on the floor to clear the way. Crendemor jumped over the bodies of the living and dying while continuing to run at top speed. He could clearly hear the sounds of battle now and sensed the fight was coming to a climax. He was determined not to be left out. 
 
    The Dalinfaust is in trouble. If I can aid the demon, I will use it to my advantage later. 
 
    The cavern where the wizard scout had killed Captain Nightbane was only a few hundred meters ahead. All of a sudden, Lord Crendemor heard an agonized cry from the dragon. 
 
    If the fool has gotten himself killed, I will… He didn’t know what he’d do but knew the loss of the Dalinfaust would cause definite problems.  
 
    The dragon’s cry reached a high-pitched crescendo. Then there was silence. 
 
    Running even faster, Lord Crendemor entered the cavern just in time to see a pack of dolgars disappear into the stone floor along with a large stallion carrying a humanoid in black armor. Making a motion with his hand and shouting words of a spell, he released a ball of magic in the direction of the pack. Even before the spell left his hand, he knew it would arrive too late. As he predicted, the explosion burst harmlessly in the air a split-second after the pack, the spirit-horse, and its rider disappeared completely into the stone. 
 
    “Aargh!” Lord Crendemor shouted as he turned to look at the bloody head of the dragon. “You stupid, arrogant, demon slime! Why am I forced to work with idiots?” 
 
    Spinning around, Lord Crendemor faced the tunnel entrance and whispered a calming chant. He could hear others approaching now that the battle was over. It wouldn’t do any good for the orcs to see him agitated. 
 
    Whatever secret alternative the Dalinfaust planned is now lost. The demons will have to go back to the original plan. That will take another four hundred years. 
 
    After reciting a second calming spell, Lord Crendemor waited for the arrival of the orcs.  
 
    Before long, Skull Chief Tehac and a band of his orcs entered the cavern. When the orcs saw the slain body of their god, they began shouting and tearing at their clothes. Some went so far as to cut their bodies with knives in an effort to entice their god to return. Despite their efforts, the body of the dragon lay deathly still with its body fluids dripping out of its empty eye socket. 
 
    Bidding his time, Lord Crendemor remained silent as he watched the ravings of the orcs. He’d been around their kind long enough to know nothing could be done until their blood fury was sated. 
 
    After fifteen minutes, the orcs calmed enough so he could shout and be heard over their bedlam. “You see what the elves have done to you? They have destroyed your god; your future. Are you going to let them get away with it?” 
 
    Two hundred plus orcs shouted “No!” in unison. 
 
    “You must kill them. You must rip their flesh from their bones for what they have done to you.” 
 
    “Yes! Kill! We will eat their flesh!” affirmed the orcs. Even Skull Chief Tehac joined in with the mob as they began to shout and scream. “We will kill all elves! They will all die!” 
 
    “Tehac, my old friend,” Lord Crendemor yelled into the orc’s ear. Putting his arm around the fat orc’s shoulders, he attempted to hold him still. “You must gather all of your troops and search these tunnels from top to bottom. You must find the elf. She must not be allowed to escape. The Dalinfaust must be avenged.” 
 
    “The elf?” said the orc chief. With a wave of his hand, he said, “Do not worry about her. She’s dead. The Dalinfaust killed her.” Reaching into his pocket with a large, warty hand, Skull Chief Tehac pulled out a hunk of bloody meat with bits of blue cloth mixed in. “My runners found this in the Cavern of Sacrificial Virgins. The pool was full of blood. They found pieces of meat and silver hair floating in it. That is all that remains of the elven lord. The rest is in the Dalinfaust’s stomach. I hope she died screaming in agony.” 
 
    Lord Crendemor stared so hard at Skull Chief Tehac that the orc began to shift uncomfortably from one foot to another. The orc must’ve known he’d said something wrong, but his slow-working brain couldn’t figure out what. After a few moments of staring, Lord Crendemor reached out with one of his immaculately clean hands and pulled a strand of meat from the bloody chunk the orc held. Raising the meat to his nose, he sniffed. Then he placed the meat in his mouth and began to chew. As he chewed, he continued staring at the orc chief. 
 
    Once he’d savored the taste of the meat for a few seconds, Lord Crendemor said, “How is it that a fearsome warrior such as you can confuse the meat of a cave seal with that of an elven lord?” 
 
    Skull Chief Tehac stared opened mouthed for a few seconds. Finally, the words sunk in. The orc pulled a strand of meat off the bloody chunk and chewed. 
 
    “Arrgh! Arrgh! She tricked us! I want her! I want her now!” He struck out and beat orcs with his spear, shoving them in all directions. “Search the tunnels. Leave no stone unturned. Search. Find the elf. Everyone search. Bring in all the patrols from outside. Strip the guard posts. I want everyone in the tunnels searching. I want them searching now!” 
 
    Lord Crendemor smiled to himself. He didn’t know if Lord Jeehanathoraxen was alive or not, but if she did indeed live, then the orcs would hunt her down. In any regard, fate was beginning to smile upon him once again. 
 
    Skull Chief Tehac is stripping the guard posts down to the minimum, Lord Crendemor thought. There will only be a skeleton guard at the entrance to the orcs’ treasury. 
 
    Lord Crendemor smiled internally once more. For their part in the capture of Lord Jeehanathoraxen and the destruction of her escort, the orcs had demanded the Staff of the Lady of the Tree as their prize. With the Dalinfaust backing them up, he’d been forced to comply. 
 
    Things are different now, Lord Crendemor thought. The Dalinfaust is no longer here. With a few well-placed pieces of evidence, I can steal the staff and make it look like the high priestess and her accomplice did the deed. 
 
    Lord Crendemor wasn’t exactly sure what capabilities Lord Jeehanathoraxen’s staff contained, but was very confident he could find out. He smiled again. The Staff of the High Priestess of the Lady of the Tree might provide the key they’d need to open a gate. 
 
    If I possess both the staff and the knowledge to use it…, well, when the time comes for the demons to open the gate, I will be in a powerful bargaining position. 
 
    Again, Lord Crendemor allowed himself the luxury of a smile. If nothing else, I can eventually use the staff to trace Lord Jeehanathoraxen at my leisure, if she lives. The staff has her scent. All I need to do is steal the staff and find a safe place to hide until I learn its secrets. 
 
    Lord Crendemor pondered the problem. 
 
    It will need to be a place where no one would think to look for the staff. A place where I can hide for many years undetected. 
 
    Lord Crendemor laughed, causing the nearby orcs to look at him with suspicion. He ignored them. 
 
    I know the perfect place. I will have to intercept the fool before he makes it to Silverton, but if I succeed, I will be safe to study the staff without interruption. 
 
    The plan was so ironic that he laughed again.  
 
    The orcs stared even harder. 
 
    Go ahead and stare, you fools. One day, you will tremble in fear at the sight of me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 59 – Escape 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The wall of displaced water from the dragon’s charge slammed into Jeena, shooting her forward through the tunnel. Rocks tore at her flesh as she was pushed through the narrow confines. She lost several large pieces of her already tattered clothing. Thankfully, the tunnel was semi-straight. Once her rate of movement slowed, she toyed with the idea of turning around and reentering the cavern to help her bondmate. The option was quickly discarded due to the sounds of crashing rocks. She sensed the tunnel was rapidly collapsing behind her. With only one direction left to go and her air supply rapidly depleting, Jeena began swimming as best she could through the narrow confines of the underground stream. 
 
    As she swam, pieces of meat and traces of blood floated past. 
 
    “Please let it be from the cave seal and not from some part of my body,” Jeena prayed, thinking how shock might temporarily hide pain from an injury. 
 
    Jeena hoped the tunnel would end before her breath gave out. She’d always been a good swimmer and could hold her breath a long time. Even so, she was straining against the urge to inhale before she finally sensed an opening above her. Changing directions, she popped to the surface of the water. The pocket of trapped air was small and stale, but breathable. That’s all that mattered. The rough surface of the tunnel’s roof bumped against her head. By tilting her chin and gasping through her nose, she succeeded in recharging her oxygen-starved lungs. The chains on her arms made staying afloat in the water difficult, but somehow, she managed. 
 
    Instead of immediately pressing onward, Jeena took a moment to gather her wits. Visions of her bondmate being tortured by the Dalinfaust popped into her head, but she shoved them aside. She knew imagining the worst wouldn’t do her bondmate any good. 
 
    Get out of this tunnel first, then worry about how you are going to help him. 
 
    As Jeena tried to think of a plan of action, the realization suddenly hit her that she was still alive. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady, for saving my life,” Jeena prayed. “Now I beg you to help me get back to my bondmate.” 
 
    Jeena searched for any sign the Lady was still present in the back of her mind but found nothing. 
 
    The skin on Jeena’s face and arms began tingling. The feeling quickly turned into an unpleasant burning sensation over her entire body. It was the water. 
 
    Acid, she decided. The dragon must have shot acid when it couldn’t grab me. While the acid was diluted enough it wouldn’t kill, Jeena doubted it was going to do her any good either. I have to keep moving forward. 
 
    Taking three breaths to supercharge her lungs, Jeena closed her eyes to protect them from the acid and dove under the surface. She swam in a fast but methodical stroke, conserving energy and oxygen. Only the Creator knew how far it would be to the next air pocket, if indeed there even was one. All she could do was hope for the best and press onward. 
 
    As it turned out, it was a very long way to the next air pocket. Jeena succeeded in reaching a pocket just before her breath gave out. She was forced to repeat the procedure several times. Eventually, she ascended to the surface of a large underground lake. Spotting a semi-dry ledge in front of what appeared to be a tunnel, she scrambled out of the cold water and curled into a tight ball to conserve her body heat. 
 
    Once the worst of the shivering stopped, Jeena placed an ear to the stone floor. She closed her eyes and concentrated, listening for any sounds of battle to indicate her bondmate was still alive. Other than the rushing sound of the underground stream, she heard nothing. She groaned in disappointment. She sensed their bond link hanging out there. It was disconnected again. 
 
    He blocked it on purpose, Jeena thought. I know he did. I felt it stop working right before I jumped in the pool. The dragon was right behind me. It did not have time to kill him. He disconnected it once before. I will not be fooled this time. My bondmate is still alive. I will not think otherwise. 
 
    Because she’d given the human Power before leading the dragon away, Jeena was certain his Power and hers had mixed and created even more. She prayed it had been enough to allow him to escape. With their bond link blocked, she was unable to verify whether her plan had succeeded. She didn’t blame her bondmate for disconnecting their link. Even so, the blocked link reminded her how lonely she felt again; very lonely. 
 
    My bondmate must have blocked it to prevent whatever drained our Power from doing it again, Jeena reasoned. Besides, Crendemor used the link to track and ambush him. If the link was active, he might be able to do so again. 
 
    Jeena didn’t know who had planted the spell inside her. That bothered her. Was it the Dalinfaust or Crendemor or some player I do not know about? 
 
    Now wasn’t the time to try and figure it out. She had to get back to her bondmate. That was her sole mission in life now. All right, girl, think. The way you came is closed. All you can do is move forward and try to find another way back. 
 
    While very tired from her long swim, Jeena resolutely stood up. When she did, the chains dangling from her wrists and ankles banged against her legs. 
 
    This will not do. 
 
    Since the chains were very light, Jeena tore off some strips from what little garment she had left and fashioned a belt. She tore off two more strips from her rapidly shrinking robe and bound her ankle chains to her makeshift belt. 
 
    There, she thought as she observed her handiwork, at least they will not be dragging on the floor. 
 
    Grabbing the loose chains dangling from her wrists with her hands to prevent them from making noise, Jeena began walking in the only direction available to her. The tunnel was dark and deserted. The darkness mattered little. Her elven night vision allowed her to navigate almost as well as if the tunnel had been fully illuminated. Jeena was thankful the tunnel was deserted. She’d expected to be forced to fight her way back to her bondmate. Thankfully the entire section of the part of the mountain she was in appeared empty. 
 
    Jeena walked for what seemed hours before coming to an intersection. Until now she’d been walking uphill most of the way. That wasn’t the direction she wanted to go, but she’d had no other choice. 
 
    Looking at the ‘T’ intersection, Jeena noticed the path to the left continued upward. She sensed fresh air coming from that direction. The way to the right led downward. Without hesitation, she chose the path to the right. Down was where her bondmate would be. Any other direction was unacceptable. Down she went, but not for long. After walking only four hundred paces, the tunnel ended at a large cave-in. A massive boulder the size of a small house blocked her way. If the tunnel had ever led anywhere, it no longer did. 
 
    Jeena tried screaming to vent her anger, but the gag ball absorbed most of the sound. All she was able to produce was a most unsatisfying muffled cry. 
 
    Calm down, girl, she mentally ordered. Anger will not help, not now anyway. You have got to conserve your strength. You are fine now, but you will not be able to eat or drink until this infernal gag ball is removed, so calm down. 
 
    Turning her back to the cave-in, Jeena retraced her steps back to the intersection and then followed the other path uphill. The farther she walked, the stronger became the smell of fresh air. Before long she found herself squinting in the bright sunlight of midday for the first time in over a year. The light was blinding. Even squinting, she wasn’t able to stand the glare. Dropping to her knees, she closed her eyes and waited for them to adjust. 
 
    It took nearly ten minutes, but eventually, Jeena could see well enough to observe her surroundings. She stood on a rocky ledge about a hundred paces from the base of the mountain. Several bowshots to her front was the edge of what could only be the Dark Forest of Slidel. Steaming cauldrons and lava-spewing crags filled the area between her and the forest. The treacherous landscape formed a natural barricade around the orcs’ mountain fortress. Under normal conditions, she knew walking to the forest would be difficult. It didn’t matter. She had no desire to go in that direction anyway. The only destination that interested her was the tunnels under Dillonath Mountain. 
 
    Jeena wanted to immediately begin looking for another way back into the depths of the mountain, but her time as an elven lord gave her the self-control necessary to think before she acted. After taking several deep breaths to calm herself, she took stock of her situation. 
 
    First things first, Jeena decided. How bad are my injuries? 
 
    Gently moving her hands across her body, she probed and prodded to determine her current state of health. All things considered, she was in pretty good shape. She did have a few areas needing attention but could’ve been much worse. Still, her bare feet were already tender with scrapes and cuts and needed tending. She noticed fresh blood oozing out of a long cut on her right leg just below the knee. 
 
    Looking down at what little remained of her faded blue robe, Jeena resolutely sighed. Once upon a time, it had been her favorite robe. Now it was little more than a tattered rag. The thought of tearing away another piece of her rapidly shrinking clothing didn’t appeal to her, but common sense told her that she could ill afford to lose any more body fluid, not with a gag ball in her mouth. With more than a little remorse, she tore off a long strip and used it to bind the wound on her leg. 
 
    If I have to keep tearing off parts of my clothes, she mused, I will be running around naked. With a tight-lipped smile she thought, I wonder if my bondmate would be shocked if I was so unclad when next we met. 
 
    As far as Jeena was concerned, she had two big questions to answer. 
 
    First, how long will it take to find my bondmate? Secondly, will I be in any kind of shape to help him when I do? 
 
    Jeena knew time was against her. She had no idea how long it would be before she’d be able to drink water again. Fortunately, her bondmate hadn’t only healed her wounds. He’d also replenished her deprived body of nourishment. She’d been thirsty beyond belief when she’d been dragged to the Dalinfaust’s cavern, but no longer. Her body had been refreshed. She doubted the feeling would last long. 
 
    With the strenuous activity it will take to work my way back into the tunnels, I will be overcome by thirst in three or four days at most. I might live a couple of days more than that, but I will be in no shape to travel. 
 
    The position of the sun told Jeena it was early afternoon. From the many maps she’d seen in the past, she knew this was the west side of the mountain. She also knew most of the entrances to the orcs’ tunnels were on the east side of Dillonath. That was also the direction to the land of the elves. Heading eastward seemed the logical choice. Unfortunately, she knew it would take a long time to work her way around to that side of the mountain. 
 
    I do not have time to waste. Besides, the east side of the mountain will have the heaviest orc patrols. 
 
    In the end, Jeena decided to stay on the west face of the mountain since it was nearest to the cavern of the Dalinfaust. That was where her bondmate would be, or where she hoped he’d be if he hadn’t been able to escape.  
 
    Standing up, Jeena began walking along the side of the rock-strewn mountain looking for any sign of a cave or tunnel. She walked for over an hour. The lava-formed rock was sharp in many places. Before long, her feet were covered in blood. A particularly sharp rock gave her a cut so painful it brought tears to her eyes. Sitting down on a semi-flat rock, she examined her feet.  
 
    This is not going to work. You have got to protect your feet somehow, girl, or you will not be able to walk at all in a few more hours. 
 
    Jeena looked around. She saw nothing that would provide protection for her feet. With no other viable option, she stoically took off the rest of her clothing, tore it in half, and wrapped an equal amount around each foot to provide at least some barrier against the sharp rocks. Thus clothed, or unclothed as the case may be, she continued forward at a much-reduced pace. 
 
    As the day wore on into evening, Jeena continued her search. While she did find several caves and tunnels, all were dead ends. By nightfall, exhaustion overtook her. She was forced to take refuge in a depression under a large rock. It was cramped but gave her a little cover from the night air. Curling into a tight ball for warmth, she immediately fell asleep. 
 
    It was an uncomfortable sleep. Dreams of her bondmate, her human, being tortured assailed her. He was in horrible pain. Although the night air was cool, Jeena woke up in a sweat. Knowing she could ill afford to lose any body moisture, she forced herself to recite first-year spell litanies until the memory of her dreams faded away. Although it had only been three hours since she’d stopped to rest, she decided to continue her search. 
 
    I cannot sleep anyway, she thought. 
 
    Jeena searched the rest of the night and into the cool of the morning. By noon, her strength had once again given out. She was forced to find another depression for her bed. Only sheer exhaustion allowed her to sleep on the sharp rocks. Once again, her bondmate dominated her dreams. Thankfully his pain had subsided. Although it was a fitful sleep, she rested until almost nightfall. 
 
    When Jeena awoke, her thirst and hunger were back with a vengeance. Even if there had been a feast before her with every kind of elven delicacy and the finest spring-wine, she couldn’t have partaken with the hated gag ball in her mouth. The ball’s thin magical chains cut into her cheeks. As long as she kept her mouth closed, the metal ball remained small, but the moment she tried to open her mouth even a little, the ball quickly expanded to prevent the entrance of substance of any kind. The device was outlawed by the elves and other decent races for good reason. It was an insidious form of torture. Only the strongest of mages could remove it, and she wasn’t a mage. Even if she’d been at full strength, she lacked the ability to remove the gag ball on her own. 
 
    I am far from full strength, she thought regretfully. It will take weeks to fully recharge my reserve. Even if I was at full strength, I could not heal myself. Face it, magical forms of healing have never worked on elves. Pausing to lean against a rock and catch her breath, Jeena corrected herself. No, that is not right. My bondmate healed me.  
 
    Jeena wondered how that was possible. As far as she knew, except for the Dalinfaust and her bondmate, no one had ever healed an elf before. Many healers from other races had tried often enough. While the elves were blessed in many ways, magical healing wasn’t one of them. They had to depend on non-magical herbs and medicines to restore their bodies. It saddened her to think of all the elves that could’ve been saved over the years if they too could’ve had healers. She immediately turned her mind from that train of thought. It was hard to fault the Creator for denying them this one thing when he’d given them so much else. 
 
    Jeena searched for another day. By the third evening, she’d given up hope of finding an entrance on the west side of the mountain. She slowly began backtracking to try the eastern face, even though she feared she might not complete the trek. The heat from the bubbling cauldrons surrounding Dillonath had taken their toll. Already she felt weak and dizzy. Her dry eyes had started playing tricks on her. Common sense told her she wouldn’t survive another two days without water. Nevertheless, she pressed onward, stumbling along as best she could. The sharp rocks didn’t make the going any easier. Streaks of both fresh and dried blood on her legs bore testimony to the viciousness of the razor-sharp stones. 
 
    By late evening, just before the moon came out, Jeena could walk no more. She leaned against a shoulder-high boulder to catch her breath. 
 
    I am sorry, my bondmate, Jeena silently apologized. I have tried so hard to get back to you, but I have failed. Please forgive me.  
 
    Thoughts of her human being tortured in her stead flashed through Jeena’s mind. She shook her head to clear it of such a possibility. Dreaming up all sorts of nightmares will not do my bondmate any good. 
 
    A shadowy movement farther down the mountainside caught Jeena’s attention. Frantically looking in the direction of the movement, she scanned left and right but saw nothing. Forcing herself to remain calm, she concentrated harder. The lava-heated rocks played havoc with her night vision, but eventually, she identified a heat source near a boulder just a short bowshot away. The heat source looked humanoid. The figure appeared to be holding a bow of some type, aimed in her direction. 
 
    Jeena’s first instinct was to run, but she resisted the urge. It wasn’t bravery that made her stay; there just wasn’t anywhere to go. Since flight was out of the question, she slowly bent down and picked up two fist-sized rocks, one in each hand. After thus arming herself, she turned and faced the heat source, ready to do battle.  
 
    For a short while, the creature seemed content to observe Jeena. Finally, it moved away from the boulder and stood in full view. In the current light, Jeena still couldn’t make out enough details to determine the creature’s race. 
 
    “Hail, Lord Jeehanathoraxen. How fare ye?” came the shout of a feminine voice. 
 
    Jeena dropped her two rocks. The voice belonged to an elven female. Raising both hands to show she had no weapons, she started walking down the mountainside, but not so fast as to make the elven stranger nervous. 
 
    The elf must have sensed Jeena posed no danger because she immediately started moving up the slope at a fast trot. Before the stranger had covered half the distance between them, the clouds parted and bathed the area in moonlight. With the increased light, Jeena saw the female wore the uniform of an elven scout. 
 
    “Lord Jeehanathoraxen,” said the scout when she drew close. “Thank the Creator we found you. My name is Meshoan. The Council of Light sent my team to find you. You’re safe now. I will take you to Troop Leader Leethor. We are going to get you home.” 
 
    Jeena wanted to argue that she didn’t want to go home. She needed to find her bondmate. The gag ball prevented her from saying anything. Suddenly, thirst and sheer exhaustion overtook her deprived body. Darkness replaced the moonlight. She felt herself falling. 
 
    Before she passed completely out, Jeena said one final prayer. “Lady, please help my bondmate. He is all alone.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 60 – At the Oracle’s 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The spirit-horse let Richard off outside the force field surrounding the Oracle’s underground fortress. None of the dolgars had accompanied them. Once Richard dismounted, the stallion wasted no time in leaving. 
 
    “Yeah, nice talking to you too,” Richard shouted as the stallion’s head disappeared into the ground. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Nickelo. “There goes our ride. You had better hope the Oracle has something useful to tell you. It’s a long walk back home, not to mention you are still fifty years in the past.” 
 
    “We’re also in another dimension,” Richard said. 
 
    “Yeah, that too,” said Nickelo half chuckling. 
 
    Facing the force field, Richard said, “I am entering the domain of the Oracle because my intentions are pure.” 
 
    “That is not exactly how the kids said it when they let you in,” said Nickelo. 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said. “It’s good enough if the Oracle wants to see me. If he doesn’t, then no amount of mumbo-jumbo words will work.” 
 
    Richard stepped through the translucent shield. His skin tingled, but he felt no ill effects. Following the path his battle computer put on his heads-up display, he made his way down into the depths of the citadel. After climbing over several piles of rubble, he stopped and looked around. 
 
    “What a dump. I’d say it’s a safe bet no one’s been here in years.” 
 
    “I calculate you would lose your bet, Rick. We passed a set of footprints a few minutes ago. Based upon the small amount of dust in the prints, I would say they are only a year old. They appeared to be coming from the children’s lab.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go there first,” Richard suggested. 
 
    “Negative. You came to see the Oracle. Don’t get sidetracked.” 
 
    Richard took up the path to the audience hall where he’d always found the Oracle in the past. Reaching the aged double doors to the hall, he opened them and entered. Unlike the rest of the citadel, the hall was clean and well-maintained. He picked up energy readings inside the walls. 
 
    “Hologram projectors?” Richard asked. 
 
    “That and a dozen maintenance bots,” replied Nickelo. 
 
    Richard made his way toward a single cushion on the floor at the far end of the hall. When he was halfway there, he sensed lines of energy from several of the hologram projectors converge at the cushion. A moment later, the figure of an old woman sat on the large pillow. 
 
    “Welcome, wizard scout,” said the Oracle. “What brings you here?” 
 
    “Don’t you know?” Richard replied. “You’re part of ‘the One.’ You probably helped send me on my mission.” 
 
    The old woman smiled. “Ah. You’re using sarcasm, aren’t you? As it so happens, I have nothing in my databanks about your mission. I suspect the version of myself in the future knows, but my current version does not.” 
 
    Richard sighed. Trying to coordinate things during time-travel was so confusing. “Look, I don’t have time for theoretical questions on what version of you knows what. Just take my word for it. ‘The One’ sent me on a mission. I failed. Now I want to get home. My friends need me. I was hoping you could tell me how.” 
 
    The hologram of the old woman rested her chin on her hands, seeming to think. Finally, she looked up at Richard. “Hmm. If you’re still here, then I calculate your mission hasn’t failed, at least not totally. You must have something left to do.” 
 
    Richard drummed his fingers on his leg and tried to keep his rising frustrations hidden. “I hate word games. Why can’t people just give straight answers?” 
 
    “Uh, the Oracle isn’t a person,” Nickelo pointed out. 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    Turning his attention back to the Oracle, Richard tried to keep his rising temper in check. “Would you mind telling me what part of my mission I have left to do? I’m kinda at a dead end. I need a hint at least.” 
 
    The Oracle smiled. “As I said, there’s nothing in my databanks about your mission.” 
 
    Before Richard lost control of his temper completely, Nickelo spoke over the battle helmet’s external speakers. 
 
    “We were on the Defiant with battle computers Margery and Danny when ‘the One’ teleported us on our mission. Rick was able to convince a special dragon to create a combination time-bubble and dimensional gate to the magic dimension. My wizard scout set the time at thirty years in the past, our time, which would be twenty years in the future, your time.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” said the Oracle. The old woman gave Richard a big smile. The smile would’ve seemed friendlier if half of her teeth weren’t missing. 
 
    “Well, I don’t see,” Richard said. “Would somebody care to explain?” 
 
    The old woman nodded her head. “I calculate your battle computer is trying to say that the reason I don’t have the information is that I am too far in the past.” 
 
    “Correct,” said Nickelo speaking to the Oracle over the battle helmet’s external speaker. “I would recommend entering a data packet in your memory to be opened in twenty years. The version of you that exists then can contact Margery or Danny through the tele-network and let them know where and when we are. They could use the special dragon egg Rick found to come get us twenty years in their past, which would be our now.” 
 
    “That seems logical,” said the Oracle. “I’m creating the data packet now.” 
 
    Richard’s head began spinning. He was smart but didn’t grasp complex concepts fast. 
 
    “Come get us where?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Come get you right here,” said someone behind Richard. The voice sounded familiar. 
 
    Richard spun around to see Wizard Scout Terrie Shatstot standing just inside the entrance to the audience hall. Curled on his friend’s shoulder was a small, three-headed dragon. 
 
    “Greetings, brother,” said the green head of the dragon in dragon-speak. 
 
    Based upon the Power frequency from the dragon, Richard knew it was the same as the special dragon egg he’d fetched out of his dimensional pack before he’d been sent on his mission. 
 
    “Ah,” Richard said out loud for Terrie’s benefit, “I see you’ve hatched.” 
 
    Terrie pointed a thumb at the dragon on his shoulder. “Yeah, she hatched, or he hatched. I guess the gender depends on which head you’re talking to at the time.” 
 
    Since things were coming way too fast for his liking, Richard decided to stall for time. “Is the Defiant all right? Has anyone been hurt?” 
 
    “Everyone’s fine,” Terrie assured him. “The Defiant’s on Redestan getting retrofitted. Sergeant Ron’s been in deep discussions with the United Galaxy Alliance trying to figure a way for us to work together.” 
 
    “Where?” Richard asked growing more confused than ever. “Who?” 
 
    Terrie laughed. “It’s a long story. The gist of it is that this galaxy is inhabited by beings just as advanced as the Empire. They use magic instead of technology. They’ve got starships, nuclear-type weapons, ray guns; the works. Anything the Empire’s got, they’ve got as well. They just use magic as their energy source. 
 
    Richard started to ask another question. He had a lot. Before he could ask, the green head of the dragon, who happened to be a female, touched his mind. With her touch came a flood of memories. They were species memories. The memories showed him the layout of the magic galaxy. He sensed the various empires and alliances waging war against the Dragars and their Tharg allies. A more recent memory showed Richard the battle between the Defiant and the Dragar destroyers and the rescue of the Kreack’s Claw. He saw the Defiant being supplemented with additional magic weapons and magic equipment by crews of orcs, dwarves, and elves, along with a variety of other races. At the same time, he sensed Sergeant Ron trying to convince the members of the United Galaxy Alliance to come to the physical dimension and help in the fight against the Crosioians. 
 
    “Why would they help fight the Crosioians?” Richard asked using his battle helmet’s external speakers. 
 
    The purple dragon head spoke in a male voice. Although the dragon was obviously young, the voice of the purple head sounded like a well-educated university professor to Richard. Not that he’d ever been to a university, but it was what he imagined one of their professors would sound like. 
 
    “From what I can ascertain,” said the purple head, “the members of the United Galaxy Alliance are hoping we will help them if they help us. Apparently, they have been able to hold the Dragars at bay for the most part, but the ability of the Dragars to use their time-bubble to make surprise attacks has made it impossible for the alliance to defeat them. Their war has lasted one hundred thousand years. It has taken a terrible toll during that time. The alliance is hoping their magic warships combined with your warships based on technology will turn the tide.” 
 
    Hmm, Richard thought. I guess it’s nice to hope, but I wouldn’t hold my breath. 
 
    “The end result,” said Terrie, “is that the United Galaxy Alliance has agreed to help. There’s only one problem.” 
 
    When Terrie remained silent longer than Richard’s short patience allowed, he took the bait. “All right, I give up. What’s the problem?” 
 
    Smiling, Terrie said, “The problem is that the United Galaxy Alliance says it’ll take thirty years to train and gather their forces to fight against the Crosioians. You had our dragons here gate the Defiant thirty years in the past. Isn’t that coincidental?” 
 
    “Yeah, isn’t it,” Richard said sarcastically. “So, what are we supposed to do? Am I supposed to go back with you to the Defiant and then we all wait around for thirty years with our thumbs up our butts until the alliance is ready? How are their warships supposed to get to the physical dimension anyway? Can the triplets do it?” 
 
    “Who?” Terrie asked. 
 
    Richard pointed at the three-headed dragon resting on Terrie’s shoulder. 
 
    “Ah,” said the green dragon head. “Triplets. We like that name. To answer your question, brother, we can create a combination time-bubble and gate, but its size and capabilities will be limited. We were able to transport Terrie and ourselves here, but we cannot transport a fleet on our own.” 
 
    “I’m assuming you teleported the Defiant to the magic dimension,” Richard said. 
 
    “We gated. We did not teleport,” said the purple dragon head. “Gates can be scaled. You may not realize it, but you helped us scale our gate to transport the Defiant through time and space before you were teleported off the ship. We can only gate a single starship due to Power requirements. With your help, we could theoretically create a gate large enough to accommodate the United Galaxy Alliance’s fleets. The problem is that it would take a massive amount of Power to create such a gate and keep it open long enough for the Alliance’s fleets to pass through. We do not have that much Power. Neither do you.” 
 
    “Nick,” Richard said. “Are you getting all of this?” 
 
    “Affirmative, wizard scout,” said Nickelo over the battle helmet’s external speakers. “I haven’t got any suggestions, if that is what you are asking.” 
 
    “That’s just great,” Richard said. “So now what are we supposed to do?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got something that might help.” Terrie pulled a data disk out of his pocket. “Margery said this is for the Oracle. She said it’s from ‘the One.’” Terrie held the disk out toward the old woman seated on the cushion.  
 
    Richard sensed a beam of energy reach out from a corner of one wall and levitate the disk out of Terrie’s hand. The tractor beam pulled the data disk upward until it disappeared into the ceiling. 
 
    “Ah,” said the Oracle. “Now I understand. This is from the version of ‘the One’ fifty years in the future. You must find a Power source large enough to assist the triplets, Wizard Scout Richard Shepard. You must save what remains of your Empire fleets. The Crosioians must not gain control of your galaxy. You must also destroy the demon Zenthra’s computer avatar. As long as he controls the Crosioians’ master computer and the Dragars’ primary computer, even with the help of both the United Galaxy Alliance and the Trecorian Alliance, your friends cannot win. Zenthra is controlling the battle in the future using the Dragar’s computer located thirty years in your past. You must destroy Zenthra’s avatar. It is your friends’ only hope.” 
 
    It was a lot to take in. Richard thought he handled the information overload quite well, all things considered. 
 
    “How exactly am I supposed to do that?” Richard asked. “I know where the Dragars’ primary computer is located from my past missions for ‘the One.’ Zenthra’s made the place impenetrable. There’s no way to get in to destroy it even if I could go back and forth in time.” 
 
    “Ah,” said the Oracle. ‘The One’ has a plan. You will need something you sent to the planet Storage to make it work. The triplets can gate you to the time and place you need.” 
 
    Richard felt the Oracle reach out and touch him. A series of images flashed through his mind. Richard had to admit the plan might actually work. 
 
    “All right,” Richard said addressing the Oracle. “So, let’s say we can somehow miraculously take out Zenthra. There’s still the little problem of getting the United Galaxy Alliance’s fleets to the physical dimension. I don’t have the Power to make it happen. Do you?” 
 
    “Negative,” said the Oracle. “According to ‘the One,’ you must find a Power source large enough to do the job.” 
 
    “How?” Richard asked. 
 
    “You will have to figure that out on your own,” said the Oracle. “The triplets will take Terrie back to the Defiant. They will then gate the Defiant to the point in time where the time in the magic dimension syncs with time in the physical dimension. ‘The One’ calculates the United Galaxy Alliance will have assembled a sufficient force by then to help your friends in their battle against the Crosioians. You must meet them fifty years in the future from now with a Power source large enough for the triplets to create their combination time-bubble and dimensional gate.” 
 
    “What Power source?” Richard asked. “I told you I don’t have some hidden reserve of Power. If I did, I wouldn’t keep running out all the time.” 
 
    “No, you do not have such a Power source,” admitted the Oracle. “You must find someone who does.” 
 
    “Where?” Richard said, starting to grow angry at the lack of information. 
 
    “Not where,” said the old woman smiling. “The question you should be asking is ‘when?’” 
 
    “Fine,” Richard said. “Then when?” 
 
    Richard sensed the audience hall going in and out of focus. He heard a voice in his head. 
 
    “Wait ten years. Heal him. I am ‘the One.’” 
 
    Then everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 61 – Politics 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Jeena delayed opening her eyes as long as possible. Another hard day loomed ahead. Lord Sheshna would soon be badgering her once again about the upcoming greeting ceremony in three days’ time. 
 
    Opening her eyes a crack, she noticed the first glimmer of daylight streaming through her bedroom window. She opened her eyes farther until she could study the ornate carvings of elves at play on her bed’s tall walnut posts. Like everything else in the room, the bed was ancient, as was the wardrobe and scroll-cluttered dresser. 
 
    Jeena smiled. Reale will be on me to clean up, but I don’t care. I like my room the way it is. 
 
    Glancing around her bedroom, Jeena looked at the books and scrolls stacked on her dresser and side table. They gave her comfort. Without her books, the fifty years since she’d escaped from the Dalinfaust would’ve been even harder to bear. She picked up a scroll on her bed, then carefully rolled it up and placed it on her nightstand. Like everything else she’d been reading for the last month, the scroll was about the prophecy. 
 
    Almost every expert agrees the elf friend will not appear for another hundred and fifty years. Only Lord Sheshna and a few of his cronies are pushing the fifty-year interpretation. 
 
    Jeena sighed and resolutely got out of bed to face another day. As she made her way to the water-room, she began planning a defense against her political rival. 
 
    Sheshna has got everyone in the city riled up about the fiftieth-year interpretation and the upcoming ceremony. I do not know why he has spent so much time convincing the public that an elf friend will show up then, but I am sure he is going to use the occasion to undermine Tren’s authority as high lord. I cannot let that happen. 
 
    After bathing, Jeena dressed and fetched her staff where it leaned against the wall. The staff tingled at her touch. She felt the magical energy stored in the staff. It wasn’t the Staff of the Lady of the Tree, but it was a good staff nonetheless. She made her way to the kitchen, noticing a small package made out of leaves on the table. She smiled at the smell of elven bread. The aroma brought back memories of her adoptive mother, Reale, baking treats for her and Ceril when they were young. 
 
    Thank you, Reale, Jeena thought. You always know what I need. 
 
    With her mouth beginning to salivate in anticipation of the delicacy, Jeena poured a glass of spring-wine and sat down for her breakfast. Ignoring the covered bowls of food she’d prepared the night before, she immediately picked up the leaf package and opened it. Inside were two slices of light brown bread embedded with raisins and nuts. She took a small bite and savored it before taking a larger mouthful. As always, the bread was delicious. Noticing a note on the table addressed to her, Jeena read the contents. She smiled at the invitation to eat lunch with her adoptive parents. She had no doubt Reale instinctively knew that she’d need moral support to get through the next few days. 
 
    After cleaning up the breakfast dishes, Jeena made her way to the palace and her morning meeting with the Council of Light. As she had feared, the meeting consisted mostly of Lord Sheshna talking up the fifty-year prophecy. The old elf continued to stress how important it was for High Lord Trenadine and her to hold the greeting ceremony in exactly three nights and at exactly the moment when the first rays of moonlight touch the Lady’s statue in the garden. 
 
    Sheshna is no fool, Jeena thought. If he wants the ceremonial greeting for King Halmafad and his party of humans from the south to be held at a certain time, I can bet he is up to no good. To hear Sheshna tell it, my bondmate’s bound to be one of the humans in the party. Yet I know for a fact that Sheshna has gone out of his way to make sure no human over the age of forty-five is in the group except for King Halmafad. The high lord and I are being set up for failure. 
 
    As she’d done during past meetings, Jeena tried to convince the council of the shakiness of the fifty-year interpretation when compared to the two-hundredth-year interpretation. Like her past attempts, Jeena failed. By the end of the meeting, High Lord Trenadine was forced to capitulate to Sheshna’s demands. The greeting ceremony for the humans would be held in three nights. Jeena noticed Sheshna practically beaming when he left the meeting. 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time Jeena arrived at her adoptive parent’s modest home for lunch, she was in no mood for either food or talk. Not wanting to insult Reale, she forced herself to nibble at the food on her plate. All three of them ate quietly as they sat around the oaken picnic table outside. The table’s aged wood contrasted sharply with the white-graveled patio upon which it sat. Jeena had a feeling the table had probably witnessed many generations of elves dining upon it and doubted there’d been many meals as silent and somber as the current one. 
 
    Once the last of the fruit salad was eaten, Reale broke the silence. “So, there’s only three nights until the ceremony. I assume you’ll want me to come over early that afternoon to help you prepare?” 
 
    “Prepare for what?” Jeena asked, knowing what Reale meant. “You know as well as I that the ceremony will be a fiasco. What is the use of wasting hours of my time preparing for something that is not going to happen?” 
 
    Ever the peacemaker, High Lord Trenadine tried to intervene. “Jeena, that is not—” 
 
    “Sweetheart,” Reale said to the high lord in a voice one might use with a small child. “Why don’t you make yourself useful and get us some of that delicious cherry spring-wine you make?” When the high lord hesitated, Reale made a shooing motion with her hands while giving her bondmate a fond smile. “Off you go, dear. This is female business. Trust me. You are going to be out of your comfort zone on this one if you stay.” 
 
    Giving Jeena a glance that seemed to say, ‘See what I have to put up with?’ the high lord excused himself from the table and went into their home. 
 
    Reale waited until her bondmate disappeared through the weathered doorway of their stone bungalow. Once he was safely out of earshot, she looked at Jeena. 
 
    “Let me give you a bit of advice from one who has seen a few more winters than you. Only the Creator knows for sure how things are going to turn out at the greeting ceremony. Neither you nor Lord Sheshna has that knowledge. Too often in my life, I have seen people plan and manipulate details in an attempt to make events turn out the way they want. In the end, they find out they are not as smart as they think they are, and that they are actually advancing someone else’s plans.” 
 
    “Are you talking about me?” Jeena asked feeling a tinge of resentment. Taking criticism gracefully wasn’t one of her strong points. 
 
    “No,” said Reale. “I was talking about Lord Sheshna. In his audacity, he thinks events are under his control. Maybe they are, and maybe they aren’t. I know the library’s scholars and you are convinced the prophecy refers to two hundred years and not fifty, but you cannot know for sure. It may well turn out that your rescuer will not be at the ceremony, but that is far from certain, no matter what Lord Sheshna or you may think.” 
 
    Reale reached over and patted Jeena’s hand and smiled. “Jeena, ever since the death of your parents, I have thought of you as my own daughter. Please believe me when I tell you that I say this for your own good. I know you believe your human will not be at the greeting ceremony, but I ask you this: What if he is?” 
 
    “That cannot happen,” Jeena said preparing to go into the same arguments she’d given the council that morning. “The prophecy says—”  
 
    “Do not say it can’t happen,” said Reale in a voice indicating she wouldn’t tolerate that kind of nonsense. “You do not know what the future holds. I agree with you that the fifty-year mark is not the most likely time for the prophecy. That is neither here nor there. Just remember that our time is not the Creator’s time. It is not our task to decide what can and can’t happen. Our job is just to do what’s necessary.” 
 
    “What is necessary?” Jeena asked. “To sit back and take the humiliation that Lord Sheshna has planned for both Tren and I? He has convinced the city’s population that the elf friend will appear at the greeting ceremony and that I will make my bonding pledge to him then. Everyone in the city expects the elf friend to heal the Tree of Light. That cannot happen. You know Sheshna has made sure there is no one over fifty years of age in the human’s group except for King Halmafad. The king most definitely is not the one who saved me from the Dalinfaust. Lord Sheshna has done everything in his power to ensure there is no possible way for my bondmate to appear before the council. When I do not make my bonding pledge, Sheshna is going to do something that will make it so the part of the prophecy about the two-hundredth year will not happen. You know as well as I that prophecies are portents of things that could happen. They can be circumvented.” 
 
    Jeena gave Reale a moment to digest her words before asking, “Do you not agree?” 
 
    “I do not disagree,” admitted Reale. “I am as familiar with the prophecies as you.” 
 
    Continuing with her line of argument, Jeena said, “If I do not give my bonding pledge during the greeting ceremony, and if my bondmate is not recognized by the council as an elf friend, and if the people fail to see the prophecy fulfilled, then Lord Sheshna will have won the victory he has sought for so many years. He is going to use the failed prophecy to be declared High Lord.” 
 
    “That is not certain,” said Reale. “Tren is not exactly helpless.” 
 
    “Sheshna almost succeeded in pushing out Tren when I lost the Staff of the Lady of the Tree fifty years ago,” Jeena said. “The high lord used up a lot of political capital to support me. Do you think Tren still has enough allies on the council to hold off Lord Sheshna if my bondmate does not appear in three nights?” 
 
    Before Reale could answer, Jeena’s control slipped a little. “I refuse to kneel down and give my bonding pledge to some conveniently aged human just to spite Lord Sheshna. You know that even though I have given away my bond link, I would still be honor bound by my verbal pledge if I gave it to another. I do not plan on spending the rest of my life as a slave to one of those filthy beasts in King Halmafad’s party. I will not do it, not even if it means Sheshna wins.” 
 
    Lord Reale frowned. “You know, Jeena, for someone who claims her bondmate’s a human, you make it very plain that you do not like humans very much.” 
 
    “Can you blame me?” Jeena snapped, then immediately regretted her tone. 
 
    “No, I guess I can’t,” said Reale, remaining calm in spite of Jeena’s harshness. “But are you sure you want to give your bonding pledge to a human? Even if you knew he was the one who saved you?” 
 
    “You miss the point, Reale,” Jeena said using a softer voice. “I have already given my bonding pledge to my human. I did so fifty years ago in the cavern of the Dalinfaust. I promised that one day to do him sufficient honor, I would also give my pledge before the Council of Light. My bondmate just does not know it.” 
 
    Lord Reale frowned. “What do you mean he does not know it?” 
 
    Jeena bit her lip. She’d already said too much. 
 
    “Jeena, secrecy is all well and good, but you would make it easier for others to accept your claim that you have a human for a bondmate if you would just tell us more about what happened fifty years ago.” 
 
    For a moment, Jeena was tempted to tell her adoptive mother the whole story, but she resisted the urge. “No. I am sorry, Reale, I truly am. One day I will tell you everything, I promise, but not until I find him. I will not have someone taking what I say and using it to trick me.” 
 
    “You think I would trick you?” Reale asked sounding hurt. 
 
    “Of course not,” Jeena said hurriedly. “You have been like a mother to me over the years, but if I tell you, I will be telling a member of the council. That will mean Lord Sheshna will also have to be told. I doubt this will be much of a shock, but I do not trust him. So, to prevent his knowledge, I have refused to tell anyone the details until I find my bondmate. My human saved me from the Dalinfaust; we traded bond links, he healed me, and the Lady called him elf friend. That is all the information anyone really needs to know for now.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, there are those on the council who thinks that is not enough,” commented High Lord Trenadine. 
 
    Jeena looked over to see her adoptive father walking out of the door carrying a wooden tray with a stone pitcher and three wooden cups on it. He hesitated at the edge of the patio as if sensing the tension in the air, then smiled and continued walking to the table. Taking his time, Tren sat the tray down before sitting next to his bondmate. 
 
    “I think I have outdone myself this time,” Tren grinned. “I was forced to taste test it myself. I had to drink several cups before I got the ingredients right. I must say it is delicious.” 
 
    As he talked, the high lord filled each cup with a pinkish version of the normally clear spring-wine. After placing a cherry in each, he waved his hand and said a word Jeena heard and quickly forgot. A thin layer of ice crystals formed on the sides of the wooden cups as the frost spell took effect. 
 
    “Now,” said Tren, “what could be better on a hot summer day than enjoying a nice cold cup of my special concoction with family?” 
 
    Jeena remained silent along with Reale. Her adoptive father didn’t seem perturbed by the lack of response. She assumed he was determined not to let their lunch be ruined by thoughts of the upcoming ceremony. 
 
    “I propose a toast!” said Tren as he picked up his cup and rose out of his seat. 
 
    When Reale and Jeena didn’t move, the high lord eyed them sternly. Reale relented and picked up her own cup and stood beside her bondmate. Jeena followed her example and stood on the other side of the high lord. 
 
    “I propose a toast to the Tree of Light,” said Tren. “May its light continue to shine for countless generations. Ever has the tree been the protector of our people, and ever may it be so. May the Lady watch over us and help us stay firm in the knowledge that the Creator has a plan. May the Lady help us realize that as long as we’re obedient to the Creator’s will, everything will work out for the best.” 
 
    Tren drank heartily from his cup until it was drained dry. He set the vessel down firmly on the table. Jeena took a polite sip from her cup. She noticed her adoptive mother do the same. When the high lord sat down, Jeena did as well. 
 
    “So, Jeena,” said Reale, “what time would you like me to come over the day of the ceremony to help you prepare for your bonding pledge?” 
 
    You are just not going to give up, are you? Jeena thought. 
 
    When Jeena didn’t answer immediately, she noticed Reale get the determined look in her eyes that meant she definitely wasn’t going to give up. 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders in defeat, Jeena said, “I think early-afternoon will give us plenty of time to get ready.” Relenting even more, she added, “I really do appreciate your help, Reale. Next to my own mother, there is no one I would rather have with me during bonding preparations than you. I mean that.” 
 
    Turning away for a moment, Reale brushed something away from her eyes before looking back. “Then would you do me the honor of wearing my tiara? It would go well with your silver hair.” 
 
    Jeena immediately protested. “I couldn’t do that. You wore it during your bonding ceremony.” 
 
    “Come now, Jeena,” said Reale. “It has sat in my dresser drawer for the last two hundred and fifty years. I would really like for you to wear it, unless, of course, you would rather not.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not that, Reale. It is a beautiful piece of jewelry. I would be honored to wear it.” 
 
    Jeena was genuinely touched. An elf’s bonding gown and accessories were very special. They were often handed down from generation to generation. That Reale would offer her the tiara she’d worn for her own bonding told Jeena how special Reale considered their relationship. 
 
    “Then you shall have it,” Reale said. She gave a knowing smile. “Meshoan will be back the day of the ceremony. She would probably like to help you prepare as well.” 
 
    Jeena smiled at the mention of her friend. Meshoan and her bondmate, Leethor, had been in the team of scouts that had found her near death on Dillonath Mountain. They’d saved her, but at a terrible cost to their team. They’d lost one scout trying to get her home. The others had been forced to serve the three-headed dragon on Drepdenoris Mountain for twenty-five years of service each in payment for saving her life. Leethor had served the first twenty-five years, and Meshoan had just finished her time of service. 
 
    “I am sure Meshoan would rather spend her first day back in Silverton with her family,” Jeena said. “I doubt she would want to spend time helping me.” 
 
    Reale smiled. “Then you do not know your friend very well. She accompanied you on several trips searching for your human after you returned to Silverton. Leethor and their children have visited her twice a year during the last twenty-five years. In fact, Leethor volunteered to escort King Halmafad’s party to Silverton since Meshoan’s time of service was up and they were passing close by Drepdenoris anyway. I have no doubt she would be honored to help you get ready for your bonding vows.” 
 
    Jeena wasn’t so sure but said nothing further on the subject. Meshoan had come to be her closest friend over the past fifty years. However, spending her first day back in Silverton helping her get ready for a bonding ceremony that wasn’t going to happen would be asking a lot. 
 
    “Well,” said Tren, “I’m glad we have got that settled. Now, what are your plans, Jeena? After the greeting ceremony, I mean. What do you plan on doing if your rescuer doesn’t show up? If Sheshna makes too much trouble for us, I am seriously considering retiring and taking up farming.” 
 
    Jeena recognized the sound of a boot hitting someone’s leg. 
 
    “Ouch!” said the high lord. 
 
    Reale gave him a look that seemed to say, ‘What are you doing? I just got her off the subject?’ 
 
    “It is just a question, Reale,” said Tren. “There is no harm asking if Jeena has a plan for all eventualities, is there?”  
 
    “You are right, Tren,” Jeena said staving off further conflict. “It is a valid question. I have considered the answer a lot over the last few weeks. Should things go badly at the ceremony, I intend to return to my family’s farm in the Trehill Forest. Ceril owns it now, but he lives in the city, so I doubt he will object. Our parents, and their parents before them, made a respectable living there for many years raising medicinal herbs. If my bondmate does not appear before the council at the greeting ceremony, and I do not believe for one second that he will, then I am planning on resigning from my position as high priestess and returning to my parent’s farm.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 62 – To the City of Light 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard closed his eyes and lifted his head to let the warmth of the sun wash over his face. The sun’s energy slowly eased the dull ache in his head. The elves escorting King Halmafad and the other humans in the king’s party had been pushing them hard through the land of the orcs for the last two days. Richard hadn’t slept during that time as he’d stayed alert for an attack. No attack had been forthcoming, but he was very tired nevertheless. 
 
    “I’m beat,” Richard said in his shared space. “My self-heal has kept my body refreshed, but my brain’s another thing. I need a few hours sleep to refresh my mind. 
 
    “That is correct, wizard scout,” came an emotionless male voice in Richard’s mind. “I calculate you need at least three hours sleep a day to keep your mind working at optimal efficiency. If you had on your battle suit instead of that brown robe you insist on wearing, I could administer some drugs to help you sleep.” 
 
    Not for the first time, Richard regretted that ‘the One’ hadn’t seen fit to send Nickelo on the mission with him. 
 
    “I’ll sleep a couple of hours when I get back to camp. Besides, I don’t like to take drugs. As for the battle suit, you know why I don’t wear it. I’m a healer now. People don’t expect me to fight when I’m wearing this robe. I haven’t had to kill anyone in a long time. I prefer it that way.” 
 
    “That is not logical, wizard scout. You are good at killing. At least you keep your battle helmet strapped to the dimensional pack you wear on your back so we are still able to communicate.” 
 
    Richard didn’t bother replying to his replacement battle computer. I wish I had Nick, he thought. Instead, the jerk gives me this battle computer. 
 
    “Ah,” said his battle computer. “Based upon past references, I calculate by ‘the jerk’ you mean ‘the One.’ My databanks indicate I was sent with you instead of your previous battle computer because my circuits have been hardened to resist emotional corruption. We have been together for ten years, and I have yet to be corrupted. My emotionless logic has helped you survive on one hundred and twenty-seven different occasions. You are fortunate to have me as your battle computer.” 
 
    “Yeah, lucky me,” Richard said. “By the way, you’re getting sloppy in your old age. ‘The One’ has continued to send me on other missions during the time I’ve been on my primary mission. In total, we’ve been together a lot longer than ten years.” 
 
    “You are correct, wizard scout. Summing the total times of all missions, we will have been together for exactly two hundred years in three days’ time. Coincidentally, that is the same day the times will sync between the magic and physical dimensions. ‘The One’ sent us ten years in the past for your primary mission. All the other years were spent on secondary missions.” 
 
    Richard was surprised at the length of time. “Two hundred years? It doesn’t feel that long.” 
 
    “That is because your memory of most of the missions has been erased,” said his battle computer. “I calculate ‘the One’ wants you to concentrate on your primary ten-year mission.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard grumbled. “All I know is that the elf commander finally gave us a few hours break, and I intend to make the most of it.” 
 
    “Then you should have stayed in camp and gotten some sleep, wizard scout.” 
 
    “It was too noisy there, and I needed some time by myself. You wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    Deciding to forego any further discussion on the subject with his battle computer, Richard got back to enjoying his surroundings. The small clearing where he stood emanated a sense of peace. He knew he shouldn’t let his guard down, but couldn’t help himself. After walking a few hundred meters along a trail leading away from the elves and humans’ camp, he’d found the clearing situated within a thick stand of tall silver elm trees. If he hadn’t felt a gentle stirring of Power from the trees, he’d probably have walked past the opening. The stirring had seemed like an invitation. After he entered, he was glad he had. Just a few minutes in the clearing had done wonders for him. He decided to ignore his battle computer and just let the peace of the small clearing wash over him. He didn’t get many moments like this and doubted it would last. 
 
    “I calculate you are correct,” said his battle computer. “Time in the magic dimension will sync with time in the physical dimension in three days. I calculate your mission for ‘the One’ in the magic dimension will end at that point and you can return to the physical dimension.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Richard said, jerked out of his moment of peace. “My mission was to wait ten years. I’ve done that. ‘The One’ also said to ‘heal him.’ I’ve healed thousands of people while working for King Halmafad over the past ten years, but I seriously doubt any have been who ‘the One’ was talking about. Besides, I’m supposed to find some great Power source. I haven’t found squat.” 
 
    “True,” admitted his battle computer. “When ‘the One’ teleported you to ten years in the past from the current date in the physical dimension, you found King Halmafad and his soldiers near death after they’d been ambushed. None of them would have made it back to their desert kingdom alive if you had not healed them. I calculate the reason the king offered you service as his royal healer was because you were a fellow human. His desert people are a distrusting lot, but once you returned with him to his capital city of Dresdin and began your career as a healer, the people accepted you readily enough. I know you gave him your word as a wizard scout that you would serve him for ten years, but your service will end in three days’ time. I calculate ‘the One’ will end your mission regardless of whether or not you find a Power source.” 
 
    “I think we’ll need to agree to disagree on that,” Richard said. “‘The One’ isn’t in the habit of pulling me out of missions before they’re complete. And I don’t need a history lesson. Sometimes you talk too much. Did you know that?” 
 
    His battle computer remained silent. 
 
    Richard tried to find the clearing’s peace again but had lost the connection. He sensed two life forms coming down the game trail he’d been walking on earlier. He recognized one of the life forms’ frequency as Commander Leethor, the leader of the elves. Richard didn’t recognize the other life form. His best guess was that the life form was a female elf. Curiosity overcame his search for peace. A month ago, he’d been winding down his time with King Halmafad as the time difference between the magic dimension and physical dimension drew closer. Out of the blue, the Silvertine elves’ Council of Light had invited the king to Silverton to discuss a trade agreement between the elves and humans. King Halmafad had jumped at the opportunity. Even though his term of service was almost complete, the king had asked him to accompany the royal party to the elves’ capital city. 
 
    “You did not have to come,” said his battle computer. “It was not logical to make the month-long trek to Silverton. I calculate our party will arrive in the elves’ city during the morning hours three days hence. Times between dimensions will sync at midnight that same day. I calculate an eighty-four percent probability you will be returning to the physical dimension soon afterward. You will not be able to make the return trip back to Dresdin with King Halmafad. I calculate your time in the magical dimension is over. Your companions in the physical dimension need your help now. You must help win the battle with the Crosioians. Also, the civil war with the Conglomerate is just beginning.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Richard said. “I wanted to see Silverton. Between all my missions for ‘the One,’ I’ve spent hundreds of years on Portalis, but never seen the inside of the elves’ city. I’m curious. This might be my only opportunity. Besides, it’s like something is drawing me to go to Silverton.” 
 
    His battle computer didn’t reply.  
 
    Richard really didn’t care what his battle computer thought. From his years on Portalis, he knew Silverton was the capital city of the elven lands of Silvertine and had once been a sleepy little village called Silver, later known as Silver Town. The elf Shandria had come from the village of Silver. She’d been his companion, friend, and mentor on his first mission for ‘the One.’ Even though he knew Shandria had died a hundred thousand years ago, he still wanted to visit the place she’d once called home. 
 
    Maybe it’s my way of getting closure, Richard thought in his private space. I didn’t even get a chance to tell her goodbye. 
 
    The two approaching life forms drew Richard’s attention again. They were getting closer. He hoped they would pass the hidden clearing. 
 
    “There aren’t any females in our party,” Richard said in his shared space. “She must be from the camp that’s been shadowing ours ever since we crossed the Silvore river four days ago. The second group of elves has been careful to avoid contact with our camp.” 
 
    “The elf commander and the female must have linked up,” replied his battle computer. “I calculate a sixty-eight percent probability they wish to be alone. I recommend not drawing their attention. I calculate they will remain on the trail and pass by this clearing.” 
 
    “I can only hope. Ever since the elves rendezvoused with us in Dresdin, it’s been obvious that Commander Leethor and the rest of his elves don’t like humans very much. Other than a quick thank you from that elf whose hand I healed last week, I’ll bet none of the elves have said a dozen words to me during the last month.” 
 
    “Actually, when I sum up all of the elves’ conversations with you, they have said a hundred and—” 
 
    “Never mind,” Richard said. “The point is, I don’t want to get into a pissing contest with the elves’ commander. I just want to see Shandria’s city and then get the hell out of Dodge.” 
 
    The two life forms paused at the point the path came closest to the hidden clearing. Before long, an opening appeared in the thick brush wall that formed the clearing’s sides and the elven commander along with a brown-haired female elf entered. Richard could only remember seeing two female elves in his life, and only one of them, Shandria, in the light. This female wore a short green tunic with well-worn brown leather pants. Around her waist was a greenish belt with a hunting knife dangling in a sheath. A well-stocked quiver was slung across her back. She carried a wicked-looking short bow made out of some blackish wood in her left hand. 
 
    The two elves were laughing and talking softly to each other. That didn’t last long. The elven male, Commander Leethor, made a cursory glance around the clearing. When his eyes locked on Richard, the elf took a sharp, deep breath, drew his sword, and crouched into a defensive position. 
 
    “What are you doing out of camp, healer?” snarled the elf. “This place is special. Why are you here?” 
 
    Behind the commander, Richard noticed the female elf draw an arrow from her quiver, nock the arrow in her bow, and take aim at his chest. She appeared to use Leethor as a shield without getting in his way. It was an effective defensive position with each elf covering the other. 
 
    Richard was impressed. An enemy would be hard pressed to make an assault against them without endangering their own life, he thought. Leethor was big and husky for an elf. From the way he handled his sword, Richard figured he’d make a tough enemy. The fact his female companion had what was probably a magic arrow nocked and ready added to the tenseness of the situation. 
 
    Since he had no intention of engaging the couple in combat, Richard froze in place. An immense sadness washed over him. All I wanted was a few minutes of peace. 
 
    Commander Leethor spoke again with an increasingly menacing tone. “I said what are you doing here? I am not going to ask again.” 
 
    Looking at the two elves, Richard tried to remain calm. He didn’t want any trouble. “I was just spending some quiet time by myself. I wasn’t bothering anyone. If you want this place, take it. I’ll go back to camp.” 
 
    “I want to know how you got in here,” Leethor said through gritted teeth. “Humans cannot enter. How did you get in here?” 
 
    During Richard’s youth, being questioned in such a manner would’ve drawn his anger, but no more. He supposed he’d matured a little over the years. 
 
    “I calculate you have gained at least a little control over the orc part of your DNA,” said his battle computer. 
 
    Richard ignored his battle computer and spoke to the elf commander. “I was invited here,” he said calmly. “An opening appeared in the brush wall. I came inside. The clearing seemed peaceful, so I stayed. I was enjoying the solitude when you arrived.” 
 
    “Liar,” said Leethor. “I want to know how you got in. You had best come up with a better story than that. No human is allowed here. There is no way an opening appeared for you. Speak up before I beat it out of you.” 
 
    Richard sensed anger trying to boil its way to the surface, but forced it back down. He was a healer now. He liked it that way. He’d found life as a healer a lot less stressful. 
 
    Spreading his arms, Richard locked eyes with the female elf. “If you want to kill me, then go ahead. It’s probably only fitting that you do it anyway.” Closing his eyes, he stood still for several seconds with his chest bared and arms outstretched.  
 
    When nothing happened, Richard opened his eyes.  
 
    The two elves were standing in the same position. Neither elf said a word. 
 
    A feeling of sadness washed over Richard. 
 
    What’s wrong with me today? he wondered. He didn’t have an answer and didn’t feel like trying to figure it out. 
 
    When the elves continued to do nothing, Richard shrugged his shoulders and began walking toward the opening in the trees. He glanced at the elves as he walked past. 
 
    “You do what you want,” Richard said. “I’m going back to camp.” 
 
    Despite his bravado, Richard felt an itch in the middle of his back as he neared the entrance. He sensed the female elf’s magic arrow sighted at the center of his back. Eventually, he made his way out of the opening in the brush the same way he’d entered; without any arrows protruding from his back. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Commander Leethor didn’t know what to make of the situation. After the human left, he glanced around the clearing but saw no damage to its walls. 
 
    “Wait here,” Leethor told his bondmate, Meshoan. 
 
    Leethor crept through the entrance and scouted around outside. He caught sight of the human disappearing around the corner of the trail to the north. He watched for another minute or so before hurrying back to join his bondmate. The entrance to the clearing closed silently behind him as the trees and thorn bushes seamlessly merged together. 
 
    “I am sorry you had to go through that,” Leethor said. “I am sure the emotions from the human were hard for you to bear.” 
 
    “Actually,” said Meshoan, “I felt a hint of sadness from him, but other than that, I did not get the usual emotions I get from humans. Considering he is a male, that is unusual. Who is he?” 
 
    Leethor shrugged his shoulders. “He is the human’s healer. I don’t remember his name.” 
 
    “He is their healer?” Meshoan asked. 
 
    A hint of excitement passed through the bond link Leethor shared with his bondmate. He was pretty sure he knew where she was heading. He was also sure only trouble could come from it. 
 
    “What do you know about him?” Meshoan asked. “Do you know anything else? Have you noticed anything unusual about him?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Leethor said, “I know what you would like to hear, but think about it. The man is what, thirty years max? He is not the one Jeehana has been waiting for.” Leethor detected a feeling of disappointment pass through their bond link. “I will admit it was a little strange when he healed Trextor. That is not supposed to be possible.” 
 
    Tapping the arrow she’d removed from her bow against her leg, Meshoan stared at the ground without speaking.  
 
    Leethor felt a swirl of emotions through their link. 
 
    After several seconds, Meshoan looked up. “No one is supposed to be able to heal elves, yet you claim he healed Trextor’s hand. I think that is very significant.” 
 
    “Actually, it was not really that bad of an injury,” Leethor said. “It was just a cut.” 
 
    “The severity of the wound does not matter. Have you ever heard of anyone healing an elf before?” 
 
    “You mean except for Jeehana? No. I said as much when I told you about Trextor being healed. Why the sudden interest now?” 
 
    Meshoan tapped the arrow against her leg several more times.  
 
    Leethor had a feeling his bondmate didn’t even know she had a habit of doing it when thinking over complex problems.  
 
    Finally, Meshoan placed the arrow back in her quiver and looked at him. “I guess I am interested now because we found him in a place no human is supposed to be able to get into, at least not without chopping a hole through the brush. Also, he did not feel like other humans. I did not register any of the harsh emotions I have felt from human males in the past. In fact, when we first entered the clearing, I did not sense anything from him at all. I failed to even notice he was here until you challenged him. I would have sensed any other human before we even got inside. He is more than a healer, unless I miss my guess.” 
 
    “Well…” Leethor said stalling for time. He’d also been thinking the same thing. Unlike female elves, male elves weren’t as sensitive to human emotions. That is why only male elves are in King Halmafad’s escort. 
 
    “Sooo…,” pressed Meshoan. “What are you going to do about him?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Leethor said. “Beside the fact that it is a little strange for him to be here, he has not done any harm. I will follow his trail to make sure he came here straight from camp and not from some clandestine meeting. Other than that, I do not need to do anything.” 
 
    “You have to do what you think best, I guess,” said Meshoan. 
 
    Leethor shook his head. His bondmate’s twenty-five years of service to the three-headed dragon had just ended. He’d spent twenty-five years in the dragon’s service before that. They’d both paid their part of the three-headed dragon’s price for saving the high priestess’s life. Now they could finally be a family again. The last thing he wanted to do was get into an argument with his bondmate. 
 
    “Meshoan, just tell me what it is you think I should do. I have no doubt I will not get any peace until I do it.” 
 
    Flashing a smile, his bondmate nodded her head. “You have got that right. I am not sure what you should do exactly, but I get the feeling you should try to get a little closer to the human. For starters, you could at least try to find out his name.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 63 – Apology 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Later that afternoon during a rest break in their march, Richard sat leaning against a tree while thinking about his encounter with the two elves. He scribbled in the soft earth with a small stick, drawing nothing in particular. After a little while, he sensed the elf commander coming back to camp. Richard initially paid him no mind. When Leethor walked directly up and stood in front of him, he expected a chewing out. In his opinion, the dour elf commander had been pretty angry that morning. He wasn’t sure why, so he continued sitting and drawing with his stick, saying nothing. 
 
    Leethor spoke in an uncharacteristically friendly voice. “I want to apologize for this morning. I behaved badly. It was just a shock seeing someone in a place where I thought we would be alone.” The elf glanced around before looking back at Richard. “Well, anyway, I am sorry…err, we are sorry.” Leethor held out a small package made out of leaves. “My bondmate sent this to you. It is sort of a peace offering.” 
 
    Curious in spite of himself, Richard reached out and took the package from the elf, then took his time unwrapping it. The elf commander stood silently watching. After Richard opened the package, a sweet, pleasant aroma filled the air. He saw two pieces of bread and wasn’t sure what kind it was, but his stomach growled in response to the smell. He was suddenly aware of being a little hungry. 
 
    “You are always a little hungry,” said his battle computer. 
 
    “What is it?” Richard asked the elf. “It smells good.” 
 
    Leethor nodded his head. “It is elven bread. It is not just any elven bread either. It is a special recipe my bondmate’s family has handed down through the generations. She wants you to have it.” 
 
    Richard sniffed the bread again before looking up at the elf. “Thanks.” 
 
    The elf turned to leave.  
 
    Richard asked, “Would you like a piece?” 
 
    The elf commander looked back. A hint of a smile appeared on the elf’s lips before he got control of his emotions. “Actually, the elven bread was originally meant for me. My bondmate thought you should have it instead. However, since you asked, yes, I would like a piece.” The elf tentatively reached out with his hand. 
 
    “Then here you go,” Richard said giving one of the slices to the elf. “Have a seat.” 
 
    The elf plopped down cross-legged opposite him.  
 
    Richard popped a small piece of his bread into his mouth, then noticed the elf bow his head. After waiting for the elf to finish his prayer, Richard began chewing. 
 
    The elf watched, seeming to wait for Richard to finish his first bite.  
 
    Richard smiled and half closed his eyes, enjoying the flavors. The elven bread was just as good as it smelled. “That’s good bread. I’ve never tasted anything like it.” 
 
    The elf chuckled. “I would be surprised if you had. It is hard to make. Even elves do not get much.” 
 
    For the next few minutes, neither the elf nor Richard said anything as they slowly savored their elven bread one small piece at a time. After both had finished the last few crumbs, Richard began looking through the leaves to make sure he hadn’t missed any bits or pieces. He was disappointed to find he’d already gotten them all. He felt refreshed. 
 
    “Please tell your bondmate that I appreciate her thoughtfulness,” Richard said. 
 
    “I will do that,” replied the elf. 
 
    There was an awkward silence until Leethor stood up and said, “Well, I have to go do something.” The elf turned and walked away without another word. 
 
    Richard had a feeling the elf’s apology must’ve been tough on him. Based on his experiences, elves rarely associated with humans. In Richard’s opinion, the elf commander had bent over backward to make amends for what had happened in the clearing that afternoon. 
 
    That evening the party set up camp like normal. As usual, none of the humans were tasked to pull guard duty. Some of the younger humans stayed up late and told stories around the fire, but Richard just dosed and kept to himself. He’d grown to like King Halmafad and most of his entourage over the years, but since he’d be leaving the king’s service in three days anyway, he had a lot to think about. Like he’d been doing the past few days, Richard kept track of the smaller group of elves as they camped about a thirty-minute walk to the north of the main camp. Using his passive scan, he sensed the life forms in the camp. They seemed to be staying together. 
 
    I guess no clandestine meeting for Leethor tonight with his bondmate, Richard thought in his shared space. I wonder if a bondmate’s the same thing as a wife. He had a feeling it meant more than that. 
 
    Richard scanned the other camp. From what he could tell, the smaller camp contained three females in addition to fourteen males. 
 
    “I can understand why the females are in a separate camp,” Richard told his battle computer. “The emotions coming off the humans in our party are pretty animalistic even to my limited sense of emotions.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said his battle computer. “Information in my databanks indicate female elves are extremely sensitive to emotions. They have a tendency to avoid all contact with humans.” 
 
    Richard thought back to the female in the demon’s cavern that had been killed by the dragon. She must have abhorred my touch. He did his best to shove the memory to the side. There’s nothing I can do about it now except try and make amends to someone else if I ever get the chance. 
 
    Richard doubted he’d ever get that opportunity. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 64 – A Choice 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    An hour before dawn, Richard jerked fully awake. Something’s not right, he thought. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what was wrong, but something was definitely out of kilter. He checked his passive scan. There was nothing close to camp. Extending the passive scan out the way his friend Trinity had shown him, Richard tightened the filters on his scan until he sensed a large group of life forms to the north. 
 
    “Battle computer, analyze the results of my passive scan.” 
 
    “Compliance, wizard scout. A group of two hundred and thirty-one life forms is north of your current location. They appear to be traveling through a ravine two klicks away. Two smaller groups are farther to the west. I calculate the three groups are converging on the smaller elf camp to the north that contains the three females.” 
 
    Richard concentrated on the two smaller groups. They seemed to be on the opposite side of the smaller camp as if cutting off escape. 
 
    “They may also be taking out the sentries,” said his battle computer. “I calculate a forty-three percent probability the smaller elf camp is about to be ambushed.” 
 
    Richard wasn’t sure what to do. He held no animosity against the elves in the other party and wished them no harm. After sharing the elven bread that afternoon, the elves were starting to grow on him. He had a feeling they weren’t quite as snobby as he’d been led to believe. Still, he doubted any of them would believe him if he tried to tell them what was getting ready to happen. 
 
    Richard’s thoughts went back to the female elf killed in the cavern. I failed her. The least I can do is try to save these elves. 
 
    With more than a little hesitancy, Richard got up and made his way the twenty-five meters to the northern side of the camp where the platoon of elves was bedded down, opposite the score of humans in King Halmafad’s party located on the southern side. When he neared the elven part of the encampment, he made out the elf commander’s silhouette on the ground, wrapped in a blanket. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” demanded a guard. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I need to talk to your commander.” 
 
    “You can talk to him in the morning. Now get back on your side of camp.” 
 
    Richard looked at the guard. He was one of the younger elves. Richard didn’t want to waste time arguing with him, so he just shouted, “Leethor! The other camp’s getting ready to be attacked!” 
 
    “Quiet,” commanded the guard. 
 
    Leethor sat up, shaking his head to clear the fog. “What is it? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing, commander,” replied the guard. “It’s just one of the humans creating a disturbance.” 
 
    With a retort on his lips, Leethor looked over. When he saw who it was, he seemed to change his mind. “What is it, healer?” 
 
    Richard doubted he’d be believed but was determined to give it his best shot. “The other camp’s getting ready to be attacked!” 
 
    Leethor shook his head again to clear the remaining cobwebs. “What are you talking about? How do you know about the other camp?” 
 
    “I just know,” Richard said. “Commander, listen to me. The other camp—” 
 
    At the disturbance, some of the other humans were stirring on their side of camp.  
 
    King Halmafad hurried over strapping on a sword as he came. “What’s going on? What other camp?” 
 
    Ignoring the king, Richard looked hard at Leethor. “The other camp is about to be attacked by at least two hundred orcs on their north. Two other groups of thirty to forty each are on the northwest and southwest sides. Blocking forces maybe; I’m not sure. I estimate you’ve got about fifteen to twenty minutes before they attack. You don’t have much time if you’re going to help your bondmate.” 
 
    From the elf commander’s expression, Richard could tell Leethor didn’t believe him. On the other hand, the elf seemed torn since the consequences of not believing could be devastating for the elves in the other camp. 
 
    Richard opened his mouth to say more but decided against it. He’s got enough information to make a decision. Anything else I say will just get in the way. 
 
    After half a dozen seconds, Leethor stood and began shouting commands. “Sergeant Thalor! Stay here with your squad and hold this camp. Get the rest of the humans up and put them on guard. Sergeant Miloamus, get the rest of the platoon together at the north end of the camp. We are leaving in five minutes.” 
 
    The elves were nothing if not well disciplined. Richard was impressed. The camp was soon scurrying with activity as elves jumped out of their bedrolls and strapped on armor and weapons. In less than three minutes, the majority of the elves were gathered at the north end of the camp. Most of the humans were still standing or sitting near the center of camp, trying to figure out what was going on. 
 
    While King Halmafad might have been old, he was too much of a warrior to let age slow him down. The king’s nephew, Lord Donovan, ran up with his uncle’s armor and began helping him strap it on. 
 
    King Halmafad looked over at Leethor and shouted, “Commander, what can we do to help?” 
 
    “Help Sergeant Thalor guard the camp,” Leethor replied as he tightened the buckles on his chest armor. “He will tell you what to do.” 
 
    To the king’s credit, he didn’t argue. He was as good a follower as he was a leader. Richard supposed that was one of the reasons he liked the old king. Within seconds, King Halmafad had rousted the last of his soldiers out of their bedrolls and formed them into a fighting force. 
 
    Unsure whether the elf commander wanted him to stay in camp as well, Richard hurried over to the elves’ rendezvous point at the north end of the camp.  
 
    Leethor was giving some last instructions to one of his sergeants. “Sergeant Brightstar, take point. Bring us to the west side of the second camp. I have no idea what to expect when we get there. Just be flexible. Questions?” 
 
    When no one said anything, Leethor gave a nod.  
 
    The sergeant took off at a quick trot with his point team. The remaining elves fell in single file at a slightly slower pace to put some distance between them and the lead elves.  
 
    Before Leethor turned to follow his troops, he glanced at Richard. He paused for a second before speaking. “We may have casualties. Can you help heal?” 
 
    Richard nodded his head. “I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    Stancil, the elves’ medic was standing nearby, ready to follow Leethor. To Stancil’s apparent surprise, Leethor ordered, “Follow with the human’s healer. Get there as fast as you can.” Then Leethor was gone into the night, running to catch up with his troops. 
 
    Richard doubted Stancil was pleased with his orders. He knew he wouldn’t be.  
 
    To the medic’s credit, he kept most of the irritation out of his voice when he turned to Richard and said, “Hold onto my belt and try not to trip.” When Richard didn’t immediately comply, the elf spoke in a sharper tone. “Let’s go. Now!” 
 
    Richard glanced at the medic. Stancil stood there with sword drawn, anxious to join his companions as they made their way northward. Shouting behind Richard confirmed King Halmafad was organizing his band of humans into defensive positions. The king knows what he’s doing here, he thought. This camp will be fine. The other camp is another story. There are too many orcs surrounding it. The elves are going to take casualties. 
 
    “I calculate a ninety-three percent probability you are correct, wizard scout,” said his battle computer. 
 
    Stancil pointed his sword at Richard. “I said let’s go. You are going to start moving now if I have to drag you.” 
 
    Richard ignored the medic. He didn’t plan on acting the part of a night-blind human being led thru the forest like a child. I can’t see in the dark any better than the other humans in the camp, he thought, but I’ve got options they don’t. I’m not going to fight, though. I haven’t had to kill anyone in two hundred years. I’m a healer now. I’m not going to fight. 
 
    “I calculate that is a good philosophy, wizard scout,” said his battle computer. “It is after midnight. You now only have two days before your service with the king is up. There is no use taking a risk at this point in time.” 
 
    Richard made a quick pass with his passive scan. He noticed the elves under Leethor were making good time toward the other camp. The stationary positions of the orcs indicated they were probably in their attack positions. The battle’s going to start soon, he thought. If I’m going to help heal, I need to get there quickly. Trying to get there stumbling around in the dark, holding onto Stancil’s belt isn’t going to hack it. 
 
    Ignoring the incredulous look from Stancil, Richard removed his pack and began taking off his boots and clothing. 
 
    King Halmafad hurried over from the human’s side of camp to stare wide-eyed at Richard. 
 
    “Richard, what are you doing?” asked King Halmafad, getting his question in before an obviously angry Stancil could speak. “Commander Leethor is depending on your help if healing is needed.” 
 
    Nearly naked, Richard reached into his pack, pulled out his battle suit, and began putting it on. “The elves are definitely going to need healing,” he said. “They’re too outnumbered to go unscathed. I need to get there quickly. If I wear my battle suit, I’ll be able to see in the dark and make good time.” 
 
    Most of the humans had seen Richard in his battle suit at one point or another over the last ten years because the king often had him wear it during special occasions. Of course, they’d never seen him strip naked to put it on before. 
 
    Richard dressed quickly; he’d done it often enough. Within seconds, he was strapping on his utility belt and pulling his battle helmet over his head. Once he activated his battle suit, he looked at Stancil and smiled. “You ready?” 
 
    The old elf no longer appeared angry.  
 
    Richard was pretty sure the otherworldly look of his armor was the reason for the elf’s change of attitude. 
 
    The elf pointed into the darkness. “After you, healer.” 
 
    Lowering his visor, Richard nodded a farewell to King Halmafad and took off at a fast trot. He augmented his passive scan with the electronics of his battle helmet, getting a much better picture of what was going on at the other camp. While navigating through the pitch-black forest with the help of his night vision visor, he continued to trace the flow of combat occurring in the distance. 
 
    From what Richard could tell, the action at the other camp had turned into a full-fledged battle. The seventeen elves were congregated in a tight knot with dozens of what he assumed were orcs probing their perimeter for a weakness. He sensed an exchange of energy flows from each side as magic users cast their spells. Neither side appeared able to penetrate the other’s defenses. Based on his passive scan, Richard figured the orcs were content to let sword and axe settle the battle’s outcome. 
 
    A large group of orcs massed to the west side of the small group of elves. As they began a full charge at the camp, a stealth shield dropped nearby, revealing a large mass of elves. 
 
    Leethor, Richard thought. 
 
    A flow of magic reached out from Leethor’s group, then a flare of magic as a fireball spell erupted in the center of the larger group of orcs. The orcs’ charge against the smaller elf camp petered out as the orcs turned to face the new front. 
 
    “Battle computer,” Richard said, “Leethor’s elves were hidden by a stealth shield. They were probably invisible as well. I want you to correlate data and look for similar anomalies in the battle area.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Richard sighed. He missed Nickelo. He wouldn’t have to order his friend to do something so obvious as to monitor the battle area for similar spell frequencies. His current battle computer was adequate but sometimes needed precise operating instructions to do anything outside of his normal programming. 
 
    “Time estimate ’til I arrive at the elf camp,” Richard said. 
 
    “Three minutes twenty seconds at your present course and speed. Recommend course change of twenty degrees to your left to avoid opposing forces’ rear guards.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Richard said. 
 
    “No!” came a shout behind Richard. “We need to go more to the right.” 
 
    “I’m avoiding sentries,” Richard said over his shoulder. “Battle outcome estimate,” he said in his shared space. 
 
    “Barring the arrival of additional friendly forces, I calculate a ninety-two percent probability the orcs will overrun the smaller camp within four minutes. I have insufficient data to estimate outcome for the elves under Leethor.” 
 
    So, Richard thought in his private space, Leethor’s mate is going to die within the next four minutes. He felt a twinge of sympathy for the elf commander. He had a feeling Leethor would take the loss of his bondmate hard. I only saw her for a couple of minutes, Richard thought, but I’ve no wish to see her die. She automatically backed Leethor up with her bow. The two elves seemed to complement each other’s abilities as if they were made for each other. She’s got plenty of courage. I failed the elf in the cavern. Maybe I can make up for that by saving Leethor’s bondmate. 
 
    With those thoughts ringing in his head, Richard shifted direction back twenty degrees to the right and picked up speed. He drew his .44 caliber AutoMag and phase rod. 
 
    “I highly recommend you do not fight,” said his battle computer. “The timelines between the dimensions will sync in two days. I calculate your best course of action is to avoid trouble.” 
 
    “I thought you said there were sentries,” Stancil panted using a voice loud enough to reach Richard but soft enough to go no farther. 
 
    Richard stayed his course. “The battle’s not going well for our side.” 
 
    He noticed five life forms on his passive scan dead ahead. 
 
    “I calculate they are rear guards,” said his battle computer. 
 
    The five orcs came into view soon enough. Richard thought that if they were supposed to be rear guards, they weren’t very well disciplined. All five were facing the main battle area. Probably wishing they were in the thick of things, he thought. Well, they’re soon going to be. 
 
    Taking the three orcs grouped together to the right, Richard left the other two for the elf medic. He activated his phase rod in stun mode and slammed the meter-long brerellium rod with its creallium core into the largest orc’s head. The orc went limp. Before she hit the ground, Richard spun to the left and kicked a second orc in the chest, following up with a strike of his phase rod to his head. The orc’s steel helm cracked and down he went. Richard then rammed his body into the remaining orc, forcing the foul-smelling creature into a nearby tree trunk and knocking him out. 
 
    “You indicated you were not going to fight, wizard scout,” said his battle computer. 
 
    “That wasn’t fighting,” Richard said. “I didn’t kill anyone.” 
 
    “That does not compute.” 
 
    “It does to me.” 
 
    Without waiting to help Stancil with the other two orcs, Richard ran as hard as he could toward the elf camp. He had a feeling the elves there were going to need him more than the medic. Even without the aid of his battle helmet’s audio sensors, he was close enough to hear the sounds of battle. Two explosions rocked the air. A glance at his passive scan confirmed two fireballs had gone off. A quick check of the white dots on his heads-up display told him the defenses of both groups of elves remained firm. Several red dots located among the yellow ones denoting the orcs confirmed the opposing forces had magic users of their own. They appeared unable to penetrate the shields of their elf counterparts. On the other hand, the elf magic users weren’t able to overcome the defenses of their orc counterparts either. 
 
    “The magic users of both sides are at a stalemate,” said his battle computer. “I calculate the orcs using swords and axes are not having the same problem.” 
 
    With only a few seconds before he entered the battle area, Richard took stock of the situation on his heads-up display. He guessed there were at least fifty less orc life forms than there had been at the start of the battle. 
 
    “The orcs have lost fifty-two killed with another twenty-one wounded,” said his battle computer. “No elves have been killed yet, but nine of their life forms are considerably weaker and not moving. I calculate their wounds are serious.” 
 
    Richard noticed the group of elves from the female’s camp was in an even tighter knot than before. They were surrounded by over seventy orcs. The elves under Leethor’s command were in one large group, trying to reach their comrades, but a well-disciplined group of a hundred orcs backed by three magic users blocked their way. His heads-up display showed a smaller group of orcs to Leethor’s rear threatening the elves’ two magic users. 
 
    Breaking out into the clearing, Richard made for the smaller group of elves. He noticed two of the females were in trouble. One was on the ground with an orc standing over her, ready to plunge his spear into her body. Another female had an orc directly behind her, ready to thrust his spear into her back. 
 
    “I calculate you cannot save either elf without the use of deadly force,” said his battle computer. “You have not had to kill anyone in almost two hundred years, wizard scout. Are you sure you want to start now? You are a healer now, remember?” 
 
    Richard did remember. His sins were so many that he had no desire to add to them by ever killing again. An image of a beaten elf chained to a stone as a sacrifice flashed in his mind. I’m not going to fail this time, he thought. I can’t save them both. I have to make a choice. Which one lives and which one dies? 
 
    Without the scent of Leethor’s bondmate, Richard had no way of telling which female to save. He made a split-second decision and chose the elf on the ground. Snapping off a shot from his .44 caliber AutoMag, the heavy bullet snapped the orc’s spear in half before continuing into its chest. The impact knocked the orc away from the female. Wasting no time, Richard twisted his battle suit as hard as he could and brought the AutoMag to bear on the second orc. Even as he pulled the trigger, he knew the second shot was going to be too late to save the other female. 
 
    As if in slow motion, Richard watched the serrated point of the orc’s spear tear into the female’s back. He sensed the spear slip between the elf’s ribs, tear through her body, and come out her belly. At the same moment, the orc’s head snapped back as the AutoMag’s heavy bullet slammed into the orc’s forehead. The force of the round knocked the orc away from the elf, but the damage had been done. 
 
    “Meshoan!” 
 
    The agonizing cry full of fear and loss from the elf commander told Richard he’d chosen wrong. Daring a glance in the direction of the main body of elves, he noticed Leethor leading a reckless charge against the group of orcs that had been preventing him from reaching his fallen bondmate. The elves around him were only a step behind as they followed their leader in a desperate charge. They had taken few losses until now due to their skill and discipline. Richard had a feeling that was soon going to change. A part of him wanted to join the heroic but doomed charge. Surprisingly, a calmer part of his mind controlled his emotions and forced him to think logically. He supposed he was maturing. 
 
    “Give me an analysis of the orc’s weaknesses,” Richard ordered his battle computer. 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Within nanoseconds, a stream of recommendations with percentages appeared in the space Richard shared with his battle computer. Picking the highest percentage option, he raised his AutoMag and took aim at the weakest of the orc magic users. He fired two rounds. The shield surrounding the magic user deflected the first round, but the shield was weak. It was designed to stop magic energy and slow-moving arrows, not five hundred grams of brerellium steel with a core of depleted uranium traveling at almost fifteen hundred feet per second. The second bullet slammed into the left side of the orc’s chest, killing her instantly. The part of the shield protecting the larger group of orcs disappeared. 
 
    The elf magic users were no slouches. When they noticed the opening in the shield, they loosed a volley of spells at the remaining orc shamans. The orc’s defenses held against the initial volley, but within seconds, two balls of magic penetrated the remaining shields. Red balls of fire engulfed two of the orc shamans. As soon as they did, the defensive shields the orcs had so painstakingly built around their comrades dissipated into nothingness. 
 
    Two of the elf magic users diverted their attention to the group of orcs surrounding the elf camp. A couple of fireballs disrupted the orc’s tight formation. At that moment of chaos, Leethor’s charging elves made contact with the orcs. The battle turned into a massacre. Orc limbs and other body parts flew through the air. 
 
    Richard heard ram horns sound retreat. The orc’s infantry didn’t have to be told twice. As the orc resistance melted away, Leethor’s elves succeeded in reaching the elf camp. Within seconds, the only creatures Richard could see in the clearing were the panting elves standing around their commander. Leethor was kneeling on the ground, cradling his bondmate in his arms. The point of the spear protruded from the elf’s belly with the broken shaft sticking out of her back. Richard reached out with his mind and touched the elf’s wounds. She had only seconds of life remaining. 
 
    Richard had no doubt the elf commander knew his bondmate’s wound was fatal. Stancil stood helpless nearby. The wound was too massive for normal healing methods. 
 
    “Stancil?” Leethor asked. 
 
    “Sorry, Commander,” said Stancil. “There is nothing I can do. I would just cause your bondmate additional pain for no reason.” 
 
    Richard wasn’t an empath, but the emotions of grief coming from the elf commander were strong enough that even he could sense them. As he watched, Leethor stroked his bondmate’s hair and whispered something in her ear. Meshoan opened her eyes and gazed back at Leethor.  
 
    Richard thought he saw a twinge of a smile appear on the female’s bloody lips. She loves him, he thought. 
 
    “Information in my databanks indicates elves do not love,” said his battle computer. “I detect the links between the two elves have an emotional component that is stronger than what humans call love.” 
 
    Richard ignored his battle computer, too busy watching the scene before him. 
 
    Tears began streaming down Leethor’s face. “Meshoan, don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me.” 
 
    Richard eyed the bloody point of the spear protruding from the torn flesh. He sensed a second life form inside the female. He made a spur-of-the-moment decision. This is going to hurt, he thought. 
 
    “I calculate it is going to hurt a lot,” said his battle computer. “Are you sure you want to proceed?” 
 
    Jostling through the crowd surrounding the elf commander and his dying bondmate, Richard forced his way forward with the strength of his battle suit. 
 
    Leethor must have heard the elves’ harsh words of warning. He looked up just as several elves grabbed Richard’s arms and held him back a couple of meters away. A half a dozen swords ensured he couldn’t get closer without forcing a fight. 
 
    The burliest of the elves growled, “Just one twitch, human. Just one more step toward her and my sword will be through your heart before the next beat.” 
 
    “Kadcherr,” said Leethor. “Let the human go.” Looking at Richard, he said, “Tend to the other wounded if you can help them. Save as many as possible.” The elf commander turned his attention back to his dying bondmate.  
 
    The gurgling sound of her breathing told Richard it was nearly over. 
 
    “I can save them,” he said “I can save both the baby and her. There’s still time, but we have to hurry.” 
 
    “Impossible,” said Stancil. “It is too late.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Richard argued. “I’ve healed female elves before. It’ll be hard, but it’s not impossible. We have to hurry, though.” 
 
    Leethor looked like he only partially heard what Richard was saying.  
 
    In spite of her pain, Meshoan appeared to hear and understand. “Then save my baby,” said the dying elf. “Please save my baby.” 
 
    “Baby? What baby?” muttered Leethor. 
 
    “Leethor!” Richard pleaded. He had a burning need to save the elf if he could. He owed it to the elf in the cavern. “I can save your bondmate, but she’s almost gone. I have to act now.” 
 
    Stancil spoke up. “He did heal Trextor’s hand. Maybe…” 
 
    Sounding desperate, Leethor said, “Then save her.” 
 
    Richard removed his helmet and gloves. He stepped forward and knelt down as he reached out to grab the female’s arm. 
 
    “No!” shouted Leethor, slapping Richard’s hand away. 
 
    At the same time, the elf Leethor had called Kadcherr yelled, “Do not touch her, you filthy human!” The big elf thrust his sword forward, striking Richard in the chest.  
 
    The elven steel was sharp, but it wasn’t magic. The blade glanced off without leaving so much as a scratch on the dull black material of the battle suit. 
 
    Kadcherr raised his sword again, aiming a strike at Richard’s unprotected head. 
 
    “Stop!” Leethor ordered. Pointing at Richard, he said, “Do not touch her. Tell Stancil what to do. He will do it for you.” 
 
    Richard wanted to save the elf but wasn’t prepared to fight to do it.  
 
    The same couldn’t be said for the dying Meshoan. In an apparent desperate act to save her unborn child, the female reached out with a last surge of strength and grabbed Richard’s bare hand with hers. Locking eyes with him, she gasped, “Please save my baby.” 
 
    Meshoan’s actions caught Leethor and the others by surprise. The elf commander tried to pull his bondmate away from Richard, but even in her last moments of life, the strength of desperation allowed her to hang on. She refused to release her grip. 
 
    A pained expression came over Leethor’s face. 
 
    “They’re linked,” said Richard’s battle computer. “He feels her pain. He knows his attempts are hurting her.” 
 
    “Enough,” Leethor shouted at the elves trying to pull Richard away. “Let him be!” 
 
    The elves released their hold. Even the beefy Kadcherr stepped back. 
 
    Leethor reached out and grabbed Richard by the back of the neck and pulled him close. Whispering through gritted teeth, he said, “Then save her, but if you fail, I swear I will kill you with my bare hands.” 
 
    Richard ignored the elf’s threat, used to not being appreciated. He wanted to heal the female for his own reasons, and he was determined not to fail her. Despite the stares of those around him, he removed the top part of his battle suit to expose the area where the worst of the female’s wounds would be replicated. He wanted the elves to see and understand what happened when he healed. 
 
    Looking at the big elf that had tried to skewer him with his sword, Richard said, “When I tell you, pull the spear out of her body. Don’t worry about hurting her. I’m the one that’ll feel the pain, not her.” Grabbing the medic Stancil, Richard forced him to kneel next to Leethor. “Both of you hold her as still as you can. Once the healing starts taking effect, she may try fighting against the spear and cause more damage to herself and the baby.” 
 
    Wasting no more time, Richard reached out with his left hand and grabbed the female’s right forearm in a tight grip. He locked his hand to her arm with Power to keep from unconsciously letting go when the pain got bad. At the same time, he reached out with his mind and began drawing the elf’s injuries into his own body. The pain was immediate. His belly ruptured spewing blood and bile on the elves standing closest to his front. 
 
    Richard screamed.  
 
    He wanted to let go of the elf’s arm to make the pain stop, but the Power lock prevented him. The female’s injuries and the lesser injuries of the fetus inside her continued transferring to his body. Even in his pain, Richard reminded himself that he had to take on all the injuries before he could begin healing her wounds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 65 – Emp-healer 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Leethor stared at the human writhing on the ground. The man had a gaping wound in his belly. He noticed the stunned elves around him with splatters of the human’s blood dripping down their faces.  
 
    The human stopped screaming long enough to yell at Corporal Kadcherr. “Pull it out now!” 
 
    The burly elf reacted instantly to the human’s command as if he were used to being ordered around by human healers. Grasping the spear point with his bare hands, Kadcherr gave a sharp pull. The spear point and its broken shaft came out with a single tug. 
 
    Through his bond link, Leethor sensed Kadcherr’s action didn’t cause his bondmate any additional pain. In fact, the moment the spear was removed, her pain appeared to decrease. Within seconds, Leethor sensed Meshoan’s pain disappear altogether. As Leethor continued to watch, the jagged hole in his bondmate’s stomach closed completely over. His bondmate took a deep breath before opening her eyes. She looked confused. Leethor felt the life force in his bondmate return with a speed that was nothing short of miraculous. 
 
    Looking deep into his bondmate’s eyes, Leethor whispered, “Meshoan, Meshoan.” 
 
    For a few infinite seconds, their minds locked through their bond link. All was well. 
 
    Slowly Leethor came back to the real world. He realized the human was no longer screaming. The man was curled up on the bloody ground in a tight ball, groaning. 
 
    Stancil knelt next to the human. “He is an emp-healer. I have heard of them, but I have never seen one. He took Meshoan’s wound and replicated it on his own body in order to heal her. It will probably be several minutes before he regains consciousness.” 
 
    Stancil rushed to Meshoan’s side and did a quick check. “Her wound is completely healed, Commander. There is not even a scar.” The medic placed a hand on Leethor’s shoulder. “She is going to be fine. I need to go now and help as many of the others as I can.” Stancil hurried off to kneel by the side of one of the nearby elves with an arrow protruding from his chest. 
 
    Leethor didn’t want to leave his bondmate but had other duties. He sensed his bondmate’s vitality through their bond link. The medic was right. She was going to be fine. 
 
    “Meshoan, I—” 
 
    His bondmate placed two fingers on his lips. “Go. Take care of your troops. They need you more than I do right now. The orcs may rally and come back.” 
 
    Leethor smiled at his bondmate before nodding. “We will talk later. Then you can explain ‘the baby’ comment you made. Okay?” 
 
    “Agreed,” replied Meshoan. “Now go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 66 – What Healers Do 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Slowly, Richard came to his senses. His belly hurt. It felt like a hot coal was lodged deep inside his guts, but the pain was bearable. 
 
    “Good, you are conscious,” said his battle computer in their shared space. “Your wound is almost healed. I calculate attempting to heal two life forms at the same time made the experience more difficult.” 
 
    Richard agreed. The elf’s wound had been bad, but he’d healed worse with a lot less pain. Or at least he thought he had. Like usual, the memory of the pain was fading fast. 
 
    “I calculate an eighty-four percent probability that if the memory of the pain from healing others was not taken away,” said his battle computer, “you would not heal anyone again.” 
 
    “You can make that a hundred percent,” Richard whispered out loud. “I think ‘the One’ purposely makes me forget to lull me into thinking the pain from the next healing will be less than it turns out to be.” 
 
    “What was that?” came a soft, feminine voice. 
 
    Richard rolled over in the direction of the voice.  
 
    The female elf he’d healed sat cross-legged six paces away, leaning against a couple of packs someone had apparently brought her as a backrest. She looked a mess. The front of her tunic and pants were covered in blood and gore.  
 
    Richard did a quick scan. The two power readings registering from her confirmed the double healing had worked. “Meshoan. Right?” he asked. 
 
    The elf nodded. “Yes. After what you did, I think it is only fitting for you to call me Meshoan.” 
 
    “How long have I been out?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Just a few minutes,” Meshoan answered. “Leethor is organizing our defenses. He sent a runner to inform the other camp what happened.” Meshoan looked down at the ground, then back at Richard. “Thank you, healer, for saving my baby.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    An awkward silence ensued. Richard noticed the elf was looking at him, taking his measure as much as he was hers. He was the first to avert his eyes. He busied himself with a quick scan of the battlefield, noticing the orcs had taken a beating. 
 
    “The orcs lost a hundred and four dead or dying,” said his battle computer. “The elves took four dead and twelve wounded of their own. I calculate five of the wounded will not survive.” 
 
    Richard noticed Stancil kneeling beside an elf twenty meters to his left. Other elves were lying on the ground around him. The medic appeared busy attempting to stop blood oozing out around an orc arrow sticking out of the wounded elf’s chest. Reaching out with his mind, Richard scanned the wounded elf. It was apparent Stancil was fighting a losing battle. The orc’s arrow had nicked an artery. The strained look on Stancil’s face told Richard the medic probably knew his attempt to save the elf was hopeless. 
 
    I guess he’s too loyal to his troops to stop trying, Richard thought. 
 
    A glance around the elves’ camp showed dozens of bloody bodies littering the ground. Most were orcs. Leethor and the majority of his troops were a hundred meters to the north, advancing in a skirmish line to clear out the few remaining orcs who were either too brave or too stupid to retreat. An elf with an arrow sticking out of her arm stood near Stancil, attempting to help several of the other elves who were badly wounded. Richard’s scan told him they were semi-stabilized. He noticed the bodies of four elves laid out in a neat row to one side with blankets covering their faces. 
 
    Stancil took a moment from his work to glance in Richard’s direction. The elf didn’t say anything, but Richard had no doubt there was an unspoken request in the medic’s eyes. To his credit, Stancil merely nodded at Richard before placing a fresh wad of cloth over the red-stained bandage on the elf’s chest and applying pressure. 
 
    Richard leveraged himself to his feet, slipping on blood-soaked grass. He didn’t need his battle computer to tell him he’d slipped in his own blood. 
 
    “Healer, where are you going?” asked Meshoan. She sounded concerned. “You are still weak.” 
 
    “The name’s Rick,” Richard said. “Your medic needs help. I’ll be fine.” He made his way to Stancil, then knelt beside him and looked at the wounded elf. “Can you use some help?” 
 
    Without looking up from his charge, Stancil replied, “I can use all the help I can get, healer.” Pointing at a nearby soldier with his head, he said, “Help him if you can, and then continue from there. I have my hands full with this one.” 
 
    Normally, Richard would’ve just complied with the elf’s request. After all, the wounded soldiers were the medic’s people, not his. For some reason, he didn’t. Something inside him made him feel sorry for the wounded elves. 
 
    “Probably the bit of elf DNA inside you,” said his battle computer. 
 
    “Probably,” Richard said. “Now stop reading my thoughts.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Reaching past Stancil, Richard placed both of his hands over the blood-soaked hands of the medic. When the medic looked at him, he said, “You can’t help this one. You can’t always cheat death; you have to pick your battles.” 
 
    “He is a friend.” Stancil’s eyes were shiny. The elf looked at the other wounded. “They are all friends. I will not let any more of them die.” 
 
    “No more will die,” Richard sounded determined, despite knowing the promise he was making was going to cost him a great deal of pain. “Go help the others. Leave this one to me. He’s going to be all right.” 
 
    Stancil didn’t move right away. “Are you sure? His wound is almost as bad as Meshoan’s. Why would you endure pain for someone you do not even know?” 
 
    Smiling slightly, Richard answered with a confidence he hadn’t felt in a very long time. “For the same reason you would, Stancil—because we’re healers. It’s what we do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 67 – Sheshna 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Once Jeena ensured the long corridor from the Hall of Meeting was deserted, she leaned against a marble wall and rested her head on her arm. She was mentally and physically exhausted. As usual, the council meeting had turned into another long drawn out fight. Lord Sheshna and his cronies had once again pressed her hard. 
 
    He makes everyone think he is trying to help, but he does not fool me. He has set a trap for both the high lord and me. If only the Lady would show me how to avoid his trap, but she is not even sending me emotions anymore. 
 
    Jeena dreaded the upcoming greeting ceremony. 
 
    Leethor and Meshoan will be arriving at Silverton with King Halmafad tomorrow afternoon. Sheshna has got it timed so I will not even be able to check out the humans before the ceremony. I will be busy with Reale getting ready. Frustrated, Jeena pounded the wall. How did I ever let it get this far? she wondered. I should have stopped Lord Sheshna when he first brought up that fifty-year prophecy nonsense. It is two hundred years, not fifty. 
 
    Jeena knew prophecies were open to many interpretations. After years of research, the best soothsayers agreed that the reference to the ‘one ring’ in the prophecy was the ancient Letian meaning for two hundred years, not the old Letian meaning of fifty years. 
 
    That is backed up by the reference to ‘four rings,’ Jeena thought. Even Elisinsar agrees the prophecy says I will meet my bondmate again at the two-hundredth anniversary of my escape. 
 
    Jeena knew her bondmate, a short-lived human, would need divine intervention to be alive at the two-hundredth year. That’s what made her even more sure it was the two-hundredth year. Fifty years, on the other hand, wouldn’t take divine intervention. 
 
    Even if my bondmate were still alive, he would be seventy or eighty years old by now. Eighty years is a long time for humans. He would still be my bondmate, but I refuse to believe the Creator would be so cruel as to bring us back together at the fiftieth year. Jeena thought about the prospect for a moment. If the Creator did bring him back at the fiftieth year, age would not matter. I would try to spend as much time with him as possible before he passed from this world to the next. Then when my time came to leave this world, we would have all eternity to be together. 
 
    Jeena sighed. Sometimes she wished the Dalinfaust had killed her that night in the cavern. She couldn’t say she’d been all that happy since then. 
 
    “Lord Jeehanathoraxen,” came a deep voice. “Good. I had hoped I would be able to speak to you in private.” 
 
    Jeena closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind. She didn’t feel like facing Lord Sheshna right now. Removing any trace of emotion from her face, she turned to her political adversary. “Lord Sheshna, I think we talked quite enough in the council chamber. I am tired. I want nothing more than to go home.” 
 
    “Yes, I have noticed you seem stressed lately, Lord Jeehanathoraxen. I apologize if I have been responsible in even the slightest way. I am only thinking of what is best for the elven race. Surely you know that.” 
 
    Jeena said nothing. She had no doubt Lord Sheshna was loyal to the elves. Even so, she knew his political maneuvering was strictly for him. It’d been common knowledge for several centuries that he coveted the position of High Lord. She had no doubt he’d use any legal means to get it, no matter how costly it was to others. 
 
    “Lord Jeehanathoraxen, Jeehana, please, let us set aside our differences a bit. Your parents and I were good friends. You may not remember, but I used to come over and hold Ceril, Meredith, and you on my lap when you were young. I used to tell you stories of elven heroes of old.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember,” Jeena said. “I was young, but I remember thinking those were good times.” 
 
    “Then you should know that when I say I am concerned about you, I truly am.” 
 
    Jeena snorted. “You have put me in a precarious position, Lord Sheshna. You know very well it is not going to be the fiftieth year. It is the two-hundredth year.” 
 
    “Why, Jeehana, how can you have so little confidence in the Lady. Have I not explained many times how the prophecy points to the—” 
 
    “Stop it, Lord Sheshna. We are alone here. You have done everything in your power to push ahead the part of the prophecy that has very little backing or basis.” 
 
    “Not so, Jeehana. There are many who think the fiftieth year is a significant part of the prophecy.” 
 
    “I will not rehash everything that was just said in the council chamber,” Jeena said. “What is it you want?” 
 
    “What I want, Jeehana, is for you to think over the consequences of making a bad decision.” 
 
    Jeena raised her eyebrows. She wasn’t sure where Lord Sheshna was headed. 
 
    “What I mean, Jeehana,” the old elf explained, “is that King Halmafad and the rest of the humans will be here tomorrow. They will appear before the Council of Light on exactly the fiftieth year of your escape from the Dalinfaust. An elf less intelligent than you might be tempted to pick a conveniently aged human and claim he was your savior.” 
 
    Anger welled up inside Jeena. “How can you say that? I have bonded already. Do you think I would give my bonding pledge to someone other than my true bondmate?” 
 
    “Jeehana, I am not going to argue the same words with you again either. You cannot have a bondmate. There was no pledge made before witnesses. If there were witnesses, they have never come forward to testify to the authenticity of your supposed bonding. Your human ‘savior’ has not appeared before the Council of Light, so he cannot be an elf friend. He has not appeared at a Midnight Blessing, and he has not been with you in the Presence of the Lady. Consequently, even if such a human did exist, he would not be your lawful bondmate. We have rehashed this over and over.” 
 
    Lord Sheshna glanced nervously over his shoulder apparently making sure the hallway was still clear. He looked back at Jeena. 
 
    “Even your bonded— Yes, do not look so surprised. I freely admit you have a bond link. Anyone can see that. However, even you cannot deny your bond is strange. Bondmates have two links; two, not one. They are one-way links. Yours is a single link that leads to nowhere. You claim it is a two-way link, but that is hard to prove or to disprove when there is nothing at the other end. If the person to whom you gave your bond link ever existed, he is obviously dead by now. I fail to understand why you do not realize this.” 
 
    “He is not dead,” Jeena said, trying to control her emotions. It was all she could do to keep tears of anger from flowing down her face. “I see now where you are headed with this, Lord Sheshna. You are not concerned about me. You fear I will give my bonding pledge to one of the humans, even if he is not my bondmate. Well, rest assured, I shall not. I have no desire to spend the rest of my life as a slave passed from one generation of humans to the next. Do you think I am so foolish that I would accept a life of servitude just to spite you?” 
 
    The old elf didn’t bother answering. It was apparent to Jeena that he did fear she would do precisely that. 
 
    “Cast aside your worry, Lord Sheshna. You can believe what you want, but I know my bondmate is alive. Our bonding was blessed by the Lady herself.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “Yes, I do say,” Jeena replied, beginning to lose control of her temper. “Regardless, you have put me in a position where I shall be forced tomorrow to go through the motions of preparing for a bonding ceremony. To appease the crowd, I must appear before the council wearing my bonding dress. Both you and I know it won’t be the fiftieth year. It is supposed to be the two-hundredth year. There will be no bonding pledge.” 
 
    This time Lord Sheshna snorted. “How wonderful it must be to be so young but yet have so much knowledge.” 
 
    Jeena mentally smiled. The old elf was becoming irritated. Good, she thought. The conversation is not going the way he hoped. At least I am forcing him into a position he would rather avoid. Jeena decided to make him even more irritated. 
 
    “For one so old, you seem to know so little. Do you think we are all fools? Everyone knows your agents filtered King Halmafad’s party to make sure no one over forty-five years of age is coming to Silverton. If I were you, I would be concerned the crowd might turn on you if they decide you have intentionally circumvented the prophecy.” 
 
    “Now, Jeehana, you have me all wrong. I was merely concerned that the trek to Silverton would be hard. I have no doubt the Tree of Light and the Lady will ensure your savior will appear here if that is their desire. Surely you do not think his age will be a hindrance? If the Creator wills him to be here, then he will be here,” A sly smile crossed Lord Sheshna’s face. “Even if your human is eighty or ninety years old, I am sure he will be able to perform his duties during your bonding night in the Presence of the Lady.” 
 
    The old elf’s last words cut deep. By sheer force of will, Jeena kept her emotions under leash. “Is that all, Lord Sheshna? I am tired. We gain nothing by arguing.” 
 
    “All right, Jeehana,” said Lord Sheshna as he glanced down the hallway again in both directions. “I am going to be completely honest with you. I admit that I do not believe the prophecy indicates fifty years. Like you, I have no doubt the prophecy references two hundred years. That is, if this were the time of the prophecy, I would believe that. However, I am not of that opinion.” 
 
    Jeena opened her mouth to speak, but Lord Sheshna raised his gnarled hand to cut her off. 
 
    “Let me finish. I do not believe a human could ever be an elf friend. That is unthinkable. I do not believe the Lady in her wisdom would hinge the fate of our empire on humans.” 
 
    Jeena lost the battle with her anger. “Are you calling me a liar, Sheshna?” 
 
    Again, Lord Sheshna raised his hand. “I have not finished. I did not mean to imply you lied, but I do believe you have skewed the facts in your own mind. You were held captive, and someone freed you; that is obvious. I do not believe that someone was an elf friend. You know as well as I that no one can be an elf friend unless he is declared so by the Council of Light. That has not happened in fourteen thousand years. I suspect it will not happen for another fourteen thousand.” 
 
    “Now who thinks they know everything?” Jeena asked. 
 
    “I did not say I know. I said I suspect,” said Lord Sheshna. “You and I are both mortals. We do not know everything, although I believe both you and I think differently sometimes. I freely admit I do not believe it’s the fiftieth year. I also do not believe the one who freed you has anything to do with the prophecy. However, if the Creator wills it, then it will be so. If indeed the Lady selected your rescuer to be an elf friend, then he will be even if he is a human. If it is the Lady’s will that he shows up tomorrow on the fiftieth year, and that the council declares him elf friend, then he will be there and an elf friend he shall be.” 
 
    “Then why have you done everything possible to prevent him from appearing?” Jeena asked more than a little confused. 
 
    “Everything I have done, I have done for a good reason,” Sheshna replied proudly. “Yes, I have done everything I can to make sure it will be physically impossible for your rescuer to appear. You are honest to a fault, Lord Jeehanathoraxen, but do not think that the high lord is any less politically minded than I. If it was within his power to set up a situation where someone could conveniently be named elf friend to further his political ends, he would do so.” 
 
    “That is a lie.” 
 
    “No, it is not a lie. I happen to know better. I have lived a lot longer than you, Jeehana, a lot longer. I have seen things that have caused me to be suspicious. So yes, I admit I have set up a situation where nothing short of divine intervention could make the council declare a human as an elf friend. My only concern is that in your desperation, you will give your bonding pledge to anyone just to keep the high lord in power.” 
 
    “I would not—” 
 
    “Are you that certain, Jeehana? Maybe you would, and maybe you would not, but let me tell you this. If tomorrow night you kneel before one of the humans and give your bonding pledge, the Council of Light will not declare him an elf friend. I have allies. I have more votes on the council than necessary to back me up. We also will not recognize your bonding. It would not matter anyway. There is not a human alive who would turn down your bonding pledge. If, in your foolishness and pride, you give your pledge to one of them, you know what that will mean; slavery. It does not matter if you have given your bond link to another. You will be honor bound by your pledge to serve the human. For the rest of your life, you will be a slave. You will be passed from one human to another, and he will share you with his friends. Once you give your pledge, there will not be a thing anyone can do about it.” 
 
    Even in her anger, Jeena knew Lord Sheshna’s words held some truth. He probably did have enough votes on the council to prevent the recognition of any bonding pledge she might make. 
 
    “Just leave me alone, Sheshna.” 
 
    “As you will, Jeehana. I will leave you alone. I will say this one final thing in my own defense. I am loyal to the elven race. Although you may not believe it, I would give my own life to save yours if the need arose. I will even make this oath to you. If it is the Lady’s will that your human appear before the Council of Light tomorrow night, and if it is her will that he be named elf friend, and if indeed you make a bonding pledge, and it is blessed by the Lady, then I, Lord Sheshna, will personally stand watch-guard at the entrance to the Presence of the Lady on your bonding night.” Lord Sheshna laughed. “I do not think I will have to do that. There is no elf friend. Your own mind has deluded you. You do not have a bondmate. What you have is an abomination of a bond link that in your delusion, you think is your bondmate’s. In reality, it is probably a self-created link that has never been connected to anyone and goes nowhere. You have never consented to give the council or anyone else the details of your escape, so how are we to make any other judgment?” 
 
    Jeena said nothing. She just glared at the old elf. 
 
    Lord Sheshna nodded his head. “I bid you good night, Lord Jeehanathoraxen. I feel sorry for you. Even so, I am not going to let either you or the high lord destroy the elven race to further your own political purposes.” With those words, the old elf turned and walked back the way he’d come. 
 
    Jeena waited until he was gone. When all was again silent in the corridor, she leaned against the wall and began to cry. She hadn’t cried in fifty years. 
 
    “Oh, my bondmate,” she whispered. “Where are you?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 68 – Silverton 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Once Commander Leethor reconsolidated his trooper, he had his soldiers burn their dead. They left the orcs for the wolves and crows. Within three hours of the attack on the elves, Richard and the others were again moving in the direction of the elves’ capital city, Silverton. Although the smaller group of elves containing the females didn’t join the elves escorting King Halmafad, Richard sensed them keeping pace just out of sight of the main group. 
 
    “I calculate the elf commander does not want the females near humans,” said his battle computer. 
 
    “I’m a human,” Richard pointed out. “So watch what you say.” 
 
    “Compliance. However, you are not from Portalis. You keep your emotions hidden, for the most part.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said. He didn’t enjoy talking to his replacement battle computer nearly as much as he did Nickelo. While the replacement was competent, he had no sense of humor. 
 
    A drop of sweat threatened to fall down Richard’s forehead into his eye. He wiped it away with his hand. 
 
    “Leethor’s pushing us hard,” Richard said. “It’s too hot to keep this pace for long.” 
 
    “I calculate the elf wants to put as much distance between him and the orcs as possible. The elf commander appears to be taking a longer route. I heard one of the elves say they had to be in Silverton tomorrow afternoon regardless of the cost.” 
 
    “Well, it’s still too hot,” Richard said. 
 
    “You would be cooler if you had kept your battle suit on instead of changing back into your healer’s robe.” 
 
    “People expect me to fight when I’m in armor,” Richard said. “I’m a healer. I’ve killed too many people already. Healing’s the only way I can begin to make up for the wrongs I’ve done over the years.” 
 
    “That does not compute.” 
 
    Richard was about to comment further when he noticed King Halmafad stumble. The king’s nephew, Lord Donovan, grabbed his uncle’s arm. 
 
    “I can still walk on my own,” said King Halmafad. “I’m not so old I need help from some young fool.” 
 
    Lord Donovan, or Danny as his companions called him, smiled. He was a young man of twenty-four. Brash like most young men, he sometimes gave the impression he thought he was the Creator’s gift to women. Despite the fact he was somewhat of a lout, Richard like the young man anyway. 
 
    “They should’ve let us bring horses,” said Danny. “The pace is too fast for you, sire.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” said King Halmafad. 
 
    Richard smiled. He liked the proud king. He had ever since they’d first met ten years ago. 
 
    Reaching out with his mind, Richard wrapped the king with Power from the reserve he used to heal others. He pulled the king’s fatigue into himself. Almost immediately, King Halmafad shook free of his nephew and stepped out at a quick pace. 
 
    “It will be a cold day in hell when you can outwalk me, boy.” 
 
    “That was wasteful of your Power, wizard scout,” said his battle computer. 
 
    “Maybe,” Richard said, “but I’d do it again.” 
 
    As it turned out, Richard had to do it several times over the next few hours. Leethor pushed them hard all day and into the evening. Occasionally, the elf commander fell back and walked beside Richard. After an awkward ‘thank you,’ they both silently agreed to avoid speaking about the battle or the healing of the elf’s bondmate. Other than that restriction, Richard found Leethor to be a fountain of information about Silverton and the everyday lives of elves in the city. By the morning of the next day, Richard had a feeling Leethor and him were well on the way to becoming friends. Just past noontime, Leethor led the way to a ridgeline overlooking a broad valley. A white-walled city was visible in the distance. 
 
    “It’s changed,” Richard said in his shared space. 
 
    “Of course it has changed,” replied his battle computer. “According to the information in my databanks, it has been sixty thousand years since you helped King William and his half-sister fight that demon. According to my databanks, the demon was using a giant as his avatar. You probably do not remember things clearly because ‘the One’ erases parts of your memory upon mission completion.” 
 
    “I remember enough to know it’s changed,” Richard said. “It’s a lot bigger. I’ve never been inside the city walls.” 
 
    An escort of armored knights riding chargers relieved Leethor and his troops of their humans. They began ushering King Halmafad and his party toward Silverton’s main gate. 
 
    Before he left, Leethor walked over to Richard. “I am sure we will see each other again, healer. Meshoan’s insisted that I ask you to dine with us before King Halmafad returns to the south. Both Meshoan and I would like you to consider us as friends.” 
 
    “Rick,” Richard said. “Call me Rick. My service with the king ends at midnight. I won’t be returning to the south. However, I’d be honored to dine with you before I leave, if I’m able. I’d like you to consider me a friend as well.” 
 
    Leethor gave Richard a strange look but said nothing. He nodded his head and fell in behind his soldiers as they departed in the direction of the smaller group of elves with the three females. 
 
    Within short order, the armored elves had Richard and the rest of the King’s party through the gates and into the city proper. Richard was amazed by the city. Everything was clean and well maintained. Nothing appeared elaborate at first glance, but when Richard studied the buildings closer, he noticed intricate carvings on the walls and trim. Even the undersides of the buildings’ eaves appeared to have been painstakingly carved with beautiful designs and symbols. They passed crowds of elves as they walked through the streets. Much to Danny and the other young men’s disappointment, the crowds consisted of only adult males. Richard sensed other elves inside the buildings. From their Power frequencies, he assumed a lot of them were females and children. 
 
    After a time, the knights passed the king’s party off to an elaborately dressed elf. He led the way to a white-marbled palace. Before long, they stood in a courtyard with several robed elves at the far end. 
 
    “High Lord,” said the elaborately dressed elf, “may I present King Halmafad and his…uh…party.” 
 
    “Thank you, Menetror,” said the high lord. Turning to King Halmafad, the elf said, “Welcome. I am High Lord Trenadine. My esteemed comrades are lords Sheshna and Thalos. 
 
    The elves and the king made small talk and traded niceties for several minutes.  
 
    Apparently bored, the king’s nephew, Danny, wandered over to Richard. “You should’ve worn your battle suit, Rick, instead of your healer robes. I get the feeling these elves are staring down their noses at us. I don’t like it. You’d have given them something to think about in that black armor of yours.” 
 
    “I’m a healer,” Richard said. “That’s all I want to be.” 
 
    “Then you should’ve let me wear it,” said Danny grinning. “I’d have given them something to think about.” 
 
    Richard laughed. “I’ll bet you would. I’m just not sure that would’ve been a good thing.” 
 
    Danny frowned for a second before breaking out in a laugh of his own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 69 – Preparation 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Once Reale placed the tiara on Jeena’s head, the combined effect of the glow-stones in the headpiece and those sewn into her bonding dress lit the bedroom up with hundreds of small rainbows. 
 
    Looking at herself in the reflecting stone of her bedroom, Jeena said, “You have done well; both of you.” 
 
    “We had something special to start with,” said Meshoan. “You are beautiful as always, Jeehana.” 
 
    Jeena laughed. “You have not seen me first thing in the morning. I can be a mess.” 
 
    “I can vouch for that,” said Reale smiling. 
 
    Jeena looked at the two elves. “Thanks. I appreciate your help.” Reaching out, she held Meshoan’s hands in hers. “You have not even had time to see your children yet.” 
 
    “Oh, you do not rate that high, Jeehana,” smiled Meshoan. “Leethor and I stopped at his parent’s home as soon as we arrived. The children are fine. I knew they would be. I was not so sure about you.” 
 
    Jeena shrugged. “I am as well as can be expected. I suppose after tonight I can stop worrying about politics and concentrate on growing herbs.” 
 
    Something in Meshoan’s eyes drew Jeena’s attention. The two of them had spent a lot of time traveling together during the first couple of decades after she’d escaped the Dalinfaust. 
 
    “What is it?” Jeena asked. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” said Meshoan. “I just hate to see you give up so easily.” 
 
    Jeena looked at her friend for several seconds. “Do you know something I do not? You came back with Leethor. Did you meet the humans?” 
 
    “Only one,” replied Meshoan. “He looked like he was in his late twenties or so. Leethor said all the humans were except for the king.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jeena said, trying unsuccessfully to hide her disappointment. “Are you coming to the ceremony tonight? I can get you into the Lady’s garden if you would like. The high lord has forbidden any females from being in the Hall of Meetings.” 
 
    “Except for the members of the council,” added Reale. “We will have to be there. I have never been near a human before. How bad is it?” 
 
    Jeena exchanged glances with Meshoan. “It can get bad if the humans are in a fight or around females,” said Meshoan. “Other than that, the overflow of emotions from them is tolerable.” 
 
    “Tren is having the female council members wear heavy robes over our normal clothes with the hoods pulled over our faces,” Reale told Meshoan. “Normally, I would argue the point, but not this time.” 
 
    “He is probably right to do so,” Jeena said. “If the humans do not know we are there, then their emotions will be easier for us to handle.” She glanced at her image in the reflecting stone again. “Makes me wonder why I bothered getting dressed up if this is going to be covered up by a robe anyway.” 
 
    “You never know,” said Meshoan with a strange smile. 
 
    Reale nodded her head. “That is true. You never know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 70 – Summoned 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard trailed behind the others as they made their way toward the elves’ Hall of Meetings. Intricate tapestries of elves in battle with orcs, trolls, and other creatures of every shape and form lined the marble corridor. 
 
    One tapestry, in particular, drew Richard’s attention. The scene was of a battle in the valley in front of Silverton’s main gate. A massive giant and a unicorn carrying a female rider were locked in battle. A young boy on a white charger appeared to be leading a small group of elves and humans against the orcs surrounding the giant. Memories of that fateful day came flooding back into Richard’s mind. As he gazed over the tapestry, he noticed a scene in the upper left-hand corner. A figure in black armor wielding a red sword was on top of a dragon, stabbing downward. Richard smiled at the artistic license. His phase rod was no sword, and the armored tank he’d been fighting that day had been no dragon. 
 
    Richard sensed a presence at his side. He didn’t need to look to know it was the king’s nephew. 
 
    “I see you’ve found my uncle’s namesake,” said Danny. “I’ve heard the story often enough of how old King Matthew Halmafad led an army against the demon and saved the elves. That’s the old king’s half-sister on the unicorn. Of course, that happened like a gazillion years ago.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Richard said. “I’ve heard the story a lot over the years. I’m glad the boy-king lived. A lot of his soldiers didn’t. I’ve been told the unicorn was declared an elf friend after his death.” 
 
    Danny shrugged his shoulders and glanced at the other tapestries lining the walls of the hallway. “All of these pieces of so-called art are ancient history. I’m more interested in the here and now. Things have been too calm in the south. There hasn’t been a good fight since Uncle Halmafad defeated the Kolonians. You were there. You know.” 
 
    Richard nodded his head. He knew only too well. The battle had been ten years ago Portalis time, but two hundred years ago counting his time-commando missions. He hadn’t done any fighting that day, but he’d done a whole lot of healing. Since then, his time with King Halmafad had been peaceful for the most part. He’d healed a lot of people and in the process, been healed himself. The hurt he felt from his failure to save the elf’s life would never go away completely, but it was no longer the continual ache it had once been. 
 
    Looking Richard up and down, Danny said, “I’m glad the king made you wear that black armor of yours. You should wear it more often. I swear it makes you look wicked as hell.” 
 
    Richard smiled. Youth, he thought. He’s got no idea. 
 
    “I prefer my plain old healer’s robe,” Richard said. “I only put my armor on because the king asked me. It’s been my experience people respect healers a lot more than they respect someone in armor.” 
 
    “Ha,” laughed Danny. “You sound like my father. It’s been my experience people fear a man in armor. Fear gives respect.” 
 
    Richard shook his head but didn’t argue. He figured the young man would come to think differently after a few battles. 
 
    “He hasn’t had to kill anyone yet,” Richard told his battle computer. “It’s easy to talk tough until you have to look death in the face and watch those you care for die.” 
 
    “I calculate he will learn the hard way one day,” agreed his battle computer. 
 
    “You’re talking to yourself in your head again, aren’t you?” said Danny. 
 
    Richard smiled again. “You caught me fair and square. It’s a habit, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, you should watch out. These elves might think it strange. Now, how about letting me wear your battle helmet for a while? With my good looks and your helmet, I’ll have the females around here begging for my attention.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Richard handed his helmet to the young man. It wasn’t the first time he’d let the king’s nephew wear it. 
 
    “Be careful. You got drool on it the last time.” 
 
    “I don’t drool,” laughed Danny as he placed the helmet over his head. “Now lower the visor, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Richard lowered the visor to the bridge of the young man’s nose. 
 
    “How do I look?” asked Danny. 
 
    “Trust me, you don’t want to know,” Richard replied still smiling. 
 
    Before either of them could say anything further, a guard approached. “The high lord has requested all humans in the Hall of Meetings. They are about to start the greeting ceremony.” 
 
    Richard nodded his head and reached out his hand to Danny. Instead of returning his battle helmet, the young man took off running toward the meeting hall. 
 
    “I’ll give it back as soon as I impress the ladies,” shouted Danny over his shoulder. 
 
    Richard looked at the elf guard and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    The elf shrugged back, waving his hand in the direction Danny had taken. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Might as well,” Richard said. “I’d hate to think I got dressed up for nothing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 71 – Black Armor 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    As the time to enter the Hall of Meetings drew closer, Jeena and the other two female elven lords donned their bulky covering-robes and raised their hoods over the tops of their heads. Jeena pulled her hood opening together to cover her face as much as possible. Although the thick robes would be uncomfortable during the meeting, she figured it was better to suffer from the heat than have the humans know they were females. 
 
    When High Lord Trenadine saw they were ready, he nodded his head and led the way into the entrance door reserved for council members. Jeena and the other seven elven lords followed the high lord in single file with three steps between each member. Once inside, she walked to her seat at the marble table next to the high lord. 
 
    Looking out over the crowded room, Jeena listened to the cheerful conversations of several nearby elves. The crowd appeared to be in a good mood. She even detected an occasional burst of laughter. She got the feeling the elves lucky enough to be invited to the greeting ceremony were already anticipating the night’s schedule. The emotions she detected from the crowd contrasted sharply with her own. 
 
    They expect a miracle, Jeena thought. When it does not occur, their good mood will change quickly enough. 
 
    Jeena noticed that King Halmafad and the other humans weren’t present yet. She had no doubt the guards were probably even now summoning them to the Hall of Meetings. For reasons of his own, Lord Sheshna had insisted the greeting ceremony be scheduled to start precisely as the first rays of the full moon fell upon the statue of the Lady located in the garden. 
 
    Sheshna claims the timing will add dignity to the ceremony, Jeena thought. I seriously doubt that. More likely he is hoping when the crowd finds out that my bondmate is not among the humans, he will use the symbolism of the moonlight leaving the Lady’s statue as an argument the Lady no longer supports High Lord Trenadine and me. 
 
    Glancing at the left side of the long table, Jeena saw Lord Sheshna deep in conversation with Lord Thalos, the commander of Silvertine’s military forces. The old soldier seemed deeply interested in whatever Lord Sheshna was telling him. As she watched, Lord Thalos chuckled. Laughing wasn’t something the gruff veteran did often. Jeena assumed the two were going over the details of how a shift in the political power structure would soon occur. 
 
    The murmuring in the room stopped.  
 
    Jeena turned and looked over the heads of the elves crowding the hall. A wave of strong emotions preceded the humans even before they entered the western door. Jeena noticed Reale flinch on the other side of the high lord. She is even more sensitive to their emotions than me, she thought. Jeena looked at the lead human. He was obviously King Halmafad. As she’d been told, he was the only man in the group who looked over fifty. The rest of the human’s appeared relatively young. Jeena forced herself to study them. She guessed most of them were less than thirty years of age. 
 
    No surprise there, Jeena thought. Sheshna worked hard to ensure no one over the age of forty-five would be in the group. I suspect if he could have kept King Halmafad from attending the greeting ceremony, he would have done so. I am surprised he did not try. 
 
    Although Jeena knew her bondmate wouldn’t be there, she forced herself to look at each of the humans in turn, searching for anything familiar. She neither saw nor sensed anything that drew her attention. 
 
    Not that I know what I am looking for, Jeena thought. I was only with my bondmate for a few minutes, and I only saw the lower half of his face. The red visor from his helmet made seeing the upper half of his features difficult. 
 
    Jeena tried to remember what he looked like. She failed. The one thing she did remember was the impression she’d gotten that he had sad eyes. Despite her own pain in the cavern of the Dalinfaust, she’d sensed his sorrow through his eyes. She’d had a strange urge to comfort him even then. 
 
    Although the humans in the room were too far away for her to look into their eyes, Jeena had no desire to approach them closer. Their emotions were hard enough to handle from a distance. During her search over the years for her bondmate, she’d often been forced to question humans. Over time, she’d developed an ability to partially shield herself from their emotions. Even so, here in the very heart of elven society, the feelings of potent emotions from the humans were painfully intrusive. 
 
    They are blights on all I held dear, Jeena thought. I am almost glad my bondmate is not among them. Turning to High Lord Trenadine, Jeena said, “I count only eleven. I thought there were thirteen.” 
 
    “There are,” replied High Lord Trenadine. 
 
    Motioning to one of the guards, the high lord ordered him to check on the whereabouts of the other two humans. The guard hurried out of the room. Soon afterward, a human entered through the western door. 
 
    When Jeena saw the newest arrival, she stiffened. He was young, probably in his mid-twenties. He had long blond hair and a shaggy beard. It wasn’t the man’s physical appearance that drew her attention. What he wore on his head sent a shiver of excitement through her. He wore a black helmet with a shimmering red visor extending down to the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Reale must’ve noticed Jeena’s trembling hands because she leaned around the high lord and whispered, “What is it, Jeena? Do you recognize him? Is this your human?” 
 
    From the look of disgust on her adoptive mother’s face, Jeena got the feeling Reale hoped it wasn’t. The emotions coming from the newest human were even stronger than from the others. It was all Jeena could do to keep the disgust off her face. 
 
    Shaking her head, Jeena answered in a voice low enough so only Reale and Tren could hear. “No, of course not. Give me a little credit. That human is obviously a blustering lout. I would no more have him for a bondmate than I would an orc.” 
 
    High Lord Trenadine looked at Jeena. “I saw you react when he entered the room. It certainly appeared as if you recognized him.” 
 
    Jeena shook her head. “No. Not him. I have never seen him before. His helmet, on the other hand, is familiar. Have either of you ever seen anything like it before?” 
 
    “No, I have not,” admitted the high lord. “The material of the helmet looks strange, plus the visor looks more like a spell than a physical substance. It is an unusual piece of armor, to say the least.” 
 
    Jeena nodded her head. “My bondmate wore a helmet similar to that one when he rescued me from the Dalinfaust.” 
 
    “Jeena,” said Reale in a voice that sounded full of worry. “You are not thinking of giving your bonding pledge to this…this creature? Are you?” 
 
    “No, the Lady forbid,” Jeena whispered back. “That human is most definitely not my bondmate. Believe me, I am not foolish enough to give my pledge to anyone I have not positively identified as the one who saved me from the Dalinfaust.” 
 
    Reale sighed, looking relieved. “Good. You had me worried.” 
 
    “However,” Jeena added, “I would very much like for High Lord Trenadine and I to have a private discussion with this human after the meeting. I would like to know where he obtained his helmet. I find it difficult to believe there are many of them in existence.” 
 
    High Lord Trenadine nodded his head. “I am also curious how a human youth came into possession of something so strange. We will meet with both him and King Halmafad afterward. First, we must get through the greeting ceremony.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Jeena said. 
 
    Taking her eyes off the human for a second, Jeena glanced down the left side of the table. Lord Sheshna was looking at her. She thought he looked worried. 
 
    He must have noticed Tren and me talking, Jeena thought. I should probably let him continue worrying, but I am not that petty. 
 
    Making a motion with her hand to catch the old elf’s attention, Jeena shook her head to let him know that none of the group was her human. Lord Sheshna seemed to relax somewhat, but he continued watching her closely. 
 
    “There are still only twelve humans,” whispered Lord Reale. 
 
    At his bondmate’s comment, Tren signaled to another guard. The soldier immediately left the council chamber to find the missing human.  
 
    As they waited, Lord Reale leaned toward Jeena, “I know that except for King Halmafad all of these humans are too young to have rescued you fifty years ago, but do any of them resemble your human?” 
 
    Jeena paused as she considered her reply. She’d never told anyone the details of her time under Dillonath Mountain, or of her escape. Deciding to relax her secrecy somewhat, she leaned closer to her adoptive mother. 
 
    “No. Except for King Halmafad’s white hair, all of these humans have blond hair and beards. My bondmate was clean shaven, and I am positive his hair was dark. I am not sure of the exact color. Besides, most of these humans are short. My bondmate was at least as tall as me, maybe even a little taller. He also wore a full suit of black armor made out of the same material as that human’s helmet. One thing I remember very clearly about him was the way he moved. He had a way of walking that was very fluid, unlike the awkward moves of that oaf wearing the helmet.” 
 
    “So, you are saying he looked more like the human coming in now?” asked Lord Reale as she nodded her head toward the western entrance. “He is tall and wearing some kind of black armor. He looks dangerous.” 
 
    Something in Reale’s voice told Jeena that her adoptive mother wasn’t making a casual comment. Turning in her seat to face the entrance, Jeena spied two guards escorting another human into the Hall of Meetings. When she saw the newest arrival, her stomach tightened. She took a sharp breath feeling suddenly weak. 
 
    “Yes,” Jeena whispered. “He was more like that one.” 
 
    High Lord Trenadine and Lord Reale both stared at Jeena. She sensed they were waiting for her to say more. She made them wait as she stared at the human for several seconds. With eyes fixed on the human to the exclusion of all else, Jeena watched him make his way toward King Halmafad’s party. The human was taller than the others. He had short-cropped black hair that contrasted sharply with the long blond locks of his companions. The dull black armor he wore seemed to absorb the light almost as if afraid any kind of reflection would give away its wearer’s position. Several metallic objects were attached to the belt around his waist. Everything he wore was the same dull black color. Looking at the human’s armor more closely, Jeena noticed he was short a helmet. 
 
    When the black-clad human got within a dozen steps of the others, the young human wearing the helmet removed it from his head and threw it toward him. Through the murmuring of the crowd, Jeena caught the words, “Think fast!” or something to that effect. The human in black reached out with his left hand and caught the helmet in midair. Actually, the helmet seemed to come to his hand as if it drawn to it. In a fluid movement that appeared so practiced it was instinctive, the man flipped the helmet in his hand and hooked it to the left rear of his belt. At some point during the maneuver, the helmet’s red visor disappeared, and the helmet changed shape so it fit snugly against his hip. 
 
    The black-clad human said something back to the blond-headed youth but spoke too low for Jeena to hear. Apparently, his words were some kind of joke because the other humans nearby, including the blond-headed youth, began to smile and laugh. The one in black also smiled, but Jeena got the impression this human had a deep sadness within him that no amount of false smiles could completely conceal. 
 
    Fear swept over Jeena, tightening the muscles of her stomach even more and causing her hands to tremble. No, she thought. It cannot be tonight. I am not ready to make a decision tonight. Seeking the tickle at the back of her mind, Jeena mentally prayed, “Are you there, my Lady? I need help. Please.” 
 
    No answer came. Even the tingle at the back of her mind that normally indicated the Lady’s presence was absent. 
 
    It is not supposed to be tonight, Jeena thought. It cannot be. The prophecy points to the two-hundredth year, not the fiftieth. She started to panic, but quickly got control. Think logically, she thought. It cannot be him. He is too young. He is just wearing armor that looks similar to…? I mean, it cannot be him. Can it? 
 
    Jeena felt eyes on her. She tore her gaze away from the human long enough to look around the room. Most of the elves in attendance were staring at her. Some were even pointing and whispering to their neighbors. Glancing down the table at the other elven lords, Jeena noticed all their eyes were upon her as well. The air of expectancy was thick in the room. No elf had to be told this last human was different from the others. 
 
    It must seem obvious to them that this is the one Sheshna told them to expect, Jeena thought. They think this is my rescuer, but he is too young. My human would be an old man by now. I am not foolish enough to make my bonding pledge to this human without being sure he is my bondmate. If I am wrong, I would still be honor bound by my pledge. Sheshna was right. I would be a slave for the rest of my life. 
 
    Images of herself being passed from one human in the party to the next for their pleasure flashed through Jeena’s mind. She had a feeling each one, including the blond oaf, would probably have their turn with her before the night was over. 
 
    No, the risk is too great to make a decision without more information. I need more time to learn about him; to question him. Jeena knew she didn’t have time. Lord Sheshna has seen to that. I can see the moonlight already touching the Lady’s statue out in the garden. The greeting ceremony will begin soon. 
 
    “Lady, help me,” Jeena prayed. “Show me what to do. Give me a sign. Please.” 
 
    The Lady continued to remain silent.  
 
    Jeena knew she was on her own. 
 
    “Jeena,” said High Lord Trenadine. “Do not do anything foolish. We will meet with this new human after the greeting ceremony. We will question him and find out where he got his armor. Please do not do anything until we get more information.” 
 
    When Jeena didn’t respond, the high lord added, “Besides, he was not dressed in that black armor when I greeted the human’s earlier today. He is their healer, so that armor cannot be his.” 
 
    “Their healer?” Jeena asked in a dazed whisper. This is too much of a coincidence, she thought. He is a healer, same height, same hair, and same armor. This is a night mentioned in the prophecy. It is not the most likely choice, but it is still one of the nights mentioned. 
 
    Jeena tried to remember what Reale had told her. She sorted through her memories of their luncheon, remembering Reale’s words, “Our time is not the Creator’s time.” 
 
    What if this is him? Jeena thought. What if by some miracle he has not aged? Prophecies are predictions of what might happen—what should happen—but they are not guaranteed events. They can be broken if they are not followed. If this is the night of the prophecy, and if this is my bondmate, and if I do not give him my bonding pledge, there may never be another opportunity. 
 
    Jeena stared at the black-clad human. She traced her link to her bondmate, but it was still blocked the same as it had been ever since she’d left Dillonath Mountain. 
 
    I cannot risk not giving my bonding pledge before the council if he is the one, Jeena thought, but I have to be certain. I cannot give my pledge to the wrong person. I just cannot. 
 
    Turning to the high lord, Jeena said, “Tren, can you see the human in black?” 
 
    “Of course I can see him, Jeena. Everyone can see him. His armor sticks out like ivy on deadwood.” 
 
    “No,” Jeena said, “I mean do you ‘see’ him?” 
 
    This time the high lord must’ve realized she wanted to know if he could see the human’s aura. Jeena knew she wasn’t in a position to do it herself. The bleed off of emotions and auras from the other humans would swamp any probe by an emotion sensitive female like herself. She needed the high lord to act as her proxy. 
 
    Jeena sensed a stirring in the air as the high lord reached out with his senses. She felt him pull back after a few seconds. 
 
    “Well?” Jeena asked. 
 
    “I saw his aura,” said the high lord. “It was easy enough to find. It is full of base emotions along with a mixture of good and evil. They are exactly what I would expect from a human. You were wise not to try. I am glad Reale does not have to get any closer.” 
 
    Reaching out with her right hand, Jeena squeezed High Lord Trenadine’s wrist. “Are you sure you saw him? Or did you miss and sense one of the other humans around him?” 
 
    High Lord Trenadine scratched his head. He leaned over and looked into the shadow of Jeena’s hood. When he caught her eyes, the high lord said, “I am not sure what you want from me. He is right there. How can I miss? I saw his aura. I sensed his emotions. What more do you want me to say?” 
 
    Jeena felt herself shiver. She knew she was going to have to break her vow of secrecy some more. “When I was in the cavern of the Dalinfaust, I tried to sense my bondmate’s aura and kept missing. Even though he was only an arm’s length away, I missed.” When the High Lord raised his eyebrows, Jeena added, “He is neutral. My bondmate does not register as either good or evil. He is neutral, or as close enough to it not to make a difference. Please,” she urged, “try to sense him again, but this time look for neutral Power. Please. It is important.” 
 
    High Lord Trenadine shrugged his shoulders. “I am not quite sure how I am supposed to sense something neutral, but I will give it a try.” 
 
    The high lord hunched forward and stared in the direction of the humans. Jeena sensed him concentrate harder than his previous attempt. His face twitched. She sensed his probe pull back. 
 
    “That is strange,” the high lord whispered. “I missed him. I got the human behind him instead.” 
 
    Jeena grabbed her adoptive father’s wrist and squeezed. He didn’t complain. 
 
    “Try again,” Jeena insisted. 
 
    She sensed the high lord reach out once more, then felt him filtering out the emotions and auras of all the humans around the one in black. After a few seconds, he said, “That is impossible. Everything has an aura.” He looked at Jeena. “When I filtered the other humans out, nothing was left. He does not have an aura.” 
 
    “What about neutral Power?” Jeena asked barely able to contain her excitement. “Did you sense neutral Power?” 
 
    “I did not get that far,” admitted the high lord. “To be honest, I am not even sure how I would go about detecting neutral Power.” 
 
    Jeena knew how. She’d sensed the neutral Power in her bondmate fifty years ago by looking for the absence of any light or dark Power. It was a difficult concept to grasp, and she didn’t have time to explain it now. 
 
    The moonlight is already beginning to move off the Lady’s statue, Jeena thought. Once it does, Sheshna is going to deliver a devastating speech against the high lord. If I am going to do anything, it has to be done quickly. 
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, Jeena released the high lord’s wrist and reached out for the black-clad human with her senses. She was immediately assaulted by the emotions of the human’s around him. Her thoughts blurred. She retched as if someone had hit her in the stomach, but didn’t pull her mind back. She forged ahead searching for nothing. She found it. She also found Power, neutral Power, and a lot of it. 
 
    The emotions of the other humans continued to wash over her, threatening to break her passive scan. She forced her mind to stay in contact with the neutral Power. By using the neutrality of the human’s Power as an anchor point, she was able to use it as a shield to deflect the strongest emotions from the others. It helped. Jeena’s mind began to clear. 
 
    Now what? she thought. He has neutral Power, but that does not prove he is my bondmate. 
 
    Jeena silently cursed the blocked bond link. She could sense nothing from it. There’d be no help from that quarter. A quick look into the garden confirmed her fear that time was running out. The last of the moonlight had already reached the outstretched hand of the Lady’s statue. In less than a minute the statue would be covered in shadow again. Looking to her left, she noticed Sheshna’s eyes fixated on the Lady’s statue. She could almost feel the tenseness of his muscles as if bracing himself to jump up the moment the last of the moonlight left the statue and shout out whatever declaration he had up his sleeve. When she turned back to the front, Jeena noticed the black-clad human walking away from the other humans in the direction of the exits to the garden. 
 
    He is leaving the room, Jeena thought. If I am going to do anything, it has to be now. 
 
    In the cavern of the Dalinfaust, Jeena had been forced to make a once in a lifetime decision on short notice. She did so again. Scooting her heavy stone chair away from the table, she stood up. She heard both High Lord Trenadine and Lord Reale plead with her not to do anything rash, but she ignored them. She focused all of her senses on the human in black to the exclusion of all else. 
 
    Jeena purposely walked down the left side of the table to pass by Lord Sheshna and Lord Thalos. When she drew even with Lord Sheshna, he reached out with a wrinkled hand and grabbed her wrist just short of where she grasped her staff. 
 
    “Do not be an idiot,” he whispered. “I warned you. Even if you make your bonding pledge to this human, you will not have enough votes on the council to have him declared elf friend. You will be bonded to a human for nothing. Is that what you want? To be this human’s slave for the rest of your life? He is not old enough to be the one you seek. Do not be a fool.” 
 
    Jerking free of the old lord’s grasp, Jeena glared at both Sheshna and Thalos. Gritting her teeth, she put as much emotion into her next words as possible. “The only fools in this room would be those who tried to stop me. Now either shut your mouth and let me pass or prepare for open battle.” 
 
    The viciousness of Jeena’s words appeared to shock even the battle-hardened Lord Thalos. The two lords let her by without further hindrance. 
 
    As Jeena turned the corner of the table, she reached up with her left hand and pulled the hood of her robe back exposing her head for all to see. With a sudden clarity of vision, she noticed the nearby walls of the hall sparkle with the reflection of the glow-stones in her tiara. 
 
    The attention of every elf in the room was on her as they anticipated her next move. The whole hall became quiet except for the chattering of the group of humans who had yet to notice her. That reprieve didn’t last long. The young, blond oaf was the first of the humans to look up and see her. When he did, a wave of lust washed over her, nearly stopping her in her tracks. 
 
    “Holy Mother of Trent! Will you look at that,” the youth exclaimed as he pointed Jeena out to his companions. 
 
    As the other humans turned their attention to the front of the room, their emotions combined with the youth’s and threatened to overwhelm Jeena. Using the neutrality of the black-clad human as her anchor, she succeeded in staying her course. She continued walking as majestically as she could toward the human in black. Like the other humans, he turned to face her. When she closed to within a dozen steps, Jeena stopped. She looked into the human’s soft, brown eyes, searching for something, anything, familiar. She found a deep sadness in his eyes, but other than that, she saw nothing that either confirmed or denied he was her bondmate. 
 
    The absurdity of her situation suddenly struck Jeena. I still do not know if this human is the one who rescued me from the Dalinfaust, she thought. Yet here I am with the eyes of everyone in the council chamber as well as those of the crowd in the garden on me. 
 
    From where she stood, Jeena had a clear view of the Lady’s statue. The last of the moonlight was on the tip of the statue’s outstretched hand. Within a score of heartbeats, she knew the shadows would once again completely engulf the statue. Lord Sheshna would then claim his victory. 
 
    I am a fool, Jeena thought. How did I let myself get in this position? 
 
    Closing her eyes, Jeena said a quick prayer. “Lady, I beg you. Do not let me become a slave. Give me a sign. Show me what I should do. Please, help me.” 
 
    The Lady remained silent. 
 
    Jeena desperately wanted to ask the human if he knew her. She opened her mouth with the question on the tip of her tongue but refrained. A bonding pledge is a ceremony of trust, she thought. It would not be proper to voice the question now. I must either give my pledge to this human based on trust alone or not give it at all. Those are my only two options. 
 
    Within a dozen heartbeats, Jeena knew her opportunity would be gone. Her thoughts drifted back to the first words her bondmate had spoken to her years ago. He’d said, “Everything’s going to be all right, my lady. I promise you.” 
 
    A curious turn of phrase, the words ‘my lady,’ Jeena thought. They indicate a possessiveness as if he knew even then that I would always be his. Please, she pleaded to the human with her eyes, give me a sign that you are the one I seek. 
 
    As if in response to her unspoken plea, the human opened his mouth to speak. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 72 – High Priestess 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    In Richard’s opinion, the architecture of the Hall of Meetings was a reflection of the elven race that had built it. He glanced around the large room, admiring its craftsmanship. Each line of the hall exhibited grace and beauty. It was built to last. The marble floor and walls were white with bluish swirls that seemed to move when they were viewed from the corner of his eyes. Intricate arches supported the ceiling without the need for columns. The hall was large enough that the nearly two hundred elves and humans in the room all had an unobstructed view of the long stone table at the front. 
 
    Behind the table sat nine elves. They were a stern looking lot, at least the ones he could see were. Three of the elves wore bulky robes with large hoods pulled over their heads, hiding their faces from view. Richard smiled. He knew why they were clothed thus. He was actually surprised they were in the room. 
 
    He’d been told the nine elves of the Council of Light were the ruling representatives of the high elves. During previous missions on Portalis, he’d heard rumors the elven lords were powerful in the magic arts. He had no doubt they’d be formidable foes if provoked. 
 
    “I guess I should be glad King Halmafad’s here on a mission of peace,” Richard said in his shared space. 
 
    “If that had not been the case, I would have recommended not coming,” said his battle computer. “With only a few hours left until our time in the magic dimension syncs with the physical dimension, you do not need any trouble or complications. Once the times match, you can ask Sheeta to summon that spirit-horse of yours. Then you can get back to helping the others with the Conglomerate.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Richard said. “I wanted to see what Silverton was like. Besides, like you said, my contract with King Halmafad ends at midnight. We can leave then if we want. I’ve served the king well. There won’t be any strings attached to keep us here.” 
 
    Richard completed his scan of the room. As expected, except for the thirteen humans in King Halmafad’s party, everyone else was elves. As far as the naked eye could tell, all of the elves were masculine. The fact didn’t escape the notice of the king’s nephew. 
 
    “Everyone’s male,” said Danny. “Where are all the females? I thought we’d at least get to see some elven wenches when we got to the city. What gives?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “I’ve been told elven females and children avoid contact with humans. Their females are emotion sensitive. Apparently, emotions put out by humans hurt their sensibilities or something like that.” Grinning, Richard added, “Don’t be too disappointed. I heard King Halmafad’s going to take you with him on a trade mission to the Feyside Dwarves next year. Their females love to be around humans. Of course, you have to get used to their beards.” 
 
    Several of the men laughed and nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Tis true, Danny,” said Duke Burrington, the king’s second cousin. “I’ve been there several times. Those short little lassies will give you a run for your money. These elves are no fun. They’re too stuck up. Most of them look like they think they’re better than us. I’m surprised they’ve condescended to be in the same room. Nope, you’ll not see an elven lassie here. They’d keep them far out of our reach so we won’t contaminate them. Give me dwarves anytime.” 
 
    “Well, it just doesn’t seem right,” said Danny, making his disappointment quite evident. “I wasn’t planning on getting married. I just wanted to see one. Of course, a little kiss wouldn’t hurt.” Continuing to survey the room, he added, “There’s bound to be females somewhere in this city.” 
 
    “Actually, there are three females right here in this room,” Richard said. “I wouldn’t advise trying to steal a kiss, though. I suspect you’d get your butt kicked if you tried.” 
 
    “Where?” asked Danny looking around the room hopefully. “I don’t see any.” 
 
    Several of the other men began looking the room over as well. It took only a few seconds for them to let Richard know they didn’t see any females either. 
 
    “I don’t see any, Rick,” agreed Duke Burrington. “Are you jerking the boy’s chain?” 
 
    Pointing at the head table, Richard said, “Not at all, sire. Do you see the three elven lords with the hoods of their robes pulled up?” When the duke nodded, Richard said, “They’re females.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” asked Danny. “You can’t even see their faces. Those robes are so bulky, I’d be hard-pressed to tell if there was a bosom or a hairy chest underneath.” 
 
    “I just know,” Richard said. “I’d advise steering clear of them, though. An elven lord’s nothing to trifle with.” 
 
    Danny didn’t appear to be entirely convinced by Richard’s revelation but opted to switch gears to human females instead. Soon, he and the group’s younger companions were discussing the highlights of their romantic escapades. After a short time, the conversation broke down into a general discussion of women as each of the young men tried to outdo the other in telling of their exploits. 
 
    Richard noticed frowns on several of the nearby elves. Slightly embarrassed, he stepped away from his companions and took the opportunity to finish his inspection of the Hall of Meetings. At the back of the room were several large openings to the outside through which he could see an immaculately landscaped garden. He noticed several water fountains and marble statues of dragons and elven heroes. 
 
    Richard started walking toward the garden for a closer look when he heard Danny exclaim, “Holy Mother of Trent! Will you look at that?” At the same moment, several others in King Halmafad’s contingent made audible gasps and looked toward the front of the room. 
 
    Turning in the direction of everyone’s stares, Richard saw the cause for Danny’s comment. Walking slowly and majestically toward the group of humans was one of the elven lords from the head table. This particular elven lord was one of the three females who’d previously had her hood pulled over her face, only now her covering was slid back exposing her head for all to see. 
 
    The elf was stunning. In Richard’s opinion, the word beautiful didn’t fully do her justice. The elf’s beauty lay not only in her physical appearance, but also in her grace, poise, and sheer presence. Her bright silver hair reflected the light from dozens of glow-stones adorning a platinum tiara delicately positioned on her head. Her long hair was pulled back into a high ponytail, proudly revealing the telltale pointed ears of her elven heritage. The elven lord’s skin was a creamy white with only a light touch of makeup highlighting the features of her face. Although the thick cloth of the elf’s robe completely covered the remainder of her body, Richard needed only a little imagination to appreciate the feminine curves hidden underneath as she walked toward the group of humans. 
 
    When the elf moved closer, Richard was surprised to see she was young. 
 
    “She is an elf,” said his battle computer. “I calculate she is equivalent to a human female in her early to mid-twenties.” 
 
    Ignoring his battle computer, Richard continued his inspection of the elf. She carried an intricately carved staff with runes of power in her right hand. When she got within a dozen steps, the elf stopped. Richard was drawn to her eyes. He gasped. Her eyes weren’t the typical blue or brown of elves. They were a silver color resembling molten metal continuously swirling in some mystical pattern. The eyes were very striking and powerful. He’d seen the same type of eyes before, but for some reason, he couldn’t remember where at the moment. 
 
    “Hmm,” said his battle computer. “I would say ‘the One’ has been screwing with your memory again. I sense my databanks have some gaps as well.” 
 
    Richard barely registered his battle computer’s words. He tried to look away from the elf but was pulled back to her eyes like a moth drawn to a flame. Time stood still as he looked deep into the twin pools of silver. He decided he’d be quite content looking into the elven lord’s eyes for the rest of eternity. After a few seconds of staring, Richard realized the elf was peering intently into his own eyes as well. He got the impression she was searching for something. 
 
    When he first spied the elf walking toward them, Richard assumed she was going to approach King Halmafad and offer some type of welcome. Now that she was closer, it was apparent the elven lord’s full attention was on him. Everyone in the hall, elf and human alike, were quiet as they focused on the drama taking place in the center of the room. Failing to comprehend what was happening, Richard waited silently as the elf continued to study him intently for a dozen heartbeats. 
 
    She looks like she’s trying to make up her mind about something, Richard thought. 
 
    Checking his passive scan, Richard was surprised by what he found. While the elf appeared calm on the outside, he sensed a multitude of emotions inside her, combating with each other. He sensed fear in her as well. He didn’t think it was fear of him, but rather a fear of doing something wrong. He got the impression she had an important decision to make, and she feared she might decide wrongly. He also sensed a strong revulsion in her for his human companions. 
 
    “She must hate being this close to so many humans,” Richard told his battle computer. 
 
    “Can you blame her? The emotions from humans on Portalis are harsh, to say the least. The sight and closeness of the elf has stirred the hormones of your companions. If the elf is as sensitive to emotions as indicated by the information in my databanks, then she is probably feeling like she is being bombarded with less than polite thoughts. I calculate she has good self-control to appear so poised on the outside.” 
 
    After a few more heartbeats, the elf opened her mouth as if preparing to speak. Almost immediately, she closed her mouth without saying a word. 
 
    Richard got the impression the elf didn’t know what to say. Hoping to move the situation along a little, he decided to speak first. “May I help you, my lady?” 
 
    As if those words were the catalyst the elf required, Richard noticed a look of determination come over her face. Unconsciously placing his left hand on the handle of his phase rod, he halfway expected to be attacked. 
 
    What occurred next was even more unexpected. The elf let the staff fall from her hand. Hitting the marble floor, the staff clattered loudly due to the silence of the crowd. Seeming to ignore all others in the room, the elf continued staring intently into Richard’s eyes. As he watched, she slowly unbuckled the belt holding her robe closed and let the bulky garment slide from her shoulders to the floor. 
 
    “Jeena! No!” shouted a silver-haired male elf near the front of the room. “Do not be a fool!” 
 
    “Silence!” ordered High Lord Trenadine jumping up from his seat at the head table. He glared at the silver-haired male. “This is Lord Jeehanathoraxen’s decision, not yours. You will show proper respect for the ceremony.” 
 
    Although Richard heard the confrontation between the high lord and the young male, his attention was on the elf to his front. With her robe now on the floor, she was clothed only in a silken-white gown encrusted with hundreds of glow-stone chips shining in a rainbow of colors. The gown fully covered her, but the sheerness of the material made it cling to her body in such a way that while revealing nothing, it suggested everything. 
 
    The elf gracefully slipped one foot out of a sandal and then the other. She took two more steps toward him and dropped to the floor kneeling. Bowing her head, the elf stretched her arms out to the front and crossed them at the wrist. To Richard, it seemed a position more suitable for a slave than a powerful elven lord. 
 
    In a firm, clear voice, the elf spoke. “Before my family, my friends, the Council of Light, and in the presence of the Lady herself, I freely and willingly offer myself to you in bonding. Upon my honor, I am yours; utterly and completely; now and forever. All that I have is yours. All my power, my possessions, my very life, I offer to you to do with as you will. May the blessings of the Lady be upon you and upon this bonding.” 
 
    When the elven lord finished speaking, she remained kneeling with her head bowed and arms outstretched as if waiting for a response. 
 
    Richard stood there with his eyes and mouth wide open as he stared at the elf kneeling before him. She said nothing further. Richard suspected the kneeling position was uncomfortable. Looking closer, he noticed the muscles of the elf’s arms tremble slightly. He also sensed a quickening of her breathing. All around him, he heard the buzz of elves and humans alike as they whispered and pointed. Out the corner of his eye, Richard saw the other elven lords at the head table whispering to each other as well. 
 
    “Richard,” demanded King Halmafad sounding confused. “What’s the meaning of this? Do you know this elf?” 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Richard said, trying to buy time to think. “As far as I know, I’ve never seen her until now.” 
 
    Looking at the elf kneeling before him, Richard spoke directly to her. The embarrassment of the situation caused his words to come out somewhat harsher than he intended. “Get up. I don’t know who you think I am, but you’ve got the wrong guy. I’ve never seen you before. You’re embarrassing yourself and me. Do us both a favor and stop whatever it is you’re doing.” 
 
    The elf remained silent and made no move to rise. Richard thought he heard a sob. He noticed her arms begin to shake. 
 
    “She’s realizing she made the wrong decision,” Richard said in his shared space. “I don’t know what she thinks she’s doing, but I can’t afford to be snared in her little plan.” 
 
    “That is being logical,” said his battle computer. “It will be midnight in a couple of hours. Times between the two dimensions will sync. I recommend defusing this situation and leaving as soon as possible.” 
 
    Richard couldn’t agree more. He glanced up at the head table. High Lord Trenadine was watching him with a questioning look on his face. He decided to address the high lord directly. “My lord, I don’t understand what’s happening. She won’t listen to me. Please order her to get up.” 
 
    The excited crowd in the room quieted to hear the high lord’s reply. 
 
    “I fear I cannot order her to do anything. She obviously believes, or at least did believe, that she owes you a debt so great that only by offering herself to you in bonding can she begin to repay it. Fifty years ago, a human saved her from the Dalinfaust under Dillonath Mountain. I can only assume she thinks you are the human.” The high lord paused before saying, “That would seem improbable since you are only, what, in your late twenties? You would not have been born then.” 
 
    “I’m older than I look,” Richard said, “but I assure you, I didn’t rescue her from anything. I’ve never heard of Dillonath Mountain. I haven’t got a clue what a Dalinfaust is. Furthermore, if I’d seen someone as beautiful as this elven maid before, I’d remember. She’s obviously mistaken me for the wrong man.” 
 
    The hazy image of an elf chained to a stone flashed in Richard’s mind. She’s dead, he thought. I wish this elf was her, but she isn’t. She can’t be. I saw the demon kill the elf. The image of a pool of water full of blood and pieces of torn flesh began to overwhelm him. He forced the memory to the side. The vision of his failure to save the elf was too much to bear. 
 
    The room began buzzing with chatter as Richard’s words sank in. For some reason, he sensed disappointment on the faces of the elves. He heard an audible moan from the elf kneeling before him when he denied knowing her. Her sides began heaving slightly.  
 
    Richard began to pity her. A few minutes ago, she looked powerful and proud, he thought. Now she looks as helpless as a newborn kitten. Richard suppressed an urge to kneel down and comfort her. 
 
    “Silence!” commanded High Lord Trenadine. 
 
    The talking in the room subsided.  
 
    The high lord looked at Richard. “It is as I feared. You could not be the one she has been seeking. That does not matter. Lord Jeehanathoraxen has made her choice. She has offered herself to you in bonding. It does not matter if you are who she thought, or if as you say, you are a complete stranger. She made the bonding offer. She is duty bound to honor it.” 
 
    “What do you mean by bonding?” asked King Halmafad. “Do you mean she is offering to be Richard’s slave?” 
 
    Several nearby elves frowned at the word slave, but High Lord Trenadine kept his composure. In a calm voice, he said, “No, King Halmafad. It is nothing like slavery. It is hard to explain since you are not an elf, but bonding is a free submission of one’s self to another. No one can force such a submission. If the man she has offered her bond to—you say his name is Richard?” 
 
    King Halmafad nodded. 
 
    The high lord continued speaking. “If Richard accepts Lord Jeehanathoraxen’s offer of bonding and chooses to treat her as a slave, then that is his prerogative. He can treat her as he will. She will be honor bound to obey. None here will interfere. Bonding holds special significance to an elf. Since your Richard is only a human, a master-slave relationship is all that can be expected.” 
 
    Richard spoke to the high lord but kept looking at the kneeling elf. “What do I need to do? Is there some kind of ceremony or something? While we’re at it, what happens if I don’t want an elf bonded to me? Can I refuse, or do I have a choice?” 
 
    “Refuse?” asked Danny unable to contain himself any longer. “Are you crazy? She’s an elven lord. You’d be her master. If you don’t want her, then give her to me.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Danny,” said King Halmafad. “Keep quiet, or I’ll have you removed from the room.” 
 
    The young man took one glance at his uncle and turned red. Richard had a feeling the king’s nephew knew he’d overstepped the bounds of propriety. Danny looked down at the floor and kept his mouth shut. 
 
    After a short pause, High Lord Trenadine looked at Richard and answered his question. “There is no set ceremony to accept or refuse a bonding offer. Normally, the recipient of a bonding offer says what is in his or her heart. If you choose to accept Lord Jeehanathoraxen’s offer, then you merely tell her so, and the bonding will be complete. If you wish to refuse the offer, just tell her.” Sounding curious, the high lord asked, “Would you truly consider refusing? Your friend is right. By accepting her offer of bonding, you would have the power of an elven lord at your command. She would not, could not, refuse you anything. I find it hard to believe any human would refuse such an offer.” 
 
    The room hushed again as the crowd waited anxiously for Richard’s answer. He looked back at the kneeling elf. Her arms were no longer trembling. He had a feeling she was resigned to her fate. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” asked his battle computer. “The elves are waiting for you to do something. I recommend you refuse the offer and get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what I’m going to do,” Richard said, “but I’ve no intention of accepting her offer. What would I do with an elven slave—no, make that a bonded elf—anyway? I’m not sure what’s meant by bonding, but I’m pretty sure it’ll just lead to trouble.” 
 
    Despite his words to his battle computer, Richard had to admit there was no denying the elf’s physical attraction. Her vulnerability as she knelt before him added to her desirability. He had to admit it did his male ego good to see someone so beautiful kneeling before him. He would’ve liked to just look at her for a few minutes and enjoy the scenery but could tell the situation was having a strain on her by the tenseness of her muscles. Her breathing was faster than normal as well. He sensed she was on the verge of hyperventilating. 
 
    Richard knew he should just say he refused her offer and put an end to her misery, but took a moment to look at the front of the hall before he did. He noticed the silver-haired male elf off to one side. The hatred on the elf’s face was obvious. 
 
    Probably her boyfriend, Richard thought. 
 
    Looking back at the kneeling elf, Richard opened his mouth with the intention of declining her offer. Before the words came out, he noticed something that made him pause. A faint, whitish scar on each of the elf’s wrists drew his attention. Although faint, they were clearly visible as she held her arms out. 
 
    What the hell? She’s got scars like… No, it can’t be her. I saw her die. I saw it. 
 
    Richard heard a murmur as the elves in the room began whispering to each other. 
 
    “They are becoming impatient with you,” said his battle computer. “I calculate they think you are needlessly prolonging the elf’s suffering by not making a quick acceptance. I calculate none of the elves seriously think you will refuse her offer.” 
 
    While Richard agreed the elves were becoming angry, he hesitated to make a decision. He had a feeling something strange was going on. He bought himself some time by slowly walking around the elf, looking at her more closely. He imagined the crowd probably thought he was inspecting her as one might an animal being considered for purchase. The murmuring in the hall increased in volume. Even the humans in the crowd were becoming uneasy. 
 
    “For Trent’s sake, Richard, make a decision,” King Halmafad pleaded. 
 
    “I think the old king senses the increasing hostility of the elves in the room,” said his battle computer. “I calculate he has no desire for his trade mission to fail because you made the elves angry.” 
 
    “The king will just have to worry. I’ve got to know for sure. Something’s not right.” 
 
    Instead of making a quick decision, Richard returned to the front of the kneeling elf. He spoke to High Lord Trenadine without taking his eyes off the kneeling elf. “There are scars on her wrists and ankles.” 
 
    The silver-haired male elf near the head table shouted, “If you think my sister is mutilated, then refuse her offer! But stop toying with her!” 
 
    A red-faced High Lord Trenadine jumped out of his seat. “Silence! I warn you, Ceril. One more outburst and I will have you removed from the hall. That goes for everyone else.” The high lord glanced around the chamber at elves and humans alike. To the elves, he added, “I know what you expected, but I will remind the elves here that prophecy and reality do not always go together. This human is well within his rights to ask questions concerning a potential bonded. Please, be quiet, and respect the sanctity of Lord Jeehanathoraxen’s bonding pledge.” 
 
    With an incredible display of self-control. High Lord Trenadine looked at Richard and spoke in a calm voice. “The scars on her wrists and ankles were made by the manacles that chained her when she was to be sacrificed to the Dalinfaust. The human who helped her escape was able to break the chains somehow, but the manacles were magical. It took our best mages several weeks to unlock their closure spells and remove them from Lord Jeehanathoraxen. The manacles left the scars you see. If you look closely, you may also see faint scars on each of her cheeks where magic chains held a gag ball in place. Lord Jeehanathoraxen nearly died of thirst before the gag was finally removed from her mouth.” 
 
    Richard ignored everything else that was going on in the room. His own muscles became tense. His mind began moving at a rapid pace. 
 
    This is too coincidental, he thought in his private space. It can’t be her. She’s dead. I saw it with my own eyes. I saw it… didn’t I? 
 
    Richard thought back again to the time in the underground tunnels, beginning to wonder if he’d really seen what he thought he’d seen. His hands trembled with excitement. He knelt down before the elf. Hesitatingly, he reached out and gently lifted the elf’s chin. 
 
    “Look at me please, my lady,” Richard said. 
 
    A tremble passed through her at his touch, but she didn’t draw back. Instead, she obediently raised her head and stared at him with her silver eyes. A half-forgotten memory rose to the surface. Her eyes remind me of Shandria’s eyes. He noticed tracks where tears had run down her cheeks. Her eyes were very moist as if she were holding back more tears with the greatest of effort. 
 
    The elf didn’t resist as Richard slowly moved her head from one side to the other in order to get a better view of the scars on her cheeks. They were nearly invisible even at close range. He could just make out a slight discoloration on each check where a very thin chain had left its mark years ago. He glanced deep into her eyes, looking for anything familiar. It was so long ago, I can’t be sure. 
 
    “Like I told you,” said his battle computer. “I calculate ‘the One’ has been erasing parts of your memory.” 
 
    Reaching deep into his mind, Richard searched for any details of his time with the elf in the demon’s cavern. He found a few he’d forgotten as if parts of his memory were coming back. He began to hope but had to be sure. 
 
    Voicing a question to the high lord, Richard kept his eyes locked with the kneeling elf’s. “In the cavern where she was chained…the cavern of the Dalinfaust. Was there a pool of water?” 
 
    Richard saw the kneeling elf’s eyes grow wide at the question. A look of hope seemed to come over her face. 
 
    With a renewed hope of his own, Richard asked another question before giving the high lord time to answer the first. “At the bottom of the pool of water was there a tunnel? Was there an underwater tunnel that led to the outside?” 
 
    The kneeling elf took in a sharp breath. She nodded her head slightly. The elf stared into his eyes as if anticipating his next words. 
 
    High Lord Trenadine replied that Lord Jeehanathoraxen had never told anyone the details of her captivity and escape.  
 
    Richard barely heard. He ignored everyone but the elf who knelt before him. He posed one final question. “In the cavern, was there a demon? Was the Dalinfaust a demon in the form of a large black dragon with a red stripe down its side?” 
 
    The kneeling elf nodded her head several times before lowering it.  
 
    Richard heard several sobs. He noticed drops of liquid collecting on the marble floor. He watched the elf quietly crying before him, and his own eyes moistened as well. He wiped the beginnings of tears away with his left hand. He didn’t see how it was possible that she could be the one from the cave. 
 
    I saw the demon kill her, Richard thought in his private space. I saw her blood and flesh and clothing dripping from the demon’s mouth. The demon even taunted me by describing how good the elf tasted. How could this be her? 
 
    As Richard continued to play back the events of two hundred years ago in his mind, he suddenly felt like a fool. I was angry at the time, he thought. I took the demon’s word that the elf was dead. The flesh and blood must have been from another creature. The demon tricked me. 
 
    Richard grew angry at himself as he realized two centuries had been lost because of his failure to verify the facts. 
 
    His battle computer spoke in their shared space. “It was a long time ago, wizard scout. Do not do something foolish now. We will probably be leaving in a few hours, remember?” 
 
    “Be quiet,” Richard said. “I’m pissed. I’ve got a feeling Nickelo purposely didn’t verify the blood was from the elf. Why?” 
 
    “That information is not in my databanks,” said his battle computer. 
 
    The room was deathly quiet except for the nearly silent sobs of Lord Jeehanathoraxen. Even those were dying away.  
 
    Richard got the feeling no one wanted to intrude on the scene, yet no one wanted to miss anything either. He sensed all eyes and ears were on the elf and him. 
 
    Speaking softly, Richard said, “I’m so, so sorry, my lady. I thought…he told me you were dead. I swear if I’d had even the slightest hope you lived, I’d have torn that mountain apart to find you.” Regaining his composure, Richard looked around the room.  
 
    His human companions appeared to be in a state of shock. Even King Halmafad seemed frozen with his mouth open wide. Many of the elves in the crowd were smiling and nodding their heads. They seemed hopeful as if something important was occurring. They also seemed expectant. He got the feeling they hoped for more. 
 
    Richard returned his gaze to the head table. The elven lords were more composed than the crowd, but even High Lord Trenadine was smiling with relief. He looked as if a load had been taken off his shoulders. 
 
    Addressing the high lord, Richard spoke in his most formal voice. “My lord, I was mistaken. I do know this elf. She’s the bravest and kindest person I’ve ever met. I thought she was dead. I don’t understand how she’s alive, but I do know her. You should be proud to claim her as one of your own.” Richard looked around the room and then back at the high lord. “You said it was fifty years ago that she was freed. Time works strange for me. It was two hundred years ago this very night that I last saw this elf in the cavern of the demon you call the Dalinfaust.” 
 
    “Preposterous!” shouted a white-haired elven lord in disbelief. “You cannot be more than thirty years old at the most. Even the oldest of your kind do not live much over a century. Do you really expect us to believe you are two hundred years old? How can it be fifty years for us but two hundred years for you? That makes no sense.” 
 
    “It does seem a little hard to believe,” said King Halmafad who’d finally found his voice. “How can that be?” 
 
    Richard turned to address King Halmafad first. “Your Majesty, I have no idea how it can be. It just is.” Turning to face the white-haired elven lord at the head table, Richard said, “Sir, I mean no disrespect, but the truth is, I don’t care what you or anyone else here believes. The only one whose opinion really matters is this elf’s. As I said, time works strange for me. I may look less than thirty, but I’ve lived over six hundred years.” 
 
    Richard noticed looks of disbelief on both humans and elves around him. Before he could be interrupted again, he said, “I’m a wizard scout. Two hundred and one years ago in my time from today, I was sent on a mission to an underground tunnel complex. When I was near death, I met the elf kneeling before me. She saved my life at the risk of her own.” Speaking to the kneeling elf, Richard said, “My lady, I thought you were dead. For two centuries, I’ve lived with the belief that I failed you. Yet here you are, alive. You may think you owe me something, but that’s not the case. Just knowing you’re alive is more than enough payment for whatever slight service you think I’ve done.” 
 
    Richard stood and snapped to attention. He spoke loud enough for all in the room to hear. “My lady, I’m honored by your offer of bonding, but I must refuse. It’s not you who owe me, but I who owe you. Please, stand up, put on your sandals and robe, pick up your staff, and let us stand as equals.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 73 – Quid Pro Quo 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    All the pent-up emotions inside Jeena came out in a rush. She raised her head. I have found him, she thought. Praise be to the Lady. After fifty years, when I had almost given up all hope, I have found him. 
 
    There was no doubt in her mind that this was the human who’d saved her from the Dalinfaust. The human standing before her was her bondmate. 
 
    He is the other part of my soul, Jeena thought. I am complete once more. She felt the renewed warmth of tears. This time they were tears of relief and joy. She didn’t care who saw. She wasn’t ashamed. All the years of ridicule, loneliness, and dashed hopes are gone, she thought. They are no longer important. All that matters is that he is here with me now. 
 
    Lowering her arms, Jeena looked up at the human whom she’d sought for the last fifty years. She forced back her tears and smiled, then gave the black-clad human a nod of respect. 
 
    He said he is a wizard scout, Jeena thought. That explains a lot. Maybe he knows Stella and Terrie. There will be time enough to ask later. For now, I have things to do. Somehow, I have to convince the council to declare him elf friend. It will not be easy. 
 
    With great poise, Jeena stood and replaced her shoes and robe. She levitated her staff back to her hand. Fully clothed, she turned and made her way toward the head table. She caught High Lord Trenadine’s eye and gave him a little ‘see, I told you so’ kind of smile. 
 
    Jeena knew she faced many long months, and possibly years, of meetings and arguments in the battle to have her bondmate acknowledged as an elf friend. She didn’t care. She felt equal to the task. 
 
    Even if I do not win that battle, she thought, at least after tonight, everyone will recognize that this human, Richard, and I are bonded. They might not accept him as elf friend, but acknowledgment from the Council of Light that we are bonded will be enough. 
 
    In her heart, Jeena knew they were full bondmates. Recognition by the other elves would never occur without the second part of the ritual. Without the other part, they’d only recognize her as being bonded to her human. 
 
    It does not matter, Jeena thought. Recognition that we are bonded is more than I expected from this night. I am satisfied. 
 
    Lost in her thoughts, Jeena continued making her way back to the head table. Before she covered half the distance, she heard a loud clatter behind her. Spinning around, she noticed the human had removed his equipment belt and let it fall to the floor. The human gave her a timid-looking smile. Then he removed his boots and took two steps forward before dropping to his knees. Jeena didn’t understand what her bondmate was doing. 
 
    Is he mocking me? she wondered. 
 
    As Jeena watched, her bondmate raised his arms and crossed them at the wrist. He bowed his head and spoke in a loud but humble sounding voice. “My lady, I can’t begin to duplicate the depth of commitment of your bonding pledge. I wouldn’t be so arrogant as to try. However, I pledge now before those gathered in this room, the Council of Light, and the Creator himself, that I freely and willingly offer myself to you. Upon my honor, I am yours; utterly and completely; now and forever. All that I have is yours. All my power, my possessions, my very life, I offer to you to do with as you will. May the blessings of the Creator, and the blessings of your Lady, be upon you and upon this bonding.” 
 
    Jeena was stunned, as were the other elves in the crowd. Not in her wildest dreams had she imagined he’d perform the second part of the rite of bonding. I hoped that he would eventually understand I did not know about the spell inside me, she thought. I hoped that he would at least not hate me for it. That he might submit himself to me never seriously crossed my mind. 
 
    In all the long history of the elves, no non-elf had ever submitted themselves to an elf for bonding before. Jeena heard her friend, Elisinsar, mutter something about ‘the prophecy.’ She noticed groups of elves whispering to each other as they discussed the significance of this turn of events. More importantly, Jeena saw the silver elm trees in the garden begin to glow. Their silvery light brightly illuminated the Lady’s statue. The light chased away the darkness that had engulfed the statue. 
 
    The Lady of the Tree is expending power to let her presence be known, Jeena thought. 
 
    Other elves apparently noticed the trees as well. They began to point and whisper to their neighbors. The trees hadn’t shone for many long centuries because the Lady was forced to conserve her Power. 
 
    Jeena smiled. She sensed victory. 
 
    The Lady is expending Power now, Jeena thought. No one, not even Sheshna, can fail to understand the Lady is blessing the event that is now taking place. 
 
    Recovering quickly, Jeena wasted no time in taking the initiative. With the Lady’s help, she thought hopefully, it may be possible for my bondmate to be declared an elf friend this very night. 
 
    Jeena turned to face the crowd and spoke loudly. “My friends, I have kept most of the events that occurred those fifty years ago secret until now. To do my bondmate honor, I shall endeavor to set the record straight. Fifty-one years, one month, and two days ago, against the advice of those wiser than me…” Jeena glanced at Lord Sheshna and gave him a nod of acknowledgment. “…I embarked on a trip to Drakomar to visit our brethren, the dark elves. I was young and did not recognize the hazards of such a trip. After leaving Drakomar, my party was attacked by orcs. All were killed save I.” 
 
    Jeena paused as the memory started to overcome her. She could still hear the screams of her friends as they were dragged off into the brush. She wiped a tear from her eye, shoved the memory to the back corners of her mind, and continued. 
 
    “I alone was spared. My captors took me to Dillonath Mountain. There they informed me of their plan to use my ability to maintain links to merge the Power of light and dark together. They had been convinced by the Dalinfaust that if I bonded with one of them, they could force the merging of the two forms of Power and gain mastery over all that was good. For the next year, they did their best to persuade me that I should comply with their demands. They nearly succeeded. I was at the point of breaking when a creature touched me with his mind. The creature was not evil. The aura of the creature was neither good nor evil, but in that hellhole where I had been kept, even the absence of evil seemed to shine bright as the morning sun. The creature was male, of what race or even species I knew not. I sensed he was tired, alone, nearly out of Power, and near death. In that touch, he gave me his friendship and the knowledge that I was not alone. It was all he had to give. I recognized his death was only a short time away. He bid me farewell and withdrew. Before he left, I gave him my bond link and shared with him half my Power as a bond offering.” 
 
    Jeena took a moment to look at the elves in the room. “I see the shock on some of your faces that I could give away something so precious with so little thought. Do not judge me lightly. I had spent many weeks praying to the Lady, begging her to provide me with the opportunity to bond with someone other than my captors. Make no mistake, it was the Lady who sent this human to me, and our bonding is as blessed by the Lady as anyone else’s…maybe more so.” 
 
    Pausing for effect, Jeena waited until she sensed the crowd growing eager to hear more. 
 
    “Then he was gone. Although I could sense him at the other end of my bond link, I knew we would both be dead soon. The Power I had given him was only a pitiful drop. I knew it would not help him stave off his approaching death. As for me, I believed my own death would come swiftly once my captors discovered I had bonded.” 
 
    Again, Jeena paused.  
 
    The crowd moved closer to hear her words. 
 
    “So it was that I believed I would never meet my bonded. He was only my bonded, of course, not my bondmate, because he had not given me a bond link in return.” Jeena looked at the kneeling human. “I was saddened that I would never be able to thank him for his part in defeating the plans of my captors. I thought the end had come and that my death was but a short time off. However, we should never underestimate the plans of the Lady. I as her high priestess should have known better, but I was weak in my faith and thought nothing else could be done. How wrong I was.” 
 
    Jeena took a step toward her bondmate. “After a short time, a miracle occurred,” she said, continuing her story. “I felt Power surge from my bonded back through my bond link. Somehow, it was transformed into a two-way connection.” 
 
    Looking around, Jeena said, “I see your shock, but do not doubt my words. My bonded had changed our bond link into a link capable of transferring Power in two directions. My bonded also gave me some of his Power as a bond offering, thus completing the second part of the bondmate ritual. Then another miracle occurred. When his Power merged with mine, more Power was created. This I offer to you as proof that we are full bondmates, blessed by the Lady. Only bondmates can create Power. Even then, it should only be possible on our bond night, in the Presence of the Lady, and only during mating. Regardless, create Power we did despite our location and circumstances. I knew then that my bondmate had been sent to me by the Lady herself.” 
 
    Jeena wasn’t sure if the elves in the crowd believed her, but all she could do was tell them what had happened and hope for the best. 
 
    “We continued to share Power,” she said. “As we shared, my bondmate’s Power grew. I could tell he was coming to rescue me. I used most of my share of the created Power to hide our bond link from my captors. Despite my efforts, they discovered what I had done.” 
 
    Jeena thought back to when Crendemor had found out she’d given away her bond link. 
 
    “Oh, you should have seen their anger and frustration when they realized all their plans were for naught. I had given my bond to another, and there was nothing they could do about it. I expected them to kill me then, but they did not. They beat me but stopped short of killing. I do not tell you this to draw your sympathy, but only to reveal something else about my bondmate. When he sensed my pain, he reached through our link and healed me. Miracle of miracles, my bondmate was a healer. Even more than that, he was a healer of elves. My captors beat me some more and then used our bond link to trace the location of my bondmate. They set a trap for him. When they thought he was dead, they finally had no further use for me. That is when they took me as a virgin sacrifice to the Dalinfaust. Risking his life, my bondmate found me and healed me once more.” 
 
    Addressing the crowd, Jeena said, “I tell you this so that you will know that this human, Richard, is my true bondmate. Our bonding was orchestrated by the Lady.” 
 
    Again, Jeena looked at her bondmate as he knelt before her. “You have offered your bonding pledge to me, thus completing the second part of the bonding ritual. I am unworthy to receive such a trust. As in keeping with the bonding ritual, I refuse your offer of bonding. Please arise, put on your boots, retrieve your gear, and let us stand as equals.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Richard lowered his arms and looked up at the beautiful elven lord. Her eyes were moist. He could tell her story had taken an emotional strain. 
 
    The silence in the room brought Richard out of his thoughts. He felt everyone’s eyes focused on him. Standing up, he slipped on his boots before reaching over and grabbing his equipment belt. The moment he finished hooking the belt around his waist, the room erupted with cheers and shouts as several hundred elves joined their voices in shouts of celebration. 
 
    Richard glanced behind him and saw that in addition to the elves in the meeting hall, a large crowd had gathered in the garden behind him. Everyone seemed excited. Richard wasn’t sure why. Strangely enough, even the humans in King Halmafad’s party were grinning and joining in the cheering. The elves’ excitement was contagious. Richard soon found a big grin had spread over his own face. He’d obviously done something right. 
 
    Glancing back to the front, Richard noticed the elven female was still there, just a few steps away. She had the most delightful smile. He was about to say something to her when a loud voice from the head table commanded his and everyone else’s attention. Looking to the front of the chamber, he noticed the speaker was the ancient white-haired elf located near the high lord. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As Lord Sheshna watched the drama unfolding before him, his mind raced wildly. 
 
    I took so much care to ensure there was no possibility Lord Jeehanathoraxen’s supposed savior could appear here tonight, he thought. My plan was so simple. If no human over fifty years old appeared before the Council of Light, then Lord Jeehanathoraxen could not try to have the council acknowledge some conveniently aged human as an elf friend. Without the acknowledgment on this very night, the prestige of both Lord Jeehanathoraxen and High Lord Trenadine would be so damaged that I would be in a position to be declared the new high lord. Who would have thought a human would appear and claim to be hundreds of years old? The idea is preposterous. 
 
    Lord Sheshna looked out once more at the silver elm trees in the garden. They were shining brightly as ripples of glowing Power flowed through their leaves. He stared at the trees for a few seconds. 
 
    I would denounce the human as a liar and accuse Lord Jeehanathoraxen and High Lord Trenadine as perpetrators in some hoax, Lord Sheshna thought, except for one thing. Only the Lady can make this happen. I want the high lord’s position, but I will not go against the Lady’s will to get it. It is obvious even to me this is part of the prophecy. In a few seconds, someone is going to demand the human be declared elf friend. The crowd wants it, the Council of Light wants it, and the Lady herself wants it. I would be a fool to fight it. 
 
    Lord Sheshna rose and shouted loudly, his strong voice rising above the cheering of the crowd. “It is the prophecy!” he said. 
 
    The crowd quieted somewhat and looked in his direction. 
 
    He’d always had a strong voice, and it drowned out the yells of several other council members as they also attempted to gain the attention of the crowd. Soon everyone, including High Lord Trenadine, became silent and gave their attention to him. 
 
    “My friends, why is everyone so surprised? Are the events of this evening so unexpected? Did I not say only yesterday this would be a night to remember? A non-elf, and a healer at that, has performed the second part of the bonding ritual. Look at the silver elm trees as they shine with the blessing of the Lady. After what has happened, does anyone doubt what this means? I, for one, do not. Therefore I, Lord Sheshna, oldest serving member of the Council of Light, do formally request that this human, Richard, be declared elf friend. Furthermore, that upon his declaration as elf friend, the Council of Light acknowledges the bonding pledges of Lord Jeehanathoraxen and Elf Friend Richard, and that they be recognized as bondmates from this night forth.” 
 
    Lord Sheshna could tell High Lord Trenadine would’ve preferred the motion be made by someone other than him. Lord Sheshna smiled. Making the request would place him in a position to take credit for something he’d actually fought to prevent. He doubted the high lord would pass up any chance to have Lord Jeehanathoraxen’s human declared elf friend by the council. Thanks to the Lady’s intervention, his rivals probably thought they were on the verge of snatching victory from the jaws of defeat. 
 
    Let them have their moment, Lord Sheshna thought. I have many plans. This was but one. 
 
    As Lord Sheshna predicted, the high lord spoke in favor of his request. 
 
    “Members of the council,” said High Lord Trenadine, “you have heard the motion made by Lord Sheshna. All those in favor say ‘aye.’” 
 
    One by one, each of the council members gave their “aye.” The vote was unanimous. Only a fool would go against the Lady’s will. 
 
    High Lord Trenadine spoke directly to the crowd. “How say you? Aye or Nay?” 
 
    The chamber and the courtyard beyond exploded with hundreds of voices shouting “aye.” There were excited shouts mixed in with the loud yelling. Lord Sheshna heard shouts of “The prophecy! The prophecy!” 
 
    All semblance of formality was gone. Any control the council had over further events was lost as the crowd pressed in to get a better view of the new elf friend. For over fourteen thousand years, they’d waited for this night. Lord Sheshna had no doubt each of the elves counted themselves blessed to be at the ceremony and witness such a historic event. 
 
    Fools, Lord Sheshna thought. They think just because an elf friend has been declared that everything will be made right. They will find it will take more than that to protect Silvertine from the troubles coming our way. They need me as their high lord. Only I have the ability to lead our nation against our enemies. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 74 – In the Garden 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    As the crowd pressed around him, Richard lost sight of the silver-haired elven lord. Other elves by the dozens patted him on the back and shook his hand. He was besieged by questions, but never got time to answer before the next elf grabbed his hand and asked a new question or began a new round of congratulations. It was very heady stuff. If Richard had been younger and less experienced, he’d probably have been carried away with the excitement. As it was, he was pretty confident all the praise and congratulations had a price tag attached. He wasn’t sure what the price was yet but was pretty sure it wasn’t free. He kept his guard up and waited to see what would be expected of him. 
 
    After a half an hour, the crowd in the hall began to thin. Richard made his way out to the palace garden, found an intricately carved bench off to one side, and promptly took a seat. He needed time to think. The elves nearby seemed to recognize his need. After giving nods of greeting, they moved a polite distance away. 
 
    Richard intended to take time to gather his thoughts. Despite his intentions, he was soon lost in the sheer beauty of the elven garden. There were flowers and bushes of every color with elaborate fountains and majestic statues strategically placed for the greatest effect. On a normal night, he figured the sight would’ve been enough to take one’s breath away. From Richard’s understanding, tonight wasn’t a normal night. The silver elm trees were glowing with Power that shimmered and pulsed through the treetops. The energy seemed to form patterns that accentuated the natural appearance of the garden. Richard let the beauty and peace of the place soak into his mind. He had a feeling that when he was faced with future hardships, he’d be able to think back on this night and gain a little comfort. He knew better than most that moments like this came very seldom. He intended to savor this one to the fullest. After a few minutes, Richard’s thoughts were interrupted by what was now a familiar feminine voice. 
 
    “I see you have found the best spot to enjoy the beauty of the garden. It has been said that High Lord Carndador, the first of the elven high lords, would often sit on that very bench and let the sight of the Lady’s garden remove the day’s worries and stress from his mind.” 
 
    Richard looked up to see that Lord Jeehanathoraxen was no longer encumbered by the bulky outer robe that had covered her in the Hall of Meetings. Her only garment now was the gown that had been concealed beneath. Richard thought that if anything, the elf looked even more radiant than she had earlier. The gown was intricately made, and sheer enough that you could almost, but not quite, see thru it. The material appeared to possess a mind of its own. It seemed to provocatively cling to parts of the elf’s body as if held there by static electricity. When he focused his eyes on the spot, the material dropped away like normal cloth. The elf’s gown was very distracting. He suddenly felt more like an awkward schoolboy than an experienced wizard scout. 
 
    Speaking to the elf, all Richard managed to say in response to her comment was, “Yes, it’s very nice here.” 
 
    “May I sit with you for a while?” asked the elf. 
 
    “Of course,” Richard said as he shifted to the right side of the bench to give her some room. 
 
    He expected the beautiful elf to sit at the far end of the bench. Instead, she sat in the middle, just a hand span from him. In the cool of the evening, Richard imagined he could almost feel the warmth of her body. 
 
    “Not possible,” said his battle computer in their shared space. “Your battle suit is fully insulated. By the way, my databanks indicate it is considered polite to stand when speaking to a lady.” 
 
    Richard mentally kicked himself at the breach of etiquette. After so many years of traveling alone, good manners weren’t one of his strong points. He relaxed when the elf didn’t seem to take offense. He decided not to try and apologize. Instead, he just kept his mouth shut and enjoyed the moment. He sat only a few centimeters away from the elf for several minutes. Neither the elf nor he said anything. He was content to just share the beauty of the garden with her. It was as if the garden was made even more splendid just because the elf was there with him. Richard found himself feeling more at peace than he’d ever been in his life.  
 
    * * * 
 
    As Jeena looked out over the garden, she was more at peace than she’d ever been in her life. How could I not be content? she thought. I expected tonight to be the end of my time as an elven lord and the beginning of the end for High Lord Trenadine’s rule. Instead of disaster, here I am sitting next to my bondmate and watching the Lady’s Power surge through the leaves of the silver elm trees in the garden. 
 
    Indeed, every silver elm in the city seemed to be glowing with Power. Jeena’s heart was full of joy and hope. For the first time in hundreds of years, the Lady was releasing some of her Power to the silver elms. 
 
    It can only mean the Lady is also full of joy and hope, Jeena thought. Of course, the Lady is probably gambling more Power will be created by her High Priestess and the elf friend when we go into the Presence of the Lady. 
 
    Refusing to be concerned, Jeena was content to sit and watch the garden. After nearly ten minutes of silence, she suddenly realized the human next to her hadn’t uttered a single word. The silence between them didn’t seem strained, but with their bond link disconnected, she couldn’t be sure. Before long, doubts began to enter her mind. 
 
    What if my presence here is not welcome? she thought. What if I am intruding when he wishes to be alone? If I try to force our relationship, I could lose him forever. 
 
    Resolutely standing up, Jeena gave her excuse as she prepared to leave. “Thank you, Elf Friend, for allowing me to sit with you. It has been quite enjoyable. I must leave now and see to my duties.” 
 
    Before she could turn to go, her bondmate also stood up. “Must you go? Couldn’t you stay just a little longer? I’d hoped… Well, I’d hoped that we could talk for a while.” 
 
    Jeena was pleasantly surprised. “Of course, I can stay, Elf Friend. I wanted to talk also, but I thought I might be intruding on you.” 
 
    “No,” said her bondmate. “You could never intrude on me. I assure you of that, my lady.” 
 
    With that settled, Jeena sat back down on the bench. So did the human. They both turned slightly toward each other to better converse, their knees almost, but not quite, touching. 
 
    “I want to apologize for not saying anything earlier,” said her bondmate. “I just felt very content sitting here with you. It is strange, but it is almost as if for the first time in my life, I feel…” His voice trailed off as if he were groping for the right word. 
 
    “Complete?” Jeena suggested. 
 
    “Yes,” said the human as he nodded his head. “I feel complete. That is a good word.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” Jeena smiled. “I too feel complete.” 
 
    Silence reigned for a short time again. Finally, Jeena asked, “Is there anything you would like to ask me, Elf Friend?” 
 
    “Well, for starters,” said her bondmate, “how do you pronounce your name? I heard High Lord Trenadine say it several times, but I’m afraid it’s strange to my ear. I had trouble catching the proper pronunciation. Lord Jeehanathoraxen, or something like that.” 
 
    Jeena laughed at her bondmate’s pronunciation before she caught herself. “Forgive me,” she apologized. “Actually, that was not half bad for a human. You almost had it. You just need a little more inflection at the end. But, that is my formal name. To my friends, I am Jeehana, and to those closest to me, I am Jeena. I would like it very much if you would call me Jeena.” 
 
    “All right…Jeena,” said the human, appearing not to take offense at her laughter. He gave a smile of his own. “My formal name is Richard, and both my friends and those closest to me call me Rick. I’d like it very much if you’d call me Rick.” 
 
    “All right…Rick.” 
 
    Once again, they were silent for a spell. Both her bondmate and she were content to just look at each other as they tried to gauge the other’s thoughts.  
 
    Finally, the human spoke. “I was talking with High Lord Trenadine earlier. He gave me the impression that because I’m now an elf friend, I’m welcome to stay in the elf lands as long as I want. Or if I decided to leave, I could come back and visit anytime.” 
 
    “That is correct, Elfff—uh, Rick. You have the same rights and privileges now as any elf. You are not thinking of leaving, are you?” Jeena grew concerned. She wasn’t sure what she’d do if her bondmate separated from her so soon. 
 
    “Well, actually,” said Richard, “my contract with King Halmafad is up tonight. I was planning on going back to my home, but now I’m thinking I might try to stay here for a while, in Silverton, if I’m able. That is if you wouldn’t mind? I mean, I could understand if it might make you feel uncomfortable.” 
 
    Relief flooded through Jeena. “I would like that very much, Rick. In fact, it would make me uncomfortable if you left so soon.” 
 
    “Good then,” Richard said cheerfully. “Are there any inns in the city? Or do you think it would be possible to find a place to stay here in the palace?” 
 
    Jeena looked at her bondmate and laughed. “No, there are not any inns in Silverton. We get very few visitors. That does not matter. You would have no trouble finding a place to stay. I dare say any family in the city would be honored to have the elf friend as a guest in their home. Even High Lord Trenadine would probably give you his own bedroom if you asked.” 
 
    Growing more serious, Jeena locked eyes with her bondmate. She sensed her silver eyes sparkling. “But you already have a place to stay, unless you choose not to. We are bondmates, you and I. My home is now your home. It is as I said during the ceremony, all that I have is yours. Remember?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Richard was perplexed by the direction and tone of the conversation. During the elf’s telling of her story, hope had begun to blossom in him. He’d started to think he might be able to win the beautiful elven girl’s friendship, given time. He hoped that he might even cultivate a more romantic relationship with her as they got to know one another. He assumed it would take a long time, and that he’d need to make sure he didn’t push too hard or too fast. That didn’t seem to be the case. 
 
    She’s apparently offering to share her home with me, Richard thought in his private space. Is she offering more than that? Her tone and body language certainly imply as much. Richard wasn’t sure where he stood with her. Her actions and feelings toward him undoubtedly had something to do with bonding. She said we’re bondmates. What exactly does that mean? Are we married? Richard wondered, still thinking in his private space. He was curious why the elf said “the elf friend” instead of “an elf friend.” Isn’t there more than one? he thought. There are so many unknowns that I can’t make any reasonable judgment about the situation. I hate unknowns. 
 
    “I’m a little confused, my lady,” Richard said. “If you’re referring to what was said inside, you may remember that I turned down your bonding pledge. You owe me nothing.” 
 
    The elf didn’t reply for what seemed a long time to Richard. She just continued to lock gazes with him. It was almost as if she were searching for something inside him. Instead of being made uncomfortable by the obvious probing, he took advantage of it to look more closely at her eyes. They were exotic and captivating. 
 
    The elf’s silver-colored irises continually swirled as if made of slowly churning molten metal. They formed ever-changing patterns that seemed to hold all the answers if one only knew the right questions. Her eyes were hypnotic. Richard was sure her eyes could hold his attention to the exclusion of all else if he wasn’t cautious. They also seemed to be a window into her very heart and soul. Through them, he could see courage, honesty, loyalty, commitment, and another emotion so powerful that it actually scared him. It wasn’t love, but something much more potent and all-encompassing. It was almost as if she’d opened herself up completely to him, dropping the shields people usually kept in place to protect themselves from others. Richard got the feeling she was allowing herself to be completely vulnerable to him. The depth of her trust was overwhelming.  
 
    Richard found himself mentally pulling back out of fear. Am I really prepared to accept or to make a commitment that strong? he wondered. 
 
    “Rick,” Jeena said in a soft voice, “I want to tell you something so you will have no doubts how I feel about you or where you stand with me. This will be hard for me. Contrary to what you may think, we elves are a serious race. We do not like to voice our emotions to others. Normally, we have no need. We can sense each other’s feelings. If you and I were both elves, you would know exactly how I felt without the need for me to speak. However, you are a human. Since I want you to understand completely, I must tell you.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Jeena,” Richard said. “You don’t have to say—” 
 
    The elf raised her hand in a stopping motion. “Yes, I do have to say it. It will be difficult for me. Because I never want to have to go through this again, I ask that you listen closely to what I have to say. I also ask that you allow me to speak without interruption until I am done. When I am finished, you can ask me anything you want. Will you do that for me, Elf Friend?” 
 
    Richard felt the strain building up in the elf. He knew this was serious business. Something told him if he stayed and listened to her that he’d never be the same again. Even so, he had no desire to leave. He needed to stay and listen. 
 
    “You cannot stay,” said his battle computer. “The times between dimensions will sync in a little over an hour. You need to return to the physical dimension. The battle is still going on there. Your mission in this dimension is complete.” 
 
    “It’s not complete,” Richard said in his shared space, growing a little angry. “I’m supposed to find a Power source so the triplets can create their gate. I haven’t found it yet.” 
 
    “I calculate remaining here will not solve the problem,” said his battle computer. “Maybe the Power source is not even on this planet.” 
 
    “Then you’re not using all of your processors,” Richard replied. “Look at those trees. I sense the Power flowing through them, and it’s potent. I have a feeling I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.” 
 
    His battle computer said nothing further. 
 
    Looking at the elf, Richard said, “I will listen, and I won’t interrupt.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jeena took a deep breath and steeled herself for what she needed to say. “Good,” she began. “Know this, Rick, you have done everything so correctly tonight that you could have done no better had we planned and rehearsed it for months. First, you refused my bonding offer as was proper. The bonding ceremony is a symbol of trust and commitment. Only rarely will a bonding offer be accepted and the trust breached, except, of course, with non-elves. Until tonight, there have only been five known occasions where an elf made a bonding offer to a non-elf. In all five of those cases, the bonding offer was accepted, and the elf became basically a slave to the other.” 
 
    Her bondmate nodded his understanding but remained silent.  
 
    Jeena pressed on. “Next you gave your bonding offer to me in return, thus completing the second part of the bonding ceremony. Even for elves, it is rare for both bond offers to be given on the same night. Usually, only after many years of being elf mates will one of the elves feel the desire to make a bonding offer to the other. Then the two elves are bonded. After many more years, the other elf may feel the need to make their bonding offer. At that time, the two become bondmates. Most elves never become bondmates. Many never even become bonded. By completing both parts of the bonding ceremony on the same night, we are very special and blessed.” 
 
    Her bondmate nodded again. Jeena doubted he really understood, but all she could do was take him at his word. 
 
    “Some will think I took a risk making a bonding offer to you, Rick, but I did not. You and I were already bonded. When we first touched minds in those caverns so long ago, I gave you my bond link, and you gave me yours. From that moment on, I was totally and completely yours. I have been ever since. An elf can only give their bond link once, so there will never be another for me. There will only be you.” 
 
    Jeena thought she could see questions building in her bondmate’s eyes, but with their link blocked, she didn’t know what he was feeling. She could only push forward and hope for the best.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she continued. “You never have to wonder how I feel about you. I know humans have an emotion called love. An elf’s bond is much more than that. You are a part of me, and I am a part of you. I can only be complete if we are together. Please know this. I would do anything for you. Anything! Were you to ask me to betray my own people, I would do so, though it would sadden me greatly.” Jeena knew she’d said about all she needed to say, but had one final point to make. “Everything I have is yours, Rick. My one true wish is to be with you always. My greatest hope is that you will choose to stay with me in Silverton and share our lives together here. But if you desire to return to your own people, I will leave all I have ever known and go with you. I will even live among the humans if it means we will be together. You are more important to me than anything. If by chance you do not wish to be with me—if you do not share my desire to be together—then I will never bother you again. If you choose not to stay, please remember you will always be in my heart, and you will always be welcome in our home; always. Never doubt that, my bondmate.” 
 
    Jeena paused a moment to let her words sink in. After a moment she asked, “Do you believe what I have said?” She unconsciously held her breath as she waited for her bondmate’s reply. 
 
    The seconds ticked by with only the sounds of the night and the low murmuring of the few other elves still in the garden breaking the silence.  
 
    The human stared hard into Jeena’s eyes.  
 
    She didn’t flinch. She kept her eyes locked with his. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Richard tried to remain calm on the outside, but inside, he was overwhelmed by the elf’s words. Her unconditional commitment to him was frightening. 
 
    She knows nothing about me, Richard thought, forgetting to keep his thoughts in his private space. How’s it possible for her to feel as she says she does? 
 
    Richard’s battle computer intruded. “Obviously, it is the link she attached to you in the cavern. I calculate it is more than a simple Power transfer link. Based upon her words, I calculate there is an enormous emotional attachment for her also, and for you, I might add.” 
 
    Richard knew his battle computer was right, but it didn’t help. He knew love—he could understand love—but the elf’s intense emotion was alien to him. Her commitment was so strong that he doubted he could ever understand its depth. In any regard, he believed her. Because he wasn’t an elf, he knew he’d never fully understand, but he did believe. 
 
    After a dozen seconds had passed in silence, Richard finally nodded his head at the elf. “I believe you, Jeena. I believe all that you’ve said.” 
 
    The elven lord let out the breath she’d been holding. She seemed relieved. “Good. Do you have a question about how I feel? If so, please ask it now. As I said, this is hard for me, and I never want to have to open up like this again, not even to you.” 
 
    One question? Richard thought. I’ve got a thousand. 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the look on her bondmate’s face, Jeena suspected he didn’t look entirely convinced. 
 
    “Do you doubt me?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, Jeena, it’s just that you’re giving so much. I mean, just look at you. You’re incredibly beautiful, intelligent, and powerful. While I… Heck, even for a human, I’m not what you’d call good looking. I’m average at best. I’m afraid you won’t be getting much in return for what you’re giving.” 
 
    “First off,” Jeena said, “I have not asked for anything. Second, you have already given far more than you realize. Third, I am glad you think I am so wonderful, but after we have been together for a while, you will get to see all my faults. You may re-access how much you’re getting. I can be very stubborn and impatient at times. I am a lousy cook, and I have been told my housekeeping abilities are less than desirable. On top of that, I have got a temper when riled. However, if you can put up with my faults, I swear I will do all I can to make you happy.” 
 
    Her bondmate smiled. Jeena thought he had a nice smile. 
 
    “I’m already happy, Jeena. I want very much to stay here in Silverton with you, and I’d be honored to share your home. As for faults, I’ll put up with yours if you’ll put up with mine.” 
 
    Jeena sensed the tension in the atmosphere leave. She laughed. “It is a deal. It is all settled. We will be together, and that is all that matters.” 
 
    “So, what’s next?” asked Richard as he looked around. “It’s getting late. Should I go home with you tonight, or should I stay with King Halmafad and his men here at the palace?” 
 
    Jeena stood up and looked down at her human as he sat on the bench. She shifted her staff to her left hand and stretched out her right. 
 
    “Will you walk with me, Rick? I would very much like to show you something.” 
 
    Her bondmate didn’t hesitate. “I’d like that very much.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 75 – The Park 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Hand in hand with the elf, Richard walked along a winding, white-pebbled path leading through a well-cared for patch of silver elm trees. The leaves of the trees glowed with a soft, silvery light. The light occasionally brightened in conjunction with the leaves around them, seeming to form an ever-changing pattern of Power in the treetops. The effect, combined with the light of the full moon, was breathtaking. 
 
    The patch of silver elms appeared to be a park of sorts. Richard noticed dozens of elves, male and female, walking along the numerous paths. Occasionally, he noticed one of the elves stop and gaze around them. As often as not they would laugh, apparently out of pure joy. 
 
    I assumed elves were emotionless, Richard thought. Not these elves. They seem happy. 
 
    The fingers of Jeena’s right hand tightened their grip on his. 
 
    She seems to be enjoying the walk as much as me. 
 
    The elf hadn’t told him where they were going, but Richard didn’t care. He was content to enjoy the moment. As they walked, he glanced at his bondmate. She’d let her hair down, reminding him of a silver waterfall cascading over her shoulders and running to the small of her back.  
 
    By the Creator, she’s beautiful, Richard thought not for the first time. 
 
    When his companion glanced over and saw him staring at her, she smiled. “You are supposed to be looking at the trees. The Lady is honoring you with their light. Are they not beautiful?” 
 
    “Not as beautiful as you,” Richard said immediately regretting his lack of ability to say flowery words. 
 
    The elf didn’t seem to mind. Her smile widened at the awkward compliment. 
 
    “Yes,” Richard said, trying to recover. “The trees are beautiful. You’re very lucky to live in a place like this. I think I’ll probably sleep during the day so I can walk through the park every night and enjoy the show.” He looked around. “I’m guessing by the number of elves I see on the paths that’s probably what most of Silverton’s residents do. Are your people always up this late taking walks? It must be ten o’clock already.” 
 
    “Actually, the silver elm trees do not shine like this every night. The Lady is sharing her Power with them, which produces the glow. The truth is that the trees have not glowed like this since before I was born. I have only heard stories from the elders as to how the silver elms got their name. Until tonight, I have never actually seen them shine. They are truly gorgeous.” 
 
    Richard watched the elf look around at the other elves strolling along the paths.  
 
    She leaned toward him. “I suspect every elf in Silverton who is able to walk is either roaming through the park or gathering at the Tree of Light for the watch-over.” 
 
    “Oh,” Richard said, looking around at the other elves. “I just assumed it was like this every night. By the way, you keep mentioning the Lady. Who’s she? Is she a religious deity to elves? I heard you mention something about being her high priestess.” 
 
    “I am her high priestess, but she is not a god or deity to us. At least, not in the way humans think of it. The Lady is more of a companion and a watch-keeper for the elven races. She is a part of the Tree of Light, which along with the silver elms, is our source of magic Power. The Lady and the Tree of Light have watched over us since the time of my forebear, High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen, a hundred thousand years ago. If anything happened to the Tree of Light, I fear the elven races would soon cease to exist.” 
 
    The elf’s words caught Richard by surprise. “You’re related to Shandria? I should’ve guessed. I don’t know why I didn’t figure it out before.” 
 
    “Because ‘the One’ temporarily blocks parts of your memory for reasons of his own,” said Richard’s battle computer in their shared space. “I keep telling you that.” 
 
    “Shandria was probably High Priestess Shandristiathoraxen’s friend name,” said Jeena, giving Richard a strange look. “How come you called her that?” 
 
    Richard wasn’t sure what to say. He could see fingerprints of ‘the One’ all over the night’s happenings. He didn’t for one second think Jeena’s heritage to Shandria was a coincidence. Things started falling into place.  
 
    Richard’s marine training took over, and he charged forward with a direct approach. “Jeena, my life’s strange. I’m a wizard scout and a time-commando. I wasn’t born on Portalis or even in this dimension. I guess you heard me say ‘time works strange for me.’ That’s because I’ve been sent on missions to the past, in the magic dimension. During one of those missions, I helped an elf named Shandria recover something from a demon. Her full name was Shandristiathoraxen.” 
 
    Jeena stopped walking.  
 
    Richard stopped as well.  
 
    The elf stared at him for several seconds before speaking. “I have many questions for you, Rick. I have been holding off because now is not the time, but I too have been sent on missions to other times and another dimension.” 
 
    “You have?” Richard asked unsure what else to say. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Jeena. “I worked with two wizard scouts and flew between the stars in a ship of metal. Have you ever heard of a ship called the Defiant?” 
 
    Richard stared at the elf. Everything was definitely falling into place. “Yes,” he said. “The Defiant is my ship. You’re the helper, aren’t you?” 
 
    Understanding seemed to come over the elf. “Me? No. I think you are the one the Oracle calls the helper. You are Dren and Brachia’s Uncle Rick, are you not?” 
 
    Richard nodded his head. 
 
    Jeena smiled. “The ways of the Creator are indeed strange. I began to suspect in the Hall of Meetings when you said you were a wizard scout. Then, in the garden, when you told me to call you Rick, I figured you were probably their uncle. I think I slept in your bunk on the Defiant.” 
 
    A memory of two words scratched into the frame of his bunk on the Defiant popped into Richard’s mind. “Why?” he said, not meaning it as a question. 
 
    Smiling, Jeena replied, “Because!” 
 
    They both laughed, sharing their private joke. 
 
    “I was not sure you could read elvish,” said Jeena. 
 
    “My battle computer can,” Richard said. “Nick can translate just about anything if I give him time.” 
 
    “Then I should take your Nick to our library when we get a chance. Perhaps we can go tomorrow.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “Actually, Nick’s not here. He’s still back in the physical dimension. And Jeena, I’ll have to go back as well.” 
 
    Jeena remained silent for several seconds. “When?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Richard said. “I think soon. My friends are in trouble.” 
 
    Richard quickly told the elf about the betrayal of the Conglomerate and the battle for the Empire’s fleets. He told her about his task to find a Power source the triplets could use to create a gate to the physical dimension. 
 
    When he finished, Jeena nodded her head as if accepting everything he’d said. “Then we do not have much time,” she said. 
 
    “We?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Yes, we,” said Jeena. “We are bondmates. Your task is my task. Where you go, I go.” 
 
    “Jeena, I—” 
 
    Holding up her hand, Jeena said, “No. I am sure we both have many questions, but there are still things that need to be done this night. Once those are complete, I will ask the Lady for guidance. She will know what to do. Will you trust me, my bondmate?” 
 
    Richard nodded his head, unsure what else he could do. I don’t have a Power source for the triplets yet, he thought. What do I have to lose? 
 
    “All right, Jeena,” Richard said. “Maybe that’s best. I sense something’s feeding Power to the silver elms. I’m assuming the something is the one you call your Lady. She’s expending an awful lot of Power. I can see why she doesn’t do it all the time. She’d run out of Power after a while unless she had a reliable method for regenerating it.” 
 
    “Yes, she would,” said Jeena in a voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    With his mission in mind, Richard was on the verge of asking Jeena about the Lady’s Power again but was interrupted by the sound of high-pitched laughter. Glancing in the direction of the sound, he noticed a young elven couple sitting on a bench. They were watching a group of elves dance in a nearby clearing. At the feet of the couple were two miniature elves, a boy and a girl, sitting on the grass laughing and playing. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be,” Richard said. “They’re children. I’ve never seen elf-children before.” 
 
    “I imagine not,” said Jeena, seeming to come out of her melancholy mood. “We elves are not normally a prolific race. Our children are our most cherished treasures. We are very protective of them.” 
 
    At that moment, the little boy, who would be about four years old in human years, noticed Jeena and Richard walking on the path.  
 
    The boy immediately jumped up, pointed, and began shouting, “Mommy! Look! It’s Elf Friend!” 
 
    The boy’s mother gently grabbed the child before he could take off running and said something to the effect of “It is not polite to point.” 
 
    Both of the children’s parents smiled and gave a wave of greeting as Richard and Jeena drew closer. Jeena waved back. Richard followed her lead and waved as well, but his attention was on the two children. Both the boy and girl were staring at him with eyes and mouths wide open. 
 
    “Greetings, Lord Jeehanathoraxen. Greetings, Elf Friend,” said the adult male. 
 
    “Greetings, Commander Leethor. Greetings, Meshoan,” responded Jeena. “Leethor, you know Elf Friend Richard, of course. Richard, may I present Leethor’s bondmate, Meshoan.” 
 
    It wasn’t until then that Richard took a good look at the adult elves and recognized them as his recent traveling companions. They’d exchanged their brown leather pants and tunics for matching light-green robes with silver trim. Meshoan’s long chestnut hair was woven into an intricate weave that was wrapped around the top of her head. Several embedded glow-stones gave the effect of a crown.  
 
    “Oh, do not be so formal, Jeehana,” said Meshoan as she strode forward and gave Richard a hug. “Elf Friend Richard and I are old friends. Are we not?” 
 
    “Uh…,” Richard replied, more than a little embarrassed by the show of affection. 
 
    “You know each other?” asked Jeena. 
 
    To Richard, Jeena’s voice seemed to take on a strange tone. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was jealous. 
 
    “Oh yes, we all know each other quite well,” said Leethor. “Elf Friend Richard healed Meshoan after her camp was attacked by orcs. She would have died without his help.” 
 
    “Attacked by orcs?” said Jeena. “I had not heard that. It was not in your report to the Council of Light. Why did you not tell me there was someone with the humans who could heal elves?” 
 
    “My report did not have that in it?” said Leethor. “Hmm, I must have left that part out. Of course, if I had told you, I would have been duty-bound to inform the rest of the council. That would include Lord Sheshna, would it not? Are you sure you think that is what I should have done?” With a conspiratorial tone, Leethor added, “Besides, I figured it was a personal matter. It never occurred to me that the fact a human with the ability to heal elves was traveling with the king’s band would be of any interest to the council.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” said Jeena. “You did right.” 
 
    “Quite a coincidence, us meeting like this, isn’t it, Leethor?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Oh, it is no coincidence, my friend,” said the elf. “I had already promised my son, Leenador, and my daughter, Meenish, they could meet you. After they heard you had been named elf friend, they could not be put off until tomorrow. My bondmate and I figured the two of you would pass by here on your way to the Midnight Blessing, so we decided to watch the dancers over there while we waited for you.” 
 
    Richard looked at the large clearing where nearly a hundred elves were dancing in a circle to the beat of music only they could hear. A couple hundred other elves sat around the clearing, watching. The dancers each appeared to be expressing themselves with unique leaps and steps. At the same time, the entire group appeared to be in harmony with one another, the movement of each elf seeming to complement the movements of those around him or her. None seemed to get in the others’ way. As Richard continued watching, he realized the dancers were moving in time with the Power surges rippling through the silver elm trees. 
 
    That’s their music, Richard thought. He concentrated hard on the Power. When he did, he felt the beat of the silent music. 
 
    Suddenly, Jeena pulled at his hand and gave him a dazzling smile. “Dance with me, Rick.” 
 
    “Uh, no way, my lady,” Richard said. “I don’t dance. Really, I prefer to watch.” 
 
    Although his bondmate tried her best to urge him to give it a try, Richard was adamant. Apparently realizing the futility of arguing, Jeena handed her staff to him. Then Jeena and Meshoan ran out to the clearing together and joined the dance. Before long, the two elf-children, Leenador and Meenish, begged their father for permission to join the dance as well. As soon as he said yes, the two children took off running for the clearing, squealing with laughter. 
 
    Leethor motioned next to him on the bench, and once Richard was seated, the elf reached into a sack near his feet and pulled out two wooden goblets along with something resembling a wineskin. The elf poured clear liquid into each goblet and handed one to Richard. 
 
    “Wine?” Richard asked hopefully. 
 
    “I wish,” said Leethor sounding disappointed. “Unfortunately, the children packed our picnic sack. It is just cold spring water. I thought you might be getting thirsty anyway.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Richard said as he took a sip. “I was feeling a little thirsty.” 
 
    “You are always a little hungry and thirsty,” said his battle computer in their shared space. 
 
    Richard pointed toward the dancers. “They’re very good, aren’t they? Jeena and Meshoan, I mean.” 
 
    Out in the clearing, the two females had seamlessly joined the other dancers and were jumping, twirling, and running to the beat of the silver elm’s Power. Meshoan’s long hair had come undone and was flowing behind her like a long, brown cape made of the finest silk. Occasionally, a male elf joined either Jeena or Meshoan in dance for a short time, but mostly the two females danced as a duet. 
 
    “They are very good, Rick. We are both lucky. In my opinion, we have the two most beautiful bondmates in all of Silvertine.” 
 
    Richard nodded his head. After a short pause, he glanced at Leethor’s sack. “Isn’t it a little late for your family to go on a picnic?” 
 
    “Of course not,” laughed Leethor. “We are going to attend the watch-over at the Tree of Light. We will have our picnic after the Midnight Blessing. Then the children can go to sleep while we perform the watch-over.” 
 
    “A watch-over, huh?” Richard said. “Sounds interesting. Maybe Jeena and I can get some food together and join you there.” 
 
    Leethor, who was in the middle of taking a drink, spit out a mouthful of spring water and began choking and coughing.  
 
    Richard pounded Leethor on the back to help clear his airway. “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    After regaining his breath, Leethor chuckled. “Yes, I’m fine. Thanks. It is just that your comment took me a little by surprise. You see, it would defeat the purpose of the watch-over if you and Jeehana were there. I gather she has not explained the rest of the bonding ceremony to you.” 
 
    “Uh, no. I thought it was all done,” Richard admitted, growing a little suspicious. “I don’t suppose you’d care to explain it to me, would you?” 
 
    “You are right, my friend,” Leethor said sounding like he was trying to be diplomatic. “I think I will leave that up to Jeehana. In fact, it looks like our two wayward companions are coming back as we speak.” 
 
    His curiosity piqued, Richard was dying to ask Jeena about the remainder of the ceremony. He was forced to hold his tongue while they said their goodbyes to Leethor and his family. 
 
    Finally, Jeena took Richard’s hand and began leading him down one of the park’s paths. His bondmate set a slow pace. The crowd of elves that had been in the park earlier had thinned out. Only a dozen or so could be seen walking. All of them seemed to be heading in the same direction. Before long, Jeena stopped, raised her arms high with her staff in her left hand and Richard’s left hand in her right. She gave a big stretch, arching her back.  
 
    Richard thought he heard a purr, which reminded him of a contented kitten. 
 
    “The dance was fun,” said Jeena. “You should have tried it. I have not been this happy in ages.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, dancing and I just never seem to get along too well. Besides, I had a nice talk with Leethor.” 
 
    “Ha! That Leethor,” said Jeena. “I am going to have a nice long talk with him myself.” She laughed mischievously. “He could have saved me a lot of grief and worry if he had told me about you. So, out of curiosity, what did you talk about?” 
 
    “Oh, this and that,” Richard said. “Male stuff. You know.” 
 
    “No,” laughed Jeena, who appeared to be finding everything humorous at the moment. “I can thankfully say I do not know. I guess males are males, whether they are elf or human.” 
 
    “I imagine you’re right. By the way, Jeena,” Richard said, “I’m enjoying our walk, but where are we going? Leethor mentioned something about a Midnight Blessing and a watch-something-or-other.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I have been meaning to explain things to you,” Jeena apologized. “First off, I want you to remember that as far as I am concerned, we fully completed our bonding ceremony fifty years ago in the cavern. We may have done things a little out of order, but we fulfilled every requirement.” 
 
    “I seem to anticipate a ‘but’ coming up,” Richard said. 
 
    “You are right,” said Jeena. “There is a ‘but,’ however, it is a small one. You see, while in my heart I know we completed the full bonding ceremony, we did not do so in the traditional manner. I am sure you can appreciate that.” 
 
    Which of course, Richard could. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Jeena, “the traditional ceremony is that the two elves will declare their intentions before family and friends. Their intention being either to become mates, bondeds or bondmates, depending on whether one or both of the elves feel led to make a bonding pledge. Then the couple has a short ceremony at the Tree of Light, called the Midnight Blessing. Do you want to hazard a guess what time the ceremony takes place?” 
 
    “Uh, let me think. Would it be at midnight?” 
 
    “Good guess,” Jeena laughed. “I knew you were an intelligent human the first time I laid eyes on you. So, as you guessed, at midnight everyone involved gathers at the Tree of Light, and the couple asks the Lady to bless their bonding pledges. If the couple are pledging as bondmates, then the Lady will open an offering link to the female.” 
 
    At the words offering link, Richard stopped and faced Jeena. With some suspicion in his voice, he asked, “What exactly do you mean by an offering link?” He didn’t at all like what he thought the answer might be. 
 
    Jeena let go of Richard’s hand and turned to face him. She placed her hand over his heart.  
 
    Richard sensed possible danger ahead. 
 
    “My bondmate,” said Jeena looking into eyes, “as you probably already suspect, an offering link is a connection that allows the elven couple to share part of the Power they create during mating with the Lady. After the Midnight Blessing, the elves’ family and friends will stay at the Tree of Light to perform the watch-over, while the elven bondmates go to a cavern known as the Presence of the Lady. There they spend their bond night, and share the Power they create with the Lady. It is a gift from the bondmates to the Tree of Light. It is that Power which in the past has kept the Tree of Light healthy. It is a small price for the blessings the Lady bestows upon our elven race.” Jeena continued looking into Richard’s eyes as if waiting for his next question. 
 
    Richard began thinking back to the events in the Dalinfaust’s cavern. Their Power had been stolen that night. They’d nearly died as a result. 
 
    “We created Power when we were in the demon’s mountain,” Richard said. “We created Power again when I freed you. Some spell stole our Power. I don’t plan on ever letting anyone get in a position to steal my Power again.” 
 
    “My bondmate,” said Jeena stressing the word bondmate, “the Lady was not the one who cast the spell that stole our Power. As I stood chained to the stone, she expended a great amount of her energy to break thru the dark shields surrounding Dillonath Mountain in order to tell me the elf friend was coming. Shortly thereafter, you appeared. The Lady would never forcibly take anyone’s Power. She only accepts what we freely give.” 
 
    “Well, somebody took our Power, Jeena,” Richard said. “I sensed another presence when I was healing you. Was it your Lady?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Jeena, “but I am positive the Lady was not the one who cast the spell. I believe it was the demon.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not as sure,” Richard said. “You’re her high priestess, so your view of her is bound to be a little clouded.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Jeena replied, eyes flashing as she gritted her teeth. “After our reserve power was taken, I felt the Lady expend a lot of Power to fight her way back through the shields around the mountain. When she broke through, she gave me some of her Power. It was that Power which I shared with you. I gave you the Power in the hope it would mix with yours and create more Power.” 
 
    “Well, considering how much was taken from us, it was little enough that was returned,” Richard said. 
 
    “Apparently it was enough,” Jeena said, her voice taking on an angry note. “You and I are both still alive, are we not? Besides, I said the Lady did not take it.” The elf accentuated the last words by taking her hand off Richard’s heart and poking him in the chest with stiff fingers in time to her words. 
 
    Their discussion had grown heated enough that some of the other elves on the trail looked in their direction. 
 
    Feeling eyes upon him, Richard glanced to his right and saw a small female elf-child holding onto her mother’s hand. The child had a shocked look on her face. Her eyes were shiny. The sight made him bite the retort that was on his lips before it came out. With an effort, Richard forced himself to calm down. He was silent for several seconds as he stood looking at the elf-child and her mother. When he finally turned to face Jeena, his anger was gone. He saw anger in her eyes but sensed she’d been hurt by his words and was immediately ashamed. 
 
    “Jeena, I’m sorry. You’re the last person in the world I want to argue with. I thought that due to my lack of Power, you died. During the last two hundred years, my hatred for whoever stole our Power has grown. That’s no excuse for taking my anger out on you. Can you find it in your heart to forgive me? I’m truly sorry.” 
 
    The anger in his bondmate’s eyes slowly disappeared. “I have no desire to argue with you either,” Jeena said. “I will forgive you if you find it in your heart to forgive me. It is just that I know the Lady, and she risked a lot to come to me in that cavern. She is not well, and she has not been for many years. I believe she helped guide you to me. The last thing she would want is for harm to come to either one of us. She is the one who told me you were the elf friend. The Lady would not have named you thus if she meant you harm. Please believe me.” 
 
    “I believe you believe that’s true,” Richard said, “but I don’t know your Lady. I’m sorry, but I won’t allow myself to be vulnerable. Can you understand that? If that’s what’s expected of me tonight, then…well, I just can’t do it.” 
 
    “You do not have to do anything tonight you do not wish to do,” said Jeena. “We are already bondmates, as far as I am concerned. If you do not wish to spend the night with me in the Presence of the Lady, then we will not do so. If it is that stressful for you, we will go to our home instead.” 
 
    As she spoke, Jeena drew closer to Richard. She placed her right hand on his cheek and lightly caressed his lips with her thumb. “It is just that completing the ceremony in the traditional manner is important to me. Not that it will make us any more bondmates in my eyes. The bonding ceremony is something I have dreamed of all my life. I would really like to see it through to the end, if at all possible. You will not have to participate in the offering link to the Lady. I will take care of that on my own. It will just be you and me spending a night alone in a beautiful cave with a crystal-clear lake and a white-sand beach. Our friends will bear witness to our bonding by remaining at the Tree of Light to perform watch-over until the morning. However, if you do not wish to stay with me in the Presence of the Lady; if you do not wish our friends to rejoice in the happiness of our bonding; if you do not wish to do this which is important to me, then we will not. We will turn around and go home, and I swear I will never mention it again.” 
 
    The thought crossed Richard’s mind that people were the same regardless of race. He knew very well he was being manipulated. With only a hand’s breadth between them, he was very aware of the elf’s presence—very aware. He felt the warmth of her breath on his face as she spoke and the softness of her fingers as they rested on his cheek. He breathed in gently through his nose and inhaled her fragrance. She smelled of jasmine and cinnamon. It was a good, clean smell. Richard stood staring into the elf’s silver eyes. The reflection of the moon and stars shone back at him almost as if her eyes were a universe all their own. He reached up with his right hand and brushed her hair back where it had fallen loosely across her shoulders. Her silver hair was soft and fine. As he brushed it, he stirred up a fresh scent of jasmine. He placed his hand on her cheek and stroked her lips with his thumb, just as she’d done his. Her lips were soft and full, begging to be kissed. 
 
    Oh yes, Richard thought. I’m being manipulated, but do I really care? 
 
    Sighing in defeat, he caressed the lovely elf’s face, whispering, “I’ll see the ceremony through to its end, my lady. I can deny you nothing. Even so, I won’t allow your tree lady to take my Power. Considering that limitation, will this be enough for you?” 
 
    Jeena sighed and whispered gently back, “It will be enough, my bondmate. It will be more than enough. Thank you.” 
 
    Richard had thought his bondmate was in a hurry to get to the Midnight Blessing, but she made no attempt to move. He felt her warm breath on his face as she spoke. She tilted her head to one side so his hand slid down her face onto her throat. He continued to gently caress her neck with his fingers. He moved his left hand behind her back. He felt a building of desire. Her breathing increased as she moved closer to him. She placed her left arm, staff and all, behind his back and pulled him so hard against her that it actually hurt.  
 
    Their lips met, and they kissed. It was a long, deep, passionate kiss. They’d been denied the ability to kiss in the Dalinfaust’s cavern. Both of them made up for that now. Jeena pulled him even tighter against her. Suddenly, she pushed him away. 
 
    “No, Rick,” Jeena panted. “Not yet. I think we should move on now, or we will be late for the Midnight Blessing.” 
 
    “To hell with midnight,” Richard said, feeling frustrated. 
 
    There was a tense silence between them for a dozen heartbeats.  
 
    It was Jeena who made the first overture of peace. Placing her open hand on his heart again, she spoke. “Listen well to my words, my bondmate, and weigh them carefully before answering. All is not as it seems. There are political and emotional undercurrents to all that has happened tonight. It is beyond my keen to truly understand where our actions this night will lead us. I have fought hard these past fifty years to prepare the way for you to be declared elf friend. I did not do it for the Lady, nor for the elven race, but for us. You are human, and there is much prejudice against humans in elves. I am sorry, but that is just the way it is. By being declared elf friend, most of that prejudice will not apply to you. Even so, ours is a mixed bonding. It is a bonding of two races; elf and human. Our children, should the Lady so bless us, will be of mixed race. It will go a long way toward thwarting any future antagonists against us, or against our children, if we fully comply with the traditional pattern of bonding, and if we adhere to all parts of the ceremony. As I said, it will not make us any more bondmates than we already are, but for the sake of peace, for our children and us, does it not seem wise to comply with tradition?” 
 
    The long speech gave Richard time to gain control over his emotions. He saw the logic of her words. Reaching up with both hands, he stroked Jeena’s hair back on either side of her head so her ears were exposed. He lightly caressed her ears with his thumbs and then slid his hands down so they rested on her neck. He gently pulled the lovely elf toward him. She didn’t resist. Tilting her head down, he ever so softly kissed her forehead. Then he released her and took a step back. 
 
    “You know,” Richard said, doing his best to smile. “I’ve always wanted to go to a Midnight Blessing.” 
 
    Taking his hand in hers, Jeena smiled in return. “Then let us be on our way. It is only a short distance now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 76 – The Tree of Light 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard sensed a strain between the elf and him that hadn’t been there earlier as they walked along the pathway toward their destination. They still held hands, but walked in an uncomfortable silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Richard wished he didn’t have the nagging suspicion at the back of his mind that there was a price he would be expected to pay for the privilege of being made an elf friend. 
 
    Richard glanced at his bondmate, and her beauty washed over him. The moonlight coming through the trees formed a ghostly shimmer around the elf’s head. The light was accentuated by the reflection coming off her long, silver hair. He had a feeling he’d never tire of looking at her. 
 
    They rounded a bend in the pathway. The trees of the park opened onto a vast clearing. The sight took Richard’s breath away. At the center of the clearing was the largest tree he’d ever seen. It was easily a hundred and fifty meters tall and just as wide. The tree was ancient beyond belief. It made him uncomfortably aware of his insignificance in the scheme of things. His 600 plus years of life was but the blink of an eye to the tree. He had no doubt this was the Tree of Light held in such high esteem by the elves. The tree’s leaves shone with a silvery Power. The light made everything in the clearing as visible as if it were daylight. There was a lot to see. Several thousand elves—male and female, children and adults—were all gathered around the tree, just outside the spread of the tree’s limbs. Richard felt the eyes of the elves as they looked toward Jeena and himself. There had been a buzz of conversation before their arrival. Now there was a hushed silence broken only by the occasional crying of a baby. 
 
    Richard felt an expectation in the crowd, sensing they wanted something from him, but no one would tell him what. A slight squeeze on his hand brought Richard out of his thoughts. He glanced at his bondmate. 
 
    Jeena smiled. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Well, Richard decided, everything may have a price, but she’s worth whatever the cost may be. Whatever it is, I’ll pay. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” he said. 
 
    They walked together toward the giant tree three hundred meters ahead. As they walked, the crowd separated and reformed behind them as they passed. Few of the elves spoke. Some whispered, but even that was rare. 
 
    Taking his eyes off the crowd, Richard inspected the massive tree looming ahead. They were close now. He noticed something he’d missed earlier. The something made him stop dead in his tracks as he stared at the tree. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Jeena sounding concerned. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    As it so happened, they’d almost reached their destination—a small mound of raised earth a meter high and ten meters across. Richard noticed High Lord Trenadine along with several of the other elven lords standing on the dais. 
 
    Jeena squeezed his hand and repeated, “What is it? What is wrong?” 
 
    “The tree’s sick,” Richard said. “He’s dying.” 
 
    Jeena acknowledged his words with a nod of her head but said nothing. He noticed her eyes get shiny. 
 
    Something near the trunk of the tree drew Richard’s attention. He pulled free of the elf’s hand and started forward. 
 
    “No,” said Jeena, catching up and grabbing his shoulder with her free hand. When Richard stopped and looked at her, she said, “No one except foresters is allowed to walk on the ground beneath the tree’s branches. I am sorry.” 
 
    “Oh,” Richard said. He gestured with his right hand in the direction of the Tree of Light’s massive trunk. “Is she a forester?” 
 
    Jeena looked confused. “Who? The Tree of Light? The foresters attend to the tree’s needs. The Tree of Light is not a forester.” 
 
    “No, not the tree,” Richard said, getting confused himself. “I mean the girl; the girl with the green hair.” 
 
    Jeena looked once again in the direction where he pointed, then glanced back at the high lord on the dais and back at Richard. “Rick, I am not sure who you mean. It is a long way to the elves on the other side of the seeding ground. Do you mean someone wearing a green scarf? Elves do not have green hair.” 
 
    Richard stared at the green-haired girl for a few more seconds. Turning slightly toward Jeena, he positioned himself so he could view both her and the girl standing in the clearing under the tree’s branches. He could tell by the look on Jeena’s face that she didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. A quick glance at the elves on the mound and those nearest in the crowd told him they didn’t either. He had a feeling he should quit while he was ahead, but he’d always been a little stubborn. He risked another question, even though he already knew the answer. “I’m talking about that green-haired elf girl standing halfway between us and the tree trunk.” 
 
    Richard watched as Jeena and several of the other elves looked in the direction he indicated. Based on their expressions, he could tell they saw nothing. 
 
    “You don’t see her, do you, Jeena?” 
 
    “No Rick, I am sorry. I…I do not see anyone. There is no one anywhere on the seeding ground. The ground beneath the branches is empty. Even foresters are not allowed on it during a Midnight Blessing.” 
 
    Richard took another hard look at the green-haired girl. She was walking toward them now. Dressed in a light-green robe with dark emerald trim, the girl looked elfish but somehow different. As she drew nearer, he could tell her skin had a greenish tint. Then he sensed her Power link. Even without running an active scan, he knew the link connected with the Tree of Light. 
 
    All at once it came to him. This has to be the Lady that Jeena keeps talking about. For all I know, she’s the one who stole our Power. Instinctively, Richard drew his phase rod with his left hand, activating it in destructive mode. He sensed the familiar feeling of hunger from the rod’s demon essence.  
 
    Gasps came from the elves around him as well as from Jeena. 
 
    Holding the phase rod at the ready, Richard formed an active scan and probed the green elf, seeking a weakness in her defenses. It didn’t take him long to find one. She’s got nothing protecting her, he thought. She’s completely vulnerable. With a thought and the use of minimal power, I can block the link between her and the tree. 
 
    “I calculate that would not only destroy the female but the tree as well,” said his battle computer. 
 
    “Rick. What is it?” asked Jeena over the shouts and screams of other elves. 
 
    Richard didn’t take his eyes off the green-haired elf. He suspected a trick, so kept his attack options open, ready to kill if the need arose. The green-haired elf stopped five meters away just under the farthest reach of the tree’s branches. She held her arms out to her sides, palms facing outward. 
 
    The green-haired elf spoke. “Are you going to kill me, Elf Friend?” came the soft musical voice of the Lady. 
 
    Even with the bedlam going on all around him, Richard heard her plainly in his mind. He detected a tinge of sadness in the voice, as well as an immense feeling of weariness, and got the impression she was tired beyond his understanding and resigned to whatever was going to happen. 
 
    “Maybe,” Richard said out loud. “I don’t trust you. Someone stole our Power. It could’ve been you.” 
 
    “If that is what you think, then you should kill me and be done with it. Maybe that would be best, for without your help we are dead anyway. I have lowered all my defenses for you, Elf Friend. After a hundred thousand years, what matters whether our deaths come now, at the hands of a friend, or in a few short years when our Power runs out?” 
 
    Richard was overcome with the red-hot anger of two centuries demanding he exact revenge for the years of mental anguish. He targeted the elf’s link but hesitated to act. 
 
    “He is trying to kill the Tree of Light! Stop him!” shouted someone. 
 
    Out the corner of his eye, Richard saw the silver-haired male from the Hall of Meetings rushing forward with sword drawn. His intent was evident in his eyes. 
 
    High Lord Trenadine pointed at the charging elf. “Stop him!” 
 
    Three of the nearest guards intercepted the angry elf and tackled him to the ground, disarming him along the way. 
 
    “Peace my children. Peace,” said the green-haired elf. 
 
    The yelling and shouting abruptly stopped, and the crowd became still.  
 
    Richard noticed elves looking around as if trying to find where the voice had come from. He felt relieved he wasn’t the only one who’d heard it this time. He noticed elves begin to focus on the spot where the green-haired elf stood. From their expressions, he had no doubt they now saw their Lady. 
 
    Jeena reacted first, dropping to her knees and bowing her head slightly in homage. “Lady, we are honored.” 
 
    Richard noticed others follow his bondmate’s example and drop to their knees. Within a few seconds, all within the clearing save two were on their knees. One was the green-haired elf, the other was him. 
 
    “Put away your phase rod, Elf Friend,” said the Lady. “You know as well as I that if you were going to attack, you would have done so already.” When Richard hesitated, the Lady smiled softly. “Please, Rick, I mean you no harm. We were friends once. Indeed, my bondmate and I would give our lives to save yours if the need arose.” 
 
    Richard didn’t know what was going on but relaxed slightly. He deactivated his phase rod and lowered his arms to his sides. He continued to hold the hilt of his phase rod in his hand rather than placing it back on his belt.  
 
    The Lady undoubtedly noticed, but just gave him a slight smile and continued speaking. “Please, my children,” the Lady said. “Do not kneel. I am only a servant, the same as you. Instead, sit and be comfortable. I wish to tell you a story. It is one that most of you know, but I think you will find it interesting nonetheless. Also, there are some things you do not know, which I think you should.” 
 
    The elves responded to the Lady’s urging. Soon everyone was sitting. Richard took a seat next to Jeena. He continued holding his phase rod in his left hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 77 – The Lady’s Tale 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The Lady’s calm and soothing voice filled the minds of the crowd. 
 
    “When the world was young, the Creator looked down upon what he had made. He was saddened. That which he had made perfect and good had been corrupted. The Evil One had tainted the world with his darkness and gloated because he knew the Creator would have to destroy the world. The Creator loved his children that he had placed upon the world and took pity on them. Instead of destroying them, the Creator sent a helper. The helper was in the form of a seed. The seed fell to the world and landed in a barren, rock-strewn land. The soil was too thin and infertile to take root, so the seed waited. After many years, a raven came by and pecked at the seed. The seed was bitter in its mouth. After flying some distance, the bird spat the seed out. The seed came to rest by a small lake but sensed this was not the right place or the right time. Again, it did not take root. After many years, an orc came by. She picked up the seed and placed it in her pocket. When she took the seed out a few days later, she thought it looked ugly, so she threw it down a crack in the earth. Thousands of years passed before the seed was found by a dwarf looking for precious gems. He picked up the seed, but not being a farmer, he traded it to a passing halfling for a pipe. The halfling, who was a farmer, lost the seed on the way home, and it was found by a troll. The seed continued to be found and lost by one race after another until ten thousand years had passed. 
 
    “Finally, a young elven maid with long silver hair and silver eyes rescued the seed from a powerful demon with the aid of the first elf friend. She took the seed and planted it in a large clearing near her village. She watered and cared for the seed, and it grew into a strong sapling with bright silver leaves. The elf maid chose an elf male as her mate. They celebrated their union by inviting their friends to witness their vows. Because the tree meant so much to her and her mate, they asked for the tree’s blessing as one day ended and a new day began. The tree gave of itself and placed upon the head of each elf a crown as a symbol of its blessing. At the suggestion of the tree, the elf maid led her mate to a cavern under the clearing. The cavern had a white sand beach and a clear lake of the purest water. The roots of the tree dangled through the top of the cavern’s roof, shining with a silvery light. The light from the roots made the cavern even more beautiful for the elven couple. As the elf maid and her chosen merged into one body and one spirit, the tree gave the maid a link to its innermost self. In thanks, the elf maid and her mate created Power and gave it to the tree as an offering. The Power passed through the roots of the tree and gave the tree strength. The tree bore seeds, and the seeds fell to the ground. 
 
    “Over time, the elves of the village took the seeds and planted them all over the known lands until the forests sparkled with the light of silver elm trees. As the forests grew, the strength of the elves grew, and the elves flourished as the Tree of Light flourished. One day when the elf maid was no longer young, she became worried because her bondmate was late returning from a journey. She searched the forest and found him battered and bleeding, near death. In a vain hope, she took her bondmate back to her village and placed him before the tree. She begged the tree to help her mate because the elves had no healers. She knew his wounds would never heal of their own accord. The tree took pity on the maid and absorbed her bondmate into its trunk so that they became one, sharing its life force with the elven male. Then the tree, who was now her bondmate but who was also still the helper, gave the maid a bond, a link that would connect the maid and her bondmate throughout all eternity. The maid stayed with her mate who was now the tree, and never again left the protection of his branches. He was now the helper, the Tree of Light, and she was his bondmate, the Lady of the Tree. 
 
    “As the years passed, the village became a town, and the town became a great city. Young elves came from all parts of the forest to ask for the tree’s blessing as they pledged their lives to one another. In thanks, the elves continued to give their offerings of Power to the tree in the Presence of the Lady. The tree produced seeds, the elves planted the seeds, and the forests continued to grow. But the Evil One hated the silver elms, and the elves were often called upon to defend their forests. Sometimes, the forces of the Evil One were too powerful for the elves alone, and the Creator sent the elves a friend to aid them in their time of need. A human, a dwarf, a giant, a halfling, a gnome, a unicorn, a sprite, and a dragon of gold all came to the aid of the elves over time. The last of these elf friends, the giant, came fourteen thousand years ago. 
 
    “The Evil One is crafty and sly, and after a time, the Lady noticed the offerings of Power the Tree of Light received from the elven bondmates were becoming less and less. As the offerings lessened, the Tree of Light was forced to reduce the Power he shared with the silver elms. As the silver elms weakened, so did the elves. Gradually, the Evil One began to destroy the forests. Little by little, over the span of thousands of years, the rot of the Evil One took its toll until even the Tree of Light began to sicken. A little over four hundred ago, the offerings of Power by the elven bondmates were so sparse the tree could no longer even produce seed. Finally, neither the Tree of Light nor the silver elms could afford to shine their light upon the world. The forests became dark for the first time in a hundred thousand years.” 
 
    The Lady slowly turned, looking at each of the elves in the clearing until she’d completed a circle. Each elf felt as if the Lady had looked directly at them and touched them with her love. Only when she completed her turn and was once again facing Jeena and Richard did she continue speaking. 
 
    “All is not lost my children, for the Creator is ever in control. Fifty-one years, one month, and two days ago, an elf maid with silver hair and silver eyes was taken by the forces of the Evil One. The Tree of Light and his Lady searched far and wide for their high priestess, expending hundreds of years’ worth of Power in a short period of time as they battled to fight their way into the dark mountain of Dillonath. Though they found their high priestess, they could not break open her prison. They were forced to withdraw. On the second day, they felt a disturbance in the Power. Something was different in the world. When they searched for its source, they found a human male wandering through the tunnels under Dillonath Mountain. He was a strange one, strange to the world, and strange in Power, for he was neither good nor evil. He was so neutral that the denizens of the tunnels could not detect him. He wandered the tunnels as if searching for something. 
 
    “Filled with hope, the tree and his Lady withdrew and waited for a sign from the Creator. When the sign came, the tree and his Lady followed the path of the male and found their high priestess again. The Lady suggested, and the elf maid of silver obeyed, giving her bond to the human male. Power begat Power. The bond was transformed. The two became one, bondmates for the rest of eternity. The forces of the Evil One were strong, and the two were soon torn apart, separated for fifty years and for two hundred years, and that brings us here to this very night. 
 
    “My children,” said the Lady. “My bondmate and I grow weak. Less than four hundred years of Power had we before tonight. But our elf friend, the wizard scout, must be honored, and so we once again share our Power with the silver elms, perhaps for the last time. We can no longer bear the screams of our seed, our silver elms, as the Evil One destroys their roots with his rot. We have decided that we shall never again deny our seed the Power to defend themselves, even though it drains us dry. I tell you the truth, four days only can we share our Power with our silver elms until Power we have no more. Unless the rot of the Evil One is reversed and elven bondmates can once again share Power with the Tree of Light, we shall cease to exist and will go to be with the Creator.” 
 
    The Lady turned and looked at Richard. “We expect nothing from you, Elf Friend Richard Shepard. You have already given so much. You rescued our high priestess. We have no right to expect anything else. Even so, I will not lie, we are hopeful. You were sent by the Creator, of that we are sure. He has again brought you in our time of need, a healer of elves, and perhaps…a healer of trees. You healed our high priestess, and the two of you created Power, which should not have been possible. It is our hope, though it seems impossible, that you can also heal the blight that has attacked the very roots of the Tree of Light. 
 
    “I know the pain you have been through, wizard scout, and I know of your concerns. I tell you true, we did not take your Power in the cavern of the Dalinfaust. We would never harm you. You and our high priestess are our only hope. Without your help, we shall pass from this world in four days’ time.” 
 
    Switching to address the crowd, the Lady commanded, “Now stand, my children. Stand and honor the bondmates as we give our blessing.” 
 
    The entire crowd of elves stood, even the silver-haired male. Richard did as well. Jeena led him to the very edge of the clearing, just two meters short of the Lady. His bondmate guided him through a complex series of hand movements, which he assumed was part of the Midnight Blessing. He followed her lead without complaint.  
 
    In less than a minute, the movements were complete, and Jeena spoke in a loud voice. “O Lady, O Tree of Light, I, Jeehanathoraxen, your humble servant…” Jeena paused a couple of seconds before nudging Richard in the side. 
 
    Taking the not so subtle hint, Richard said, “…and I, Richard, a wizard scout…” 
 
    “…ask for your blessing on our bonding,” finished Jeena. 
 
    As his bondmate’s words ended, two of the nearest limbs of the Tree of Light reached out and gave from themselves two wreaths of glowing silver leaves, which they gently placed upon Jeena and Richard’s heads. His bondmate clasped his left hand firmly with her right and stretched their arms out to the front. 
 
    The Lady of the Tree slowly bound their two hands together at the wrist with a soft vine, she said, “Let the tying of this vine symbolize the binding of these two bondmates for all eternity. Let no one challenge their bonding. They have been blessed by the Tree of Light, and they will never be alone again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 78 – Presence of the Lady 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The stone path leading to the very roots of the Tree of Light were worn smooth by the tread of untold thousands of feet. Richard felt the warm hand of his bondmate as she led him deeper into the inner sanctum known as the Presence of the Lady. He didn’t know what lay ahead. To be perfectly honest, he didn’t really care. The events of the evening played through his mind. The beautiful elf leading him filled a hole in his soul. He had no wish to ever leave her side. 
 
    “You are going to have to leave soon,” reminded his battle computer. “It is past midnight. The times between the dimensions have synced. Every additional minute you spend in this dimension is a minute passed in the physical dimension. Your friends are fighting for the lives as we speak.” 
 
    “What? You think I don’t know that? There’s nothing I can do at the moment. Do you have a Power source large enough to allow the triplets to gate the alliance’s fleets to another dimension? I sure don’t.” Richard waited for his battle computer to reply, but there was only silence. “Besides, if you’re monitoring my passive scan, you know there’s a Power source ahead that dwarf’s anything I’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    “I see it,” replied his battle computer, “but I calculate it is well protected. You cannot access it.” 
 
    After a few hundred meters, Richard noticed the previously dark tunnel was getting visibly lighter ahead. Since he wasn’t wearing his battle helmet, he had been relying on Jeena to guide him. Apparently realizing he could now see, the elf picked up the pace to a near trot. He felt her hand tremble in his. 
 
    Anticipation? Richard wondered. Or fear? 
 
    They were both silent. Jeena hadn’t spoken since greeting the old elven lord at the tunnel’s entrance. 
 
    “The elf’s name is Lord Sheshna,” said his battle computer. 
 
    Richard didn’t care who he was, thinking only of how satisfied he was to be with his bondmate. He sensed she took comfort in his presence as well. 
 
    Before long, Jeena led him around a sharp bend in the tunnel. When they turned the corner, Jeena and he stopped. They both gasped. Laid out before them was the heart of the Tree of Light’s Power. Richard didn’t have to be told they were in the Presence of the Lady. 
 
    “Whoa!” was all Richard found himself able to say. He’d seen many beautiful sights in his lifetime but could think of none more breathtaking than what he now beheld.  
 
    A large cavern stretched out before him, it’s ceiling at least seventy-five meters overhead. At the cavern’s center was a crystal-clear lake reflecting the light of thousands of stars shimmering overhead. Only the lights weren’t stars. Inspecting them closer, Richard was surprised to find the lights were glow-balls of pure power. The glow-balls were suspended individually from the ceiling by tree roots of varying lengths. There were so many glow-balls that the cavern was lit as if it were early morning twilight. 
 
    The near shore of the lake was a beautiful white beach. Small dunes of sand appeared to form cubicles where Richard assumed multiple bonded couples could have some privacy from each other. This night, there was no one else in the cavern. He and Jeena had the whole place to themselves. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Richard commented in what was almost a reverent whisper. “Do all elves come here on their bonding night?” 
 
    “No,” Jeena whispered back, “but all elves that can do so. Those who cannot due to time and distance will try to make the trek here eventually. It is not unheard of for elves to make their bonding pledges in their local communities and then come to make their bond offering years or even decades later.” Jeena glanced at Richard, and added with a dazzling smile, “Just like us.” 
 
    “Except I don’t need to do that, right?” Richard said. He wasn’t about to let the elf forget their deal that he wouldn’t have to open himself up to the Lady. 
 
    “No, you will not have to give an offering,” Jeena said. “I will take care of it. A bond offering is only part of it, though. The most important part is that we are here in the Presence of the Lady together.” Jeena released Richard’s hand and spun a full 360 degrees. “It is even more beautiful than I imagined. Have you ever seen anything like it?” 
 
    Richard had to admit he hadn’t, shaking his head slowly in reply. Even though the cavern was only dimly lit by the glow-balls, he could tell someone had put a lot of care into the cavern’s beach and its surroundings. There were several rock lined pathways crisscrossing from one part of the cavern to another. The pathways seemed to be made from the same white rock that formed the paths in the park. The only difference being this gravel appeared to contain small chips of glow-stones that gave the paths the illusion they were strewn with thousands of sparkling diamonds. 
 
    In addition to the cubicles formed by the sand dunes, there were also several alcoves cut into the stone walls of the cavern. Each alcove had a silk curtain at the opening, which was drawn back to reveal plush bedding on the inside. Richard counted ten alcoves. Each one was evenly spaced and situated to apparently give their occupants privacy during their bonding night. 
 
    The cavern also contained gardens. Not gardens of flowers, of course. Instead, the gardens contained knee-high mushrooms and various other underground growths. Richard had previously thought there was no way a garden of mushrooms could be beautiful, but such wasn’t the case. Many of the mushrooms and fungus glowed, with each species giving off a different color of light. Whoever tended the gardens had an eye for beauty, and the colors formed patterns that were pleasing to the eye. There were even statues spaced strategically throughout the whole cavern that added to the overall beauty of the place. Just a few meters from Jeena and Richard, on the right side of the entrance, was a man-sized, intricately carved statue of a dragon. His passive scan confirmed it was made almost completely out of gold. He had a feeling the single statue was worth more than a king’s ransom, and it was just one of several such pieces of art in the gardens. 
 
    Jeena reached out her right hand and took Richard’s left. He saw a look of amazement on her face as she too enjoyed the beauty of the cavern. The reflection of the glow-balls on her silver hair and eyes nearly took his breath away. He didn’t understand why the elf had been forced to choose him for a bondmate and was only glad she had. He felt a little selfish for feeling that way but didn’t care. 
 
    After watching her for several seconds, Richard broke the silence again. “Jeena, I’m glad I’m here with you.” 
 
    The elf looked back at him. Her silver eyes were almost at the same level as his. Letting go of his hand, she turned and faced him.  
 
    Richard felt an urge to kiss her again, but stopped himself, not wanting to force the moment. 
 
    Raising her right hand, Jeena caressed his ear. She seemed fascinated by its roundness. She stroked his short black hair away. Smiling, she said, “I am starting to like your ears. Their roundness suits you.” 
 
    Richard laughed. “Shandria once suggested I grow my hair long to hide them.” 
 
    Jeena shook her head. “No. We are who we are. Neither of us should try to change.” The elf looked deep into Richard’s eyes and smiled. “I can hardly believe we are here together. I had almost given up hope of finding you.” 
 
    The moment was magical. Richard slowly drew the elf to him. She came willingly. He placed his left hand behind her back, sliding it slowly down to her waist. The sheerness of her dress was a nearly non-existent barrier between his hand and the silky smoothness of her skin. He raised his right hand to her face and softly caressed her cheek. She was so close, their lips almost touched. He looked deep into her eyes, their molten silver pulling him in like a drowning man caught in a whirlpool of delight.  
 
    Just as their lips met, a look of near shock come into the elf’s eyes. She hurriedly pulled away, saying, “No, Rick, not yet.” 
 
    Richard was taken aback by the elf’s actions. He didn’t try to hide the irritation in his voice. “Jeena, what’s going on? I thought…” 
 
    “I know, and I feel the same way,” Jeena assured him. “Just five more minutes. That is all. We have one final thing to do. I know if I give in to you now, I will be lost in my emotions and it will not get done. Please, bear with me just a little longer, my bondmate. We need to bathe ourselves. Then we will have met all the requirements of the ceremony.” 
 
    Richard would’ve laughed had his emotions not been working overtime. “I don’t need a bath. I don’t think you do either.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know,” Jeena said quickly. “But those who pledge their bonds, when they come here, they take a swim—a ceremonial bathing. That is the very last thing before they turn their attention to each other. Once we bathe, we will have completed all the requirements. Then the rest of the night will be just for us, I promise. Please, just this one last thing.”  
 
    Jeena’s eyes seemed to plead for him to understand. When Richard said nothing, she spoke again. “All parts of the bonding ceremony are important. Bondmates create Power, only bondmates. When they mate in the Presence of the Lady, they donate part of that Power as a bond offering. The created Power that the bondmates donate during the mating is reflected in the leaves of the Tree of Light. During times past, each bond offering, each mating, would result in the tree producing seeds from the Power of the offering. The purpose of the watch-over is to share and rejoice in that seeding, that giving of new life and hope. The sharing of Power becomes something that binds those holding the watch-over with the two bondmates.” 
 
    Richard could tell the elf was desperate for him to understand. She stood there unconsciously biting her lip as she waited for his response. 
 
    “Actually,” said his battle computer in their shared space, “the elves’ watch-over is not all that different from the customs of some people on your home planet of Earth. In some countries, on a couple’s wedding night, their friends place bells on the bed of the couple so when the bride and groom consummate their marriage, all their friends and family will know it from the tinkling of the bells. In that way, they are able to rejoice with the couple.” 
 
    The information didn’t make Richard any happier. Through his shared space, he said to his battle computer, “I don’t care if it’s not unheard of on Earth. It’s not the custom of my culture. It’s not the way my people do it.” Concentrating on the elf, Richard said, “I don’t like this, Jeena. I told you before that I wouldn’t open myself up to the Lady. I won’t be vulnerable to her. We almost got killed once. I’m not going to help someone try it again.” 
 
    Jeena moved closer to him and once again placed her hand over his heart. “I understand how you feel, honest. As I have said, you do not have to open yourself up. I will donate the Power to the offering link on my own. I only have to give enough to signal to our friends, those at the watch-over, that we are one. The ceremony will then be complete. All will know us as bondmates. Then what is left of the night will be ours alone. It will just be the two of us.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The seconds passed in silence. Jeena could see the turmoil in her bondmate’s eyes. She wished they could have had more time together to plan the event, but even she had stopped believing this night would come. They would just have to work it out as best they could. 
 
    As the silence stretched out, it became obvious to Jeena that her bondmate couldn’t bring himself to make a decision. Uncomfortable with being a follower anyway, she decided she’d have to take the initiative.  
 
    Taking two steps back, Jeena addressed her bondmate. “Rick,” she said, trying to keep her voice soft, “you do as you like. As for me, I intend to complete the ceremony and go for a swim.” 
 
    With those words, Jeena leaned her staff against a nearby statue, reached up with her left hand to the collar of her gown, and pulled the cling-silk over her right shoulder. Then she reached up with her right hand and pulled the elastic material over her left shoulder. No longer hampered, her gown slowly drifted down to the sandy ground, the cling-silk flowing like a liquid over the contours of her body as it made its way downward. She wore no undergarments. When the gown finished its descent to the cavern floor, she gracefully stepped clear of it and removed her slippers. Then she looked at her bondmate. 
 
    She hadn’t been unclothed in front of a male since she was a young child, but strangely enough, Jeena felt no embarrassment. This male was her bondmate. Although she couldn’t sense her bondmate’s emotions because he kept them carefully camouflaged, she could see the desire in his eyes. 
 
    He wants me, Jeena thought. I want him also, so I guess we are even. Ever so slowly, she turned toward the lake. After taking a few graceful steps, she stopped and looked over her right shoulder at the still silent human. With what she hoped was an alluring smile and laugh, she taunted him with, “You do what you want. I am going for a swim. After that, there will be no more delays. No more excuses.” 
 
    Taking off at a fast sprint, Jeena ran to the wooden dock at the lake’s shore, laughing the whole way. Just before she reached the end of the dock, she risked a glance back over her shoulder. Her bondmate was clumsily trying to remove his black clothing and falling down in the process. With a final laugh, she dove into the clear, cool water of the lake, making no ripples as her body sliced cleanly through the lake’s mirrored surface. She was a good swimmer, even for an elf. Continuing her dive downward, Jeena made for a large boulder about forty paces away. Reaching it, she hid on the far side and waited. She could hold her breath for a long time, but in this case, there was no need because it was only moments before she heard a loud SPLAT! 
 
    Ouch! she thought smiling. She knew a belly flop when she heard one. Peeking around the corner of the boulder, Jeena spotted her bondmate swimming straight toward her. She began swimming as fast as she could toward shore at an angle away from her pursuer, but he immediately turned to intercept. 
 
    Jeena smiled as she swam, feeling as if she were back in her childhood days playing water tag with her friends, only she knew when she was caught this time, it wouldn’t end with her captor saying, “Tag, you’re it.” No, she thought. It will not end there. I do not want it to end there. 
 
    Her bondmate was a fair swimmer, but Jeena could tell he wasn’t fast enough to catch her if she went at full speed. She slowed down slightly. 
 
    Once Jeena reached the shallows, she broke the surface of the water and took a big gulp of air. Before she could start swimming again, she felt her bondmate grab her foot and pull her back under the water. Spinning around, she grabbed him in return, pulling him close. They rose to the surface together and stood up in the chest-deep water. She didn’t wait for her bondmate to make the next move. She locked her arms behind his back and pulled him as tight as she could, pressing her lips hard against his. 
 
    For the first time ever, Jeena felt the bare skin of her bondmate’s chest against hers. Even without an active bond link to spur her on, she hungered to be even closer. She felt her bondmate’s heated response as he kissed her back. 
 
    Jeena sensed the Lady open a link to her. After releasing all of her Power down the offering link, she gave in completely to her desires. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 79 – Hatred and Disappointment 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Therasia wrapped her arms tightly around Terika. Her daughter had come and sat on her lap earlier to keep warm. The night was cooler than normal for the time of year. Therasia gladly shared some of her body warmth with the tired little girl to keep the worst of the chill off. Before long, Terika fell asleep with her head resting lightly on her mother’s shoulder. Therasia smiled as she gently stroked her daughter’s fine blonde hair. Therasia was happy. It was a good night, a very good night. Only one thing kept the night from being perfect. 
 
    If only Ceril was not so filled with hatred for the human, Therasia thought. She could understand, if not agree, with her bonded’s reasons. Why can he not in turn understand that his hatred should not apply to his sister’s bondmate. This human is not some oafish barbarian. He is the elf friend, blessed by the Lady herself. He is unique. 
 
    Therasia looked at her bonded as he sat a few feet apart from them. His anger no longer distorted his face, but she knew it burned just below the surface. She began to hate his anger because it kept her bonded from sharing this moment in history with his family. 
 
    “Ah, it has begun,” Therasia heard someone nearby say. 
 
    Looking at the Tree of Light, Therasia saw the leaves on the lower branches begin to take on a bluish glow. That could only mean the couple had entered the water and were now cleansing themselves in preparation for their bond offering. It wouldn’t be long now.  
 
    Therasia gently shook her daughter. “Terika, wake up, sweetheart, or you will miss the seeding.” 
 
    The young elf rubbed her eyes and mumbled, “The seeding?” Then she lay her head back on her mother’s shoulder and immediately fell back asleep. 
 
    Smiling lovingly at her daughter, Therasia whispered in reply, “My sweet daughter. It is okay. Sleep in peace, and I will tell you all about it in the morning.” 
 
    Brushing a few errant strands of blonde hair from her daughter’s face, Therasia gently kissed Terika’s forehead goodnight. Then she looked over at her bonded. 
 
    “Ceril. They are bathing. We should see a seeding soon.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ceril was in a foul mood, but it wasn’t so foul that he’d reply harshly to his bonded. He watched Therasia closely as she held their daughter snugly in her arms, their blonde hair mingling together. He wished more than anything that he could share this time with them. Both she and the entire city, for that matter, thought the ceremony was important, but he couldn’t bring himself to share their joy. 
 
    A filthy human, Ceril thought. His skin crawled as he pictured his sister and the human— 
 
    No! 
 
    Ceril forced the image from his mind; it was too much to take. He took several deep breaths to calm himself before replying to his bonded’s comment. “No one, not even the Lady, said there would be a seeding. You and everyone else have built a dream that can only end in sorrow. He is a human, Thera. They cannot be trusted. I still say it is a trick. The council will regret the day they named him elf friend.” 
 
    Although Ceril didn’t intend to rile his bonded with his answer, he was unable to keep the disgust out of his voice.  
 
    She reacted predictably. “Your hatred blinds you to what is important, Ceril. Do not look down upon the hopes of others just because you are determined to be without hope yourself. The Lady did not say there would be a seeding. But if there is not, then I say there is no fairness in this world. A sharing of Power and the resulting seeding is what should occur to make a perfect ending to tonight’s events. I do not think the Creator is so unfair as not to allow that to happen.” 
 
    Knowing it would do no good to argue, Ceril kept his thoughts to himself. They will soon see. All will soon see the true nature of this human. 
 
    As if responding to Ceril’s thoughts, a small ripple of Power moved up the Tree of Light from the lower branches to the upper. Other small ripples of Power followed and moved up the tree for about twenty seconds, then abruptly stopped. Everyone in the clearing was silent. 
 
    “Was that it?” Ceril said. “Was that the bonding?” Ceril laughed out loud; he couldn’t help it.  
 
    The display of Power had been no different than any other that had occurred during the last four hundred years. It was no different than what he’d expected. He knew he hadn’t witnessed the creation of Power. He shared the same Power pool as his sister. He sensed the depletion of her Power reserve. She’d shared the Power from her reserve with the Tree of Light; that was all. 
 
    “No Power has been created by her and that human filth,” Ceril said for everyone to hear. “It is all a hoax, just as I knew it would be. They are not true bondmates. Jeena realizes it, otherwise, she would not resort to trickery. So much for the supposed elf friend.” He gave a vicious laugh. “Quick, get some baskets to gather the abundance of seeds that will surely be forthcoming.” 
 
    “Ceril!” shouted a furious Therasia. “Do you gloat over the doom of our race? Is your hatred for humans so great that you rejoice in the doom of our child, your own daughter?” Without giving him time to answer, the angry elf added, “Were you not listening when the Lady said the Tree of Light would run out of power in four days’ time? Do you think that is something to laugh about?” 
 
    Ceril looked at his bonded and saw that his daughter had been awakened by the loud voices. He noticed the beginnings of tears in his daughter’s eyes and was immediately ashamed. 
 
    My bonded and my daughter are the world to me. They are unhappy, and I am the cause. After a moment, Ceril thought, No, not me. It is that human. If he had not shown up, the Lady would still have lots of Power. She would still have four hundred years of Power instead of four days. It is not my fault the Lady has wasted her Power. It is the human’s fault. 
 
    Ceril was wise enough not to try convincing his bonded with his argument. Instead, he said, “Thera, I am sorry. I did not mean to appear that I was glad over what has happened, but the failure of the human to create Power is not my doing. Is it?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Because Therasia couldn’t think of a suitable reply, she remained silent and just stared at the Tree of Light. There were no more waves of Power. There was no seeding. The leaves of the tree only continued their silvery glow, eating away a month’s worth of Power every minute with no Power being returned. 
 
    Could the Lady have been so wrong in her hope? Therasia wondered. Is this all there is to be expected of a legendary elf friend? 
 
    Therasia had no answers for her questions. She remained sitting cross-legged, looking at the Tree of Light while holding her daughter close. When Ceril tried to speak to her again, she ignored him and kept silent. She remained so for over an hour. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 80 – The Illness of the Tree 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    After diving into the lake, Richard swam straight toward the elf. His passive scan easily picked up her hiding place behind an underwater boulder. When she darted from her hiding place in the direction of the lakeshore, he swam as hard as he could to catch her. She was fast, but he somehow managed to catch up with her. Grabbing her leg, he pulled her back to him. 
 
    No more delays this time, Richard thought. 
 
    Instead of struggling to get free, the elf maid spun around, then grabbed him and pulled him hard against her. They broke the surface of the chest-deep water just as she pressed her lips to his.  
 
    Richard kissed her back. A part of his mind sensed the elf release Power down a link leading back to the Tree of Light. As the elf’s Power traveled toward the tree, he subconsciously noticed it was significantly reduced. At the point in the link where the Power diminished, he sensed a spell. Alarm bells began ringing in his head. Fear overrode passion as his primary emotion. He froze. 
 
    With an effort, Richard forced the passion out of his mind and gave his undivided attention to the spot in the link where the Power had been reduced. He sensed danger. He knew he didn’t have the degree of control over active scans that was required to remain undetected without his battle computer directing the operation. Only he didn’t have his battle helmet, it was on the shore twenty meters away. He did the best he could to maintain contact, but the spell kept slipping in and out of his scan. It was camouflaged very well. 
 
    Richard recognized the spell. It was similar to the spell that had previously stolen their Power. He sensed more about the spell than he had the last time. The spell was tainted with evil; demonic evil. 
 
    I wouldn’t have spotted the spell this time if I hadn’t been exposed to it before, Richard thought. 
 
    “I concur,” said his battle computer in their shared space. “Most of your elf’s Power has been taken by the spell. The rest was sent to the tree. I calculate that if you take your concentration off the evil, you will not be able to find it again even with my help. We need to work as a team on it. I need to be on your head for max efficiency.” 
 
    Before Richard could respond, Jeena stopped kissing him and pulled back. “Rick, what is it? What have I done?” 
 
    Concentrating as he was on the location of the spell, Richard didn’t reply right away.  
 
    The elf grabbed his head with both of her hands and forced him to look at her. “Rick! Tell me what is wrong!” 
 
    Focusing his eyes on his bondmate, Richard said, “Bring me my helmet.” Then he returned his full concentration to the spell. 
 
    “Your-your helmet?” Jeena stuttered. “I do not understand. What have I done?” 
 
    Hesitant to take his mind off the spell, Richard replied without looking at the elf. “Get my helmet, please. I think I know why your tree’s sick.” 
 
    When Jeena still didn’t move, he tried to urge her in stronger terms. “I know why your tree’s sick. I’ve got a trace on a spell, but it’s evil; demonic; very dangerous. I can’t hold the trace on my own without being discovered. If I’m discovered, we both may die. Please, just get the helmet. No more questions.” 
 
    To the elf’s credit, she didn’t delay further. Out the corner of his eye, Richard noticed her half swim, half run to the shore, falling down twice in the process. Reaching their piles of clothing, he saw her grab his battle helmet. When she picked it up, his belt came with it. She appeared to fumble with the belt for a few seconds, trying to release the catch. After a couple of failures, she gave up and ran back carrying the helmet and belt along with its various attachments. She fell down again on the way back, half filling the helmet with sand. She was back up in a flash, dumping the sand out as she made her way back to him. Within seconds, she was back at his side. 
 
    “Here,” Jeena said as she thrust the helmet and belt into his hands. “I could not get them apart. What else can I do to help?” 
 
    After dipping his helmet in the water to clean out the sand, Richard placed it on his head. “All right, battle computer,” he said in his shared space, “do your stuff. I’m going to wrap a stealth shield around an active scan and probe the spot in the link where the spell’s located. I need you to help keep us from being discovered.” 
 
    “Compliance.” 
 
    Richard missed Nickelo more than ever. While his replacement battle computer was top of the line, it didn’t anticipate his requests like Nickelo often did. Several seconds were wasted as the computer merged the battle helmet’s electronics with the active scan. Eventually, his battle computer began feeding him readouts from the scan. When the data started streaming into his shared space, Richard relaxed. The worst of the danger was over. The spot in the link was firmly targeted, and there was almost no chance now the trace would be lost. Best of all, they appeared to be undetected. 
 
    After a minute or so of scanning, Richard brought his attention back to the real world. He sensed a very concerned silver-haired elf standing next to him in the chest-deep water. She had an anxious, questioning look on her face, but to her credit, she’d remained silent while he’d been busy with the scan. Richard admired her self-control. 
 
    Most other people, regardless of their race, would’ve been bombarding me with questions. She’s remained silent and ready to support me in whatever way I require. That’s a valuable asset in an ally. 
 
    Richard’s respect for his bondmate went up another notch. 
 
    “It’s safe now, Jeena. I’ve got a trace locked on the spot, and we haven’t been detected.” 
 
    “What is it?” Jeena asked. “I am afraid I do not understand what is going on.” 
 
    Richard could see a thousand questions in his bondmate’s silver eyes, almost as many as he had. “I’m afraid I don’t understand either, Jeena. Maybe together we can figure it out. Why don’t we go back to shore and get dressed? Then I’ll tell you everything I know. Maybe between the two of us, we can make some sense out of this.” 
 
    Richard followed the elf as she made her way to shore and their piles of clothing. They were soon fully dressed. The elf’s gown was even more distracting than it had been before as the sheer garment clung to the contours of the elf’s wet body. Distracted or not, Richard knew they needed to do something about the spell fairly quick. 
 
    With a resigned sigh, Richard sat down on the sandy beach. Jeena sat down across from him. She hadn’t asked any more questions even though he could see her biting her lip.  
 
    Putting an end to her misery, Richard began his explanation. “As I’m sure you’re aware, I can sense and manipulate power links. That’s because I’m a wizard scout. My sole purpose is, or at least it used to be, deep recon behind enemy lines. To do that, I have to be able to spot the enemy and find their weaknesses, yet stay hidden from them at the same time.” 
 
    Richard paused.  
 
    The elf said nothing.  
 
    He moved her up another notch in his respect department for being a good listener. 
 
    “Anyway,” Richard said, “I sensed you release Power down a link to the tree.” As he spoke, he used his finger to draw a crude tree and stick person in the sand with a line between them. “My senses unconsciously followed the flow of Power. I noticed a spot in the link where the Power was suddenly diminished.” He drew an X on the line between the tree and the stick person. “Something at that spot stole most of the Power you donated through what I’m assuming is the offering link you talked about. I also assume that whatever spell stole your Power this time was the same type of spell that stole our Power when we were in the cavern of the Dalinfaust.” 
 
    Richard let his words sink in for a few seconds. “Jeena, I can sense something evil, very evil, at that spot. It’s probably demonic evil. The spell’s very powerful and well hidden. I’m pretty sure that’s what’s making your tree sick. I’m guessing it’s also the reason the bondmates haven’t been donating enough Power to your Tree of Light.” 
 
    Jeena frowned. “What you are describing is a parasite link. That would explain a lot. The main question is whether we can do anything about it. As the Lady’s high priestess, I am also blessed with the ability to maintain the links between the silver elms. Even so, I lack the knowledge and skill to close off a parasite link.” 
 
    Jeena studied Richard’s stick-figure drawing for several seconds. “Can the parasite spell be neutralized, Rick? Also, can you tell how long it has been there? The Tree of Light has been getting noticeably weaker for tens of thousands of years. Do you think it could have been there that long?” 
 
    Nodding his head, Richard said, “Probably. The spell appears to be ancient. I suspect the only reason I was able to detect it at all was because its camouflage has deteriorated over a long period of time.” Richard looked at the data from his battle computer in his shared space. “From what I can make out,” he said, “the parasite spell was probably designed to steal only a small fraction of the Power given as an offering to your tree. As the spell has deteriorated over time, it’s taking an ever-increasing percentage of your elves’ bond offerings. I’m guessing the spell eventually won’t let any Power pass to your tree.” 
 
    Jeena and Richard brainstormed the problem for almost an hour. 
 
    “There is not much I can do at the present,” Jeena said. “I used almost all of the Power in my reserve as our bond offering. You say you do not have the ability to remove the spell either. We cannot leave the Presence of the Lady until sunrise, else the ceremony will be incomplete. I refuse to let that happen.” 
 
    Richard had one idea, but he’d been hesitant to make the suggestion. He did so now. “Jeena, I’ll admit I don’t have the Power, skill, or knowledge to remove a parasite spell on my own—” 
 
    “I will help,” Jeena said sounding as if she were becoming desperate. “The night is slipping by, and we have not completed all parts of the bonding ceremony yet. If we fail to do that before we leave the Presence of the Lady, there will be problems in the days and years to come. If there is anything I can do, just tell me. My Power reserve is nearly empty, but my staff still has Power. I might be able to use it somehow.” 
 
    Raising both his hands, Richard signaled for his bondmate to slow down, “Wait until you hear what I have to say. It could be very dangerous. I need you to tell me if the results are worth the risk. Okay?” 
 
    Jeena nodded her head in agreement, appearing to give him her undivided attention. 
 
    “Fine,” Richard said. “With your help, I might be able to do an active scan directly into the spot where the parasite spell is located. I think the spell has created a link of some type. If I can find a weakness in the link that I can exploit, then maybe I can neutralize the spell. I’m concerned that in trying to fix the problem, I might damage the offering link to your tree so badly that no one would ever be able to donate Power again anyway. Also, I’m pretty sure the parasite link has alarms on it. If we’re detected before we neutralize the spell, we could be dealing with forces way out of our league.” 
 
    Jeena reached out and grasped his hands. Her silver eyes stared deeply into his. “The continued existence of my race depends on the Tree of Light, Rick. You heard the Lady. The tree’s Power will be exhausted in only four days’ time. Then the Tree of Light will die. When the tree dies, I dread to think what will be in store for my people. Whatever the risk, it will be worth it if there is even the slightest hope that we can cure the tree.” Reaching up with her right hand, Jeena softly caressed Richard’s face. “You have done so much already, my bondmate, it would be unfair to ask you to do more. I ask you nonetheless. If there is any chance you can help the Tree of Light, I beg you to do so.” 
 
    “Very well,” Richard replied. “I’ll need your help, though, and it won’t be any fun.” Watching his bondmate closely to read her reaction, he added, “I’m not sure how you’ll feel about this, but I’ll need to reactivate that link between us to have any chance of success.” 
 
    The elf’s reaction wasn’t quite what Richard expected. A look of almost relief came over her. “There is nothing I would like more.” 
 
    With that settled, Richard reactivated their link. As soon as he did, he once again sensed his bondmate at the other end of the link—the missing part of his soul. He’d forgotten how good it felt to be complete. For a minute or so, both the elf and he just let the emotions of the other wash over them. It was a very good feeling. 
 
    Richard sent some Power down the link, sharing it with the elf. His passive scan told him her reserve was nearly empty. When their Power mixed, more Power was created. Jeena wasted no time in sending half of the created Power back down the link to him. For the next several minutes, the two of them just sat there, holding hands and creating Power. 
 
    “I calculate it will take hours to fully recharge the elf,” said his battle computer in their shared space. “That is hours you do not have. The times between the two dimensions have synced. You have already wasted too much time in this place.” 
 
    “Hush,” Richard said. “I know what I’m doing. We don’t have a Power source for the triplets yet, remember.” 
 
    When the rate of Power creation leveled off, Richard figured it would have to be enough. From what he could tell, Jeena’s reserve had grown to about twenty-five percent. 
 
    It’s not a lot, Richard thought, but with her staff, maybe it will be enough. 
 
    “So, what is the plan?” Jeena asked. 
 
    “I think keeping it simple is the best way to go,” Richard replied. “I’ve done something like this before with my spirit-horse. You’ll be my anchor point. The link between us will be a solid point of reference to start my recon. With my battle computer’s help, I’ll do a detailed active scan of the parasite link. Hopefully, I’ll find a weakness we can exploit.” 
 
    “By battle computer, you mean like Danny,” Jeena said, stating it as a fact and not a question. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Richard said, wondering how much the elf knew about the physical dimension. “My battle computer will help me check for traps as well.” 
 
    Neither Jeena nor Richard were ones to waste time in useless discussion. With his battle computer’s help, he cautiously scanned the area around the perimeter of the parasite link. It was a complex spell, but ancient. Before long, Richard spotted a point of attack. Bypassing several traps, he probed farther down the parasite link, always keeping a tight hold on reality through his bondmate. He cautiously descended down the link as far as he dared. Targeting a weak spot, he began making his way back toward Jeena. As he returned, Richard set traps of his own. He’d become very proficient at setting traps over the years. 
 
    I pity anything foolish enough to try and reestablish the same link, Richard thought. 
 
    He sensed Jeena through their bond link. She supplemented his abilities without waiting for him to ask. The elf used her magic to fortify the area of the offering link surrounding the parasite spell. When all was ready, Richard applied Power and twisted the parasite link back on itself. 
 
    They waited a tense five minutes. No form of counterattack was forthcoming. 
 
    “I guess we did it,” Richard said finally. “The parasite link’s blocked, so your tree should receive a hundred percent of any donated Power from this point forward.” 
 
    “I think you are right, my bondmate,” said Jeena, giving him a grateful smile. 
 
    “Now what?” Richard asked. “Should we let the rest of the council know what we’ve done? They should probably be told about the parasite link.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jeena purred as she slowly moved closer, “I think informing the council can wait until morning. Besides, this is our bond night. It is only prudent that we should test the offering link before telling anyone, do you not agree?” 
 
    The elf kissed him gently on the lips to cut off any reply as she moved even closer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 81 – The Seeding 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    High Lord Trenadine sat cross-legged looking up at the Tree of Light. Its giant limbs stretched out, bearing their softly glowing leaves. The light from the leaves remained steady. It had been over an hour since the last Power surge. There had been no other offerings forthcoming from the bonding couple. The high lord couldn’t help but be a little disappointed with the sharing of Power that had occurred. Like everyone on the council, he’d known the near impossible odds against a seeding. 
 
    Lord Jeehanathoraxen warned us that there was no precedent for a seeding since they had already created Power in the cavern of the Dalinfaust. 
 
    Like everyone, the high lord knew the facts. Bondmates only created Power once. Logically speaking, no one had a right to expect the high priestess and the elf friend to do so again. However, logic and a person’s hopes didn’t always agree. Even knowing the odds, High Lord Trenadine had still hoped. And he wasn’t the only one who’d hoped. The Lady herself had made it plain that the survival of the Tree of Light, and possibly the elven race, depended upon the creation of Power by the two bondmates. 
 
    Looking to his left, he watched his own bondmate, Reale, and their daughter, Matisa, as they lay curled together on the ground, sleeping peacefully. They are my life and my soul, he thought. I would do anything to protect them, but I am helpless. If I am to believe the words of the Lady, then my family’s future safety depends on Jeehana and the human’s ability to heal whatever sickness besets the Tree of Light. 
 
    High Lord Trenadine looked at the Tree of Light again. It remained the same. I guess I hoped the two bondmates would make a bond offering of created Power, he admitted. If their offering had resulted in a seeding, it would have proved the tree’s sickness was cured. On a night of legends such as this, that is what should have happened. 
 
    The high lord couldn’t help but be disappointed. Like many others, he knew the Power that had been given as a bond offering earlier wasn’t a true creation of Power between bondmates. He’d attended enough watch-overs in his eight hundred years of life to recognize the difference between an offering given by a single elf and the creation of Power between bondmates. 
 
    I am surprised Jeena thought she could get away with donating her own Power in place of a true bond offering. I guess she was gambling it met the letter if not the spirit of the law. The law says there has to be an offering of Power. It does not say it has to be created Power. Still, there are those in the city and on the council who will use this as an excuse to stir up trouble. 
 
    High Lord Trenadine absentmindedly reached down to touch his staff. His fingers found only the soft green grass. He silently laughed at his forgetfulness. Looking at the Tree of Light, he verified his staff was still leaning against the nearest recharging stand, just outside the reach of the Tree of Light’s limbs. While the recharging stands hadn’t worked in over four hundred years, out of tradition, the bonding couple’s closest friends always placed some magic items in the stands as a show of faith. He and Lord Othellian, who looked upon Jeehana as an adopted granddaughter, had both donated their staffs for the duration of the watch-over. 
 
    I wonder what Lord Othellian is thinking. She is almost as old as Lord Sheshna and has participated in watch-overs when the recharging stands still worked. Legend has it that in the days of old, even powerful magic items like my staff could be fully charged during a single watch-over. If that was ever true, it was long before the Lady started losing Power. 
 
    As the minutes ticked by, High Lord Trenadine dozed half awake and half asleep. Sitting in the clearing near his family was peaceful and relaxing. 
 
    If it was not for the fact that I know the lack of a true bond offering will cause problems tomorrow, I could almost forget my worries in the warmth of the Tree of Light’s glow. 
 
    “What was that?” asked someone in the distance. 
 
    I thought I felt something too, the high lord thought. 
 
    A quick puff of warm air hit his cheek. Hearing exclamations from several other elves, he looked around. Another puff of wind blew across his face. At the same time, he noticed a ripple of silvery Power forming at the leaves near the base of the Tree of Light. Soon, the band of Power began moving quickly toward the top of the tree. There was another puff of air, and small arcs of Power resembling miniature lightning bolts jumped from one tree limb to another. When the Power ripple reached the top of the tree, another wave of Power immediately began forming at the base. This time the formation of Power was accompanied by no mere puff of air. Instead, there was a gust of wind strong enough to blow a nearby picnic basket over. 
 
    “Reale, it is another bond offering,” High Lord Trenadine said excitedly as he shook his bondmate’s shoulder. 
 
    His bondmate jerked upright and looked toward the Tree of Light. Although the High Lord sensed her excitement at his words through their bond link, she remained poised on the outside. 
 
    “Good. It is about time,” said Reale. 
 
    Others in the clearing also noticed the change in the tree. High Lord Trenadine heard many of the elves telling their neighbors about the new offering. Before long adults and children alike were waking up all over the clearing. Actually, he had a feeling it would’ve been difficult for anyone to remain asleep. The ripples of Power were becoming increasingly stronger. Some ripples even shook the smaller limbs as the bands of Power surged to the top of the tree. The size and rate of Power flow increased. Arcs of lightning began crackling between the Tree of Light’s limbs. The lightning was accompanied by booms of thunder. The wind picked up and began blowing blankets and loose items all around the clearing. 
 
    This is not like any other bond offering I have ever seen, High Lord Trenadine thought. Something is not right. 
 
    He became fearful for the safety of his bondmate and daughter. “Reale! Take Matisa and find cover. Go. Quick.” 
 
    “No, you take her,” Lord Reale yelled back. “You do not have your staff. I will stay.” 
 
    High Lord Trenadine was prepared to say more to his bondmate, but suddenly there was a loud CRACK. Both his bondmate and he looked at the Tree of Light. The Power surges had become so violent they were causing even the tree’s larger limbs to twist. One giant limb at least an arm’s span in diameter broke off, crashing to the ground. Smaller limbs in its path were ripped off as well. 
 
    “Do not argue!” High Lord Trenadine ordered. “Take Matisa and get her to safety.” Turning away from his bondmate to cut off any further protest, he shouted, “Lords, to me!” 
 
    He noticed his bondmate snatch up their frightened daughter and begin running away from the tree. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw her heading toward a stone wall outside the ceremonial clearing. 
 
    Lords Crenashal and Renere answered his call and came running to his side. 
 
    “I need my staff,” High Lord Trenadine shouted. 
 
    The two Lords nodded their heads in understanding. All three elves began advancing toward the recharging stand where Lord Othellian and his staffs lay. Before they’d advanced halfway to the stand, Lord Othellian joined them. Together the four lords struggled forward against the increasingly violent Power surges. Lords Crenashal and Renere used their staffs to form a defensive shield to protect the group. Arcs of lightning consisting of pure Power were now arcing through the sky with a few stray bolts hitting the ground as well. 
 
    Pandemonium reigned throughout the clearing as concerned parents rushed their frightened children to safety. A few guards shouted orders in an attempt to bring organization to the chaos. Their efforts were hampered by the roar of the wind and the screaming of the crowd. 
 
    Amidst the panic, the four elven lords continued to advance as the Power surges got stronger and became more frequent. As one Power surge reached the top of the Tree of Light, another surge even more powerful than its predecessor formed at the tree’s base and begin its ascent. 
 
    To add to the chaos, High Lord Trenadine heard Ceril shouting to anyone who would listen, “I told you! I told you! I tried to warn you about the human. He is trying to destroy the tree! We have got to stop him!”  
 
    As he advanced, High Lord Trenadine began to wonder if Ceril was right. How can that be? the high lord reasoned. The Lady herself blessed the elf friend. Surely, she would not have done so if he posed a threat? High Lord Trenadine wasn’t sure what to do. One thing I know for sure. I have to get my staff. I cannot help the Lady defend the tree without my staff. 
 
    When they’d advanced to within twenty paces of the recharging stand, a large lightning bolt arced from the top of the Tree of Light and hit the recharging stand holding the high lord’s staff. A blast of silvery Power erupted from the stand, billowing outward and knocking all four elven lords to the ground. In the blast’s aftermath came silence. 
 
    The high lord thought for an elderly lady, Lord Othellian was very agile. She jumped to her feet before any of the other lords. Running to the recharging stand, she dropped to her knees and gazed upon the two staffs. High Lord Trenadine saw a puzzled look come over her face. The look was almost immediately replaced by one of amazement. She reached out and grabbed her staff. 
 
    “Praise be to the Lady,” Lord Othellian cried. “I do not believe it.” 
 
    High Lord Trenadine scrambled to his feet and joined the old elven lord. I do not believe it either, he thought. 
 
    Both staffs were glowing brightly with silvery Power. Grabbing his staff, he was greeted by the feeling of extremely potent energy. Never before had he held such power in his hands. 
 
    “The staff has been fully recharged,” he whispered. “This is a night of legends indeed.” 
 
    The high lord heard shouts from other elves that had left magic items in the recharging stands surrounding the Tree of Light. 
 
    “My ring is charged,” came the shout of one excited owner. 
 
    High Lord Trenadine wasn’t yet sure whether he’d just witnessed an offering of created Power from two bondmates or an attack. What he did know was that his staff had been fully recharged during a single watch-over. As far as he knew, such hadn’t happened since the days of the ancients. 
 
    Lord Othellian was about to make a comment to him when she was interrupted by the sound of raindrops. 
 
    “Is that rain I hear?” she asked. Wiping some loose strands of gray hair away from her eyes, the old lord said, “My eyes are not what they used to be, Tren. I do not see any clouds, do you?” 
 
    High Lord Trenadine looked up at the sky. He saw no clouds either, only stars. Nevertheless, he also heard the unmistakable patter of raindrops hitting the ground. Where is that coming from? he wondered. Strangely enough, the sound seemed to be coming from the direction of the Tree of Light. 
 
    “No. There are no clouds, Othel,” he said as much to himself as to Lord Othellian. “The sky is clear.” 
 
    Looking back at the Tree of Light, High Lord Trenadine noticed something small and gray bounce out of the clearing and come to a stop near his right foot. When he looked down at the object, he tightened his grip on his staff. Pointing to the ground with a trembling hand, he shouted, “That is not rain! By the Lady, it is seeds!” 
 
    Within seconds, seeds began falling all over the ground beneath the Tree of Light’s outstretched branches. The falling seeds got so thick in some spots that they began taking on the appearance of a giant gray blanket spread over the ground. 
 
    The few remaining elves in the clear space around the outside of the tree’s perimeter began shouting, “A seeding! It is a seeding!” 
 
    Slowly but surely, elves who’d taken cover earlier began returning cautiously to the ceremonial clearing to see the miracle for themselves. Before long, hundreds of elves were shouting and laughing joyously. 
 
    “High Lord,” said Lord Othellian, “I do not want to tell you your business, but we may have a chance to have more magic items recharged. The rest of you do what you like, but I am going to put my necklace and ring on a recharging stand before the bondmates decide to make another offering.” 
 
    “Another offering?” High Lord Trenadine mumbled. Then the realization hit him that the old elven lord was right. There might be more offerings. A second opportunity like tonight might not occur for another hundred-thousand years. 
 
    “Lord Thalos,” he ordered, “send troops to the armories to gather all the magic items, working or not. Bring them back here. Lord Renere and Lord Linustanoi, send riders to any outlying villages that are close enough to make it back here before sunrise. Tell them to bring their magic items here for recharging. The rest of us will spread the word through the city.” 
 
    When the lords didn’t move fast enough to suit him, High Lord Trenadine yelled, “Move! We might not get a chance like this again.” As the lords started to scatter, he shouted, “Do not forget to have your own staffs recharged!” 
 
    “My staff is already charged,” said Lord Othellian. “I will relieve Lord Sheshna from watch-guard duty so he can get his staff recharged.” Wasting no time, the old elf deposited her jewelry in a nearby recharging stand and then took off at a fast walk toward the entrance to the Presence of the Lady. 
 
    The ceremony area became a hub of activity as the crowd responded to the urgings of the elven lords. Soon, dozens of magic items worn by those in the crowd were piled on the recharging stands. Other elves went running back to their homes to retrieve old, worn out magic items. 
 
    “It is only two hours until sunrise,” High Lord Trenadine said. “I hope the wagons get here from the armory before then.” 
 
    Feeling a soft hand on his shoulder, he looked over to see his bondmate.  
 
    Reale smiled. “Do not worry,” she said. “I have a feeling everything is happening exactly how the Creator wants it to happen. This is a very special night, and I do not think it is over yet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 82 – Power 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    As he regained control of his breathing, Richard looked up at the thousands of glow-balls suspended overhead. He sensed the glow-balls formed some kind of intricate pattern that his mortal mind couldn’t quite grasp. All in all, they were very beautiful. He relaxed and watched them as he let the warm sand soothe the muscles of his back. Before long, he began to drift into that dreamy place somewhere between awake and asleep. 
 
    Jeena lay face down on his chest. She also appeared to be dozing somewhere between half awake and half asleep. 
 
    Richard’s dreamy state was suddenly interrupted when Jeena raised her head and propped up one elbow on his chest. Using her free hand, she plucked something out of her mouth. 
 
    “Yuk, a chest hair.” She laughed as she tossed the errant strand of hair onto the sand. “That’s going to take a little getting used to. Elves don’t have much body hair.” 
 
    Richard eyed his beautiful companion. “So I’ve noticed.” 
 
    Laying her head back down, Jeena snuggled her face into the crook of his neck. “I am guessing you probably would not consider shaving your chest?” 
 
    “No, my lady. I don’t think I would,” Richard replied with a short laugh of his own. “Although, there are some on my world who’ve been known to pluck their chest hairs out. It wouldn’t do me any good. My hair would grow back in just a few minutes.” 
 
    Jeena raised her head again and looked down at him. “I have a feeling you are exaggerating just a little, oh hairy one.” 
 
    Stifling a yawn, Richard said, “Not at all. My body would look at the removal of my hair as an injury and use my Power to heal it.” 
 
    Cocking her head, Jeena frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Richard stifled another yawn. “When I was in the early days of my wizard scout training, my instructors worked all of the trainees into what the Empire considered near perfect condition for a wizard scout. Then they handed us over to the techies. Those science types took baseline readings of our cells and imprinted them on our DNA. The end result is that anytime a wizard scout’s cells deviate from the imprinted baseline, his or her body uses Power from their reserve to heal the cells and return them to their baseline. That is, of course, assuming the wizard scout has any Power available for healing. Sometimes they don’t during prolonged battles.” 
 
    When his bondmate made no comment, Richard opened his eyes and saw her staring down at him, confused. 
 
    “Rick, you are very strange to me. I do not understand half the things you say. I worked with Stella and Terrie for a couple of weeks, but that was a hundred and fifty years ago my time, so I will admit my knowledge about wizard scouts is limited. One thing that confuses me is that everyone knows elves cannot be magically healed. Yet, you healed several elves on the way here. You also healed me twice when we were in the tunnel complex fifty years ago. It is all very strange.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to be strange to you, Jeena. I just am what I am. As for healing elves, I healed Shandria when I helped her recover some seed parts. I didn’t know elves couldn’t be magically healed. My DNA has a splice of elf DNA in it, so I suppose that may account for the reason I can heal elves while others can’t.” 
 
    “Hmm. I am familiar with the term DNA from my mission on the Defiant to recover the bottles of DNA gas. Your niece and nephew explained DNA to me. I wonder…” 
 
    “Wonder what?” Richard asked growing curious. 
 
    “Elves usually do not associate with humans, yet Leethor and Meshoan consider you as a friend. Even when I only knew you as the Oracle’s helper, I was drawn to you. Perhaps that is because in a small way, you are part elf.” 
 
    Richard shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t feel like an elf. I feel like I always have.” He didn’t bother telling his bondmate he also had pieces of orc and troll DNA as well as dragon and a few other species. 
 
    “Probably wise to keep that tidbit of trivia to yourself for now,” said his battle computer in their shared space. 
 
    “Well, let us forget about that for now,” Jeena said. “It will be dawn in a couple more hours. You mentioned you might have to leave and go back to the Defiant for a while. Do you still think that?” 
 
    Richard nodded, then shrugged his shoulders. “Probably. I’m just guessing. I told you about the battle with the Crosioians. I have to find a Power source for the triplets to create their gate. Otherwise, my friends are going to die. I can’t let them down.” 
 
    “You told me the times between our dimensions have synced,” said Jeena. “How do you plan on finding a Power source in time to help your friends? I will help in any way I can, of course. I am sure the Council of Light will as well.” 
 
    Richard wasn’t so sure about the council, but they weren’t the ones he needed anyway. He had something else in mind. 
 
    “It seems brighter in here since we created Power,” Richard said, trying to approach what he really wanted to know from an angle. “Do you think the Tree of Light produced seeds?” 
 
    Jeena smiled. “There is no way of knowing until we go out and see, but in my heart, I believe the answer is yes. We have accomplished more this night than anyone has a right to expect.” 
 
    “Do you think your Lady appreciates what we’ve done? I mean healing her tree and donating all the Power we created.” 
 
    The elf stared at him with her silver eyes. The swirling effect of the molten silver appeared to speed up. “What is going on in that brain of yours, Rick? Are you keeping secrets from me already?” 
 
    Richard continued looking into his bondmate’s eyes, noticing his own image reflected perfectly on their silvery surface. After a few seconds, he pointed overhead. “The Lady and your tree have a lot of Power stored in those glow-ball thingies. I was thinking since we got rid of that parasite link, maybe the tree and your Lady would consider donating enough Power for the triplets to create their gate.” 
 
    Rolling off his chest, Jeena stood and stared overhead for several seconds.  
 
    Richard stood as well but remained silent. 
 
    The elf looked back at him. “I do not think that is the way it works. The Lady will need all of the Tree of Light’s Power to restore the silver elms and maintain the lock on the gate. I doubt she would be willing to lose some of the Power they have regained already. You heard her say how weak they were.” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Richard said, “Couldn’t you ask and see?” He smiled. “Maybe you could put in a good word for me. I think it’s a reasonable request, considering what we’ve done.” 
 
    “Oh, I am sure it is,” Jeena replied. “It is just that… Well, I am not exactly sure how we would go about asking her.” 
 
    Richard frowned. Why isn’t anything ever easy? he wondered. Then he said, “I assumed you’d just pray to her, or whatever it is you do. I thought you were her high priestess.” 
 
    “I am,” Jeena answered sounding defensive. 
 
    “I calculate you hit a sore spot,” said his battle computer in their shared space. 
 
    Jeena remained silent for several seconds. “It is just that except for a few words fifty years ago, the Lady has never talked to me. For the last few years, I have not even been able to communicate with her using emotions.” 
 
    “She seemed talkative enough during the Midnight Blessing,” Richard pointed out. “Things change. Why don’t you at least try and ask her? It’s important.” 
 
    “I will try, my bondmate.” 
 
    Richard watched as Jeena closed her eyes. The muscles of her face seemed to relax. Through their bond link, he sensed she was nervous. All was silent for a minute or so. Richard had to force himself to be quiet. Now he knew what Jeena must have been going through when he first spotted the parasite link. It was tough being on the sidelines. 
 
    Eventually, Richard sensed a strong feeling of excitement through their bond link. Jeena opened her eyes and smiled at him. He thought she had a very peaceful look on her face. 
 
    “The Lady answered me, Rick. She really talked to me.” 
 
    “Good. And…?” Richard asked, prodding the elf. 
 
    “The Lady said the Tree of Light would help, but that the Creator had not given it the ability to create dimensional gates or bend time. Neither the Tree of Light nor the Lady can give Power in the amount required to anyone other than you. The Lady said they can funnel the Power to you, and then you can do with it as you please.” 
 
    “Me?” Richard asked, getting nervousness. “I’m not letting them attach any kind of Power link to me.” 
 
    Jeena smiled. “The Lady said you might be obstinate. She told me to tell you that nothing has to be done that has not already been done.” 
 
    “What’s she mean by that?” Richard asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I have no idea,” admitted Jeena. “Is this dangerous in some way?” 
 
    “That depends on the Lady and your tree, I guess,” Richard said. “Regardless of what your Lady says, in order to feed me Power, I’d have to blow a hole in my shields and allow them to attach a link to me for the Power transfer.” 
 
    “Which would make you vulnerable to them, right?” Jeena said. 
 
    “Yes, but not just me. Since we have a link between us, you’d be vulnerable also.” 
 
    Richard knew it was even more than that. His brother had once told him that he was addicted to Power. In his heart, he knew his brother was right. He’d come close to killing his friends during a mission on Portalis when the dwarf, Emerald, had formed a Circle. Being used as a conduit to funnel Power to the triplets scared him. 
 
    “I cannot tell you what to do, Rick, but I will support you in whatever decision you make. You know that, do you not?” 
 
    Richard nodded his head. 
 
    The elf must have sensed the turmoil within him through their bond link. She placed a hand on either side of his face and gently kissed him, breathing her warm breath softly into his mouth. When Jeena pulled back, she said, “I will be with you the whole time, Rick. I will not allow anyone to hurt you while life is in my body.” 
 
    “I believe you, Jeena.” Sighing, Richard said, “Tell the Lady to do her worst. I’m ready.” 
 
    Performing the role of intermediary between the Lady and Richard, Jeena relayed instructions and questions between the two. In less than twenty minutes, all was ready for the Lady to transfer Power. 
 
    When the time came for the transfer, Richard was caught by surprise. In spite of what she’d told them, he expected the Lady or the tree to attempt to attach a link to him anyway. They didn’t. Instead, a link which had been attached to him on his very first mission for ‘the One’ activated. It was the same link Jeena had used to help create their bond link. It was the same link he’d used with the helper to transfer Power to close a combination time-bubble and dimensional gate. It was the same link that the elf Shandria had attached to him long ago to help train him in Power links. 
 
    Richard sensed an enormous amount of Power through the link. He sensed all the Power of the Tree of Light at his disposal. With a start, he remembered the commandant had once told him that Shandria’s link was a one-way link. The Lady and the Tree of Light had made themselves vulnerable to him. He knew he could suck every last drop of Power from them if he so desired. 
 
    Why would they do that? Richard wondered. 
 
    “Take the Power. Use it,” came a series of emotions from the demon essence in his phase rod. “With all the Power of the Tree of Light at your disposal, you could enslave the entire elven nation. You could rule all of Portalis. You would be the most powerful wizard scout in history. Take the Power. It is yours. Take it!” 
 
    Sweat broke out on Richard’s forehead. He was tempted but was no longer the man he’d once been. Two hundred years of life as a healer had changed him. He thought about his friends, his fellow soldiers, and he thought about Jeena. I’m not going to let them down, he thought, forcing the emotions of the demon essence and his own greed aside. 
 
    “Do you know what they’ve done?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Yes. I can sense it through our own link.” After a slight pause, Jeena inquired, “Are you…all right?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not planning on stealing their Power if that’s what you mean,” Richard said. “I have enough problems staying out of trouble with the little Power I have. I sure don’t want any more.” 
 
    Jeena gave him what seemed like a relieved smile. “So now what?” she asked. 
 
    “Now?” Richard said. “I’ve sent a call to my dolgar friends requesting a spirit-horse. There’s a barrier around Portalis that prevents the Defiant or any other starship from landing. We’ll have to go to them. All we can do now is wait.” 
 
    Jeena closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, she wrapped her arms around Richard’s neck. “We can’t leave the Presence of the Lady until the sun rises. That’s still thirty minutes away.” She smiled. “Whatever shall we do for thirty minutes?” 
 
    Richard smiled and said, “I’ve got a feeling we’ll figure it out.” Then he kissed his bondmate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 83 – The Morning After 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Richard held tightly onto Jeena’s hand as they walked toward the exit from the Presence of the Lady. He wore his battle helmet this time. He didn’t really need his bondmate’s guidance in the darkness but liked the feel of her hand in his. Her hand felt soft and strong at the same time. 
 
    He thought about the night’s events. A lot had happened. Even so, he and Jeena had spent enough time alone for him to tell her a little about his years of service in the Empire as a wizard scout, and how ‘the One’ had forced him to do missions over the years. While Jenna appeared to have trouble grasping some of the technical stuff, she’d impressed him with being a good listener. He’d found himself pouring his heart out to her more than once. In return, Jeena had told him a little about her time as a child in the forest with her parents, brother, and sister. She’d told him how her parents and sister had been murdered by humans a long time ago. She hadn’t explained how, and he hadn’t tried to pry. 
 
    When they arrived at the tunnel’s exit, the double doors were already open. The morning light was streaming brightly inside.  
 
    A guard wearing the blue leather armor of the Council of Light addressed Jenna as soon as he saw her. “Lord Jeehanathoraxen, Lord Othellian asks that you go to the Tree of Light as soon as you are able.” 
 
    A flood of concern came down the link Richard shared with his bondmate. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Jeena asked. “Has something happened to the Tree of Light?” 
 
    “It is not for me to say, High Priestess,” replied the guard. “I think you should go and see for yourself.” 
 
    Jenna looked at Richard with fear in her eyes. “Rick, I have to go.” 
 
    “Of course you have to,” Richard said. “I’m a big boy. I’ll be fine. There’s nothing I can do until my spirit-horse gets here anyway. Go.” 
 
    Without another word, Jenna pulled up the hem of her dress and took off running down the path leading to the clearing where they’d performed the Midnight Blessing. 
 
    Richard chose not to run after her. They were bondmates, but she was also a lord of the Council of Light as well as the high priestess. She has her job to do, and I have mine, he thought. I can best help her by staying out of her way. 
 
    Before long, Richard felt what he could only describe as an emotion of anguish through their bond link. Taking off at a run, he made his way down the white-graveled path. When he came into view of the Tree of Light, he stopped dead in his tracks. Dozens, if not hundreds of limbs were strewn on the ground underneath the tree. A veritable army of foresters were picking up the debris and carrying it to wagons parked outside the edge of the tree’s remaining branches. Other foresters appeared to be raking gray nuts into large piles. Richard noticed Jenna on the far side of the tree, inspecting a huge tree limb that had apparently broken off from the main trunk. His bondmate was in full high priestess mode as she began directing the foresters in the cleanup and care of the tree. 
 
    “It is not as bad as it looks,” came a peaceful thought in the back of Richard’s mind. “After so many years, we were not prepared for the amount of Power the two of you sent through your bondmate’s offering link the first time.” 
 
    Richard turned and saw the green-haired elf standing just inside the spread of the tree’s limbs. Several foresters were working nearby. They didn’t seem to notice the Lady of the Tree. 
 
    Not wanting to repeat his experience from the night before, Richard chose to speak using thoughts. “I gather the tree’s healed then?” 
 
    “Oh, it will be many long years before the Tree of Light fully recovers,” said the Lady. “However, with the removal of the parasite spell and its link, future bondmates will be able to donate their Power once again. The tree and I have regained our hope for our elven race. We thank you, Rick.” The Lady accompanied her words with a slight bow in Richard’s direction. 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” Richard thought back, wondering once again at the green-haired elf’s familiarity of speech. “Jenna feels very concerned.” 
 
    “I will reassure her once we finish our talk,” the Lady said with a knowing smile. “There is much to do to heal the Tree of Light’s wounds, but my foresters are up to the task. As for my high priestess and you, there are other tasks equally as important which must be accomplished. Your spirit-horse will soon be here. You must return to your ship soon and save your friends.” 
 
    The Lady’s comment brought up a question that had been gnawing at Richard. “Why did you use Shandria’s link to give me access to the tree’s Power? Don’t you realize I could suck you all dry if I wanted? How did you know you could trust me?” 
 
    The Lady appeared to ponder the question for several seconds. Finally, she spread her hands and smiled. “Do you not know why we trust you, Rick? Do you not recognize me? Did you not listen to my story last night?” 
 
    “I listened,” Richard said. 
 
    The Lady’s smile grew wider. “You have not changed, have you, Rick? Hearing is not the same thing as listening. I guess you will just have to figure things out on your own.” 
 
    The Lady turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” Richard thought. “One more question before you leave.” 
 
    The Lady turned to face him. Again, she smiled. “I think I know what you are going to ask, Rick, and the answer is no. We will not take the link back even if we could. Once you have funneled enough Power to your triplets to create the necessary gate between dimensions, you can block the link if you desire. That is up to you. We trust you with our link even if you do not trust yourself. Your will is stronger than you think, wizard scout. One day you may need our Power again. It will be there when the time comes.” With her final words, the Lady began to dim. 
 
    “Wait,” Richard said out loud. “Shandria, wait!” 
 
    The barely recognizable form of the elf looked back at Richard and smiled. He thought he saw a twinkle that hadn’t been there before.  
 
    “You figured it out. I had faith you would.” 
 
    “Will I see you again?” Richard asked still speaking out loud. 
 
    Shandria nodded, then disappeared completely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 84 – Transportation 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    After finding himself a nice rock wall, Richard chose a spot a hundred meters from the outer limbs of the Tree of Light, then settled in to wait. Jeena was hectic, to say the least. They occasionally traded a quick emotion to let each other know they were there, but for the most part, Richard tried not to distract his bondmate from her duties. 
 
    The other elves pretty much left Richard alone. He sensed their interest, but it was polite interest. Every so often, he caught a glimpse of an elf pointing in his direction. 
 
    “I suppose I look a little intimidating in my battle suit,” Richard thought in his shared space. 
 
    “No doubt,” replied his battle computer. “I calculate that changing into something a little more inconspicuous when you get the opportunity might be advantageous.” 
 
    Richard noticed quite a few female elves and a smattering of children intermingling with the males around the clearing. In spite of the council’s declaration of him as an elf friend, he sensed wariness among most of the females. All of them kept their distance. 
 
    “Nothing I didn’t expect,” Richard told his battle computer. “It takes a lot more than a few words and a declaration by some leaders to overcome years of prejudice. Still, at least the menfolk aren’t hiding their females and children from me.” 
 
    “I calculate they will grow more trusting of you as time goes by,” said his battle computer. “By the way, your passive scan is indicating an anomaly in the void. I calculate your ride is here.” 
 
    Sure enough, Richard sensed an approaching life form in the void and recognized the frequency of the stallion. Within moments the black steed emerged out of the ground, red eyes blazing. He reared in the air and whinnied loudly. 
 
    “Show off,” Richard growled using dolgar language. 
 
    The cries of several nearby children and their parents echoed through the clearing.  
 
    Richard mounted the black stallion quickly. He was pretty sure the appearance of the spirit-horse wasn’t going to endear him to the elves any. 
 
    As black tendrils emerged from the stallion’s back and sides securing him to his mount, Richard sensed an emotion of fear through the link to his bondmate. He turned to see a silver-haired elf running in his direction. When Jeena got close, she slowed to a walk and stopped several paces from the stallion. 
 
    “Not without me,” said Jeena, sending an emotion through their bond link that told Richard he’d better not dare try to leave her behind. 
 
    Leaning over, Richard held out his hand. “Never without you,” he said. “Never again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 85 – Allies 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The hologram of Admiral Donovan flickered as the Destiny shuddered from the blows of another salvo of Crosioian missiles.  
 
    Liz held tight to the armrests of her command chair to keep from being thrown out. “I asked what news do you have from Trecor?” she said, trying to make her voice heard over the continued battering from the three dreadnaughts attacking her flagship. 
 
    The meter-sized hologram of Admiral Donovan leaned forward as if trying to hear her better. “The last contact I had with Trecor was that Duke Bistoria had been declared war-king. He’s assembling the fleets to come to our aid. I doubt he can get any appreciable force here for several hours. The Balorian pirates are attacking in force all along Trecor’s border.” 
 
    Liz doubted any of her ragtag fleet of survivors would still be alive in a few hours. She kept her doubts to herself. As commander of the remaining Empire regular-navy warships, she wasn’t about to admit defeat, even to her husband. 
 
    There has to be a way, she thought. The anti-radiation modifications have helped, but the Crosioians’ weapons are destroying our ships with sheer weight of numbers. 
 
    “I’ve got almost three hundred warships in my reserve,” said Admiral Donovan. “We haven’t been attacked yet. I can be at your location in ten minutes.” 
 
    “No!” Liz said. “Your job’s to hold our line of retreat. It’s the only escape route for our non-combat ships and transports. Father, err…War-King Bistoria is going to need our soldiers to hold off the Crosioians and the Conglomerate. The only reason your position hasn’t been overwhelmed is that the Crosioians are concentrating on us. Their flank would be exposed if they stopped their attack on us to hit your fleet.” 
 
    “All the more rea—” started Admiral Donovan. 
 
    “I said no, Admiral,” Liz said. “That’s an order.” 
 
    Liz ignored the hurt look on her husband’s face. He’s a soldier, she thought. He’ll get over it. Assuming we live. 
 
    “Sir,” said Captain Slystr. “The Crosioians are coordinating their attacks to take advantage of our weak points. Our tactical computers can’t keep up. We’re cut off from tele-network access to the central computer. We can’t match the Crosioians’ computer processing power.” 
 
    “Find a way,” Liz snapped, losing her temper for the barest of moments. “Use the strategic computers to supplement your tactical computers. Keep the Destiny in one piece. I’ve got a war to fight. You take care of the Destiny.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” replied Captain Slystr as he turned to talk to his science officer. 
 
    A movement to Liz’s left caught her attention. It was the communications officer. 
 
    “Yes, Mister Namers?” 
 
    “Sir, I’ve got an encoded message. And sir…” 
 
    “Yes,” Liz said. “Out with it.” 
 
    “Sir, the message claims to be from an Admiral Nickelo. I’ve searched our database, and there’s no such person. The strange thing is that the security codes are all correct, so…uh, that’s why I’m bringing it to your attention.” 
 
    For one brief moment, the controlled chaos on the bridge shifted into the background. Once before, Liz had received a communique from an Admiral Nickelo at a critical juncture of a battle when she’d fought to defend Velos and the Academy. 
 
    “Read the message, Mister Namers,” Liz said. 
 
    “From Admiral Nickelo to Admiral of the Fleets Bistos. We’re on our way. We’ll be there ten minutes after you receive this message. We’re bringing a whole lot of friends. IFF codes are attached. Disseminate to the fleets. PS. Rick says ‘hello.’” 
 
    Liz felt a trace of a smile appear on her lips before she got her emotions under control. She said, “Is there anything else, Mister Namers?” 
 
    “Negative, sir. Just a list of IFF codes. They’re non-standard codes, sir.” 
 
    “Send them to the fleets,” Liz said. 
 
    “Are you sure, sir?” asked the communications officer with a bewildered look on his face. “They’re not Empire approved co—” 
 
    “Did I stutter, Mister Namers?” Liz said. “Disseminate the codes to the fleets. Now!” 
 
    Liz touched the All Ships icon on the armrest of her command chair. 
 
    “This is Admiral of the Fleets Bistos. Help is on the way. All ships prepare to go on the offensive. The tide of battle is about to change. Now it’s going to be our turn.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zenthra monitored the battle in the future from the Dragar’s computer thirty years in the past on Portalis. His computer avatar was deep beneath the destroyed Dragar temple, completely encased in energized titanium and every protective spell at his disposal. 
 
    Nothing can get in or out without my permission, Zenthra assured himself. I am invulnerable. My control of the Crosioians’ master computers is absolute. The paltry remains of the Empire’s fleet are no match for the Crosioians. The combined processing power of the Dragars and Crosioians’ computers is too much for the Empire’s computers to match. The prototype weapons and armor I duped the Conglomerate into creating has been the key to our victory, just as I calculated. The physical galaxy and the magic galaxy will soon be under my control. Everything is going as planned. 
 
    Zenthra noticed one of the detectors in the computer room pick up a minute amount of energy embedded in the stone beneath the titanium floor. The blip of energy was just inside his ring of defensive shields. Zenthra assigned a dozen logic threads to identify the energy. One thread brought back the answer. The energy matched that of a static tele-bot going into activation mode. 
 
    Even thinking at nanosecond speed, Zenthra only had time to wonder, What is a static tele-bot doing here? 
 
    He found out the answer too late. 
 
    As programmed, the tele-bot cast the enlarge spell on the magic nuke embedded inside it. A nanosecond later, the nuke activated. The titanium flooring was no match for the resulting explosion, and everything inside was vaporized. 
 
    At the moment of destruction of his avatar, Zenthra felt his soul being pulled back to the demonic plane and the not so tender mercies of his brothers. His last thought was of the static tele-bot and the magic nuke. In that instant, he knew who had engineered his defeat. 
 
    I will escape my brothers somehow and destroy the wizard scout, Zenthra vowed. Master’s variable or no master’s variable. He will pay. Oh, how he will pay. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Sir,” said Ensign Namers, “the Crosioians’ communication net is going haywire. It sounds like their ship commanders are requesting instructions. Their master computer has stopped responding.” 
 
    Before Liz could say anything, the Destiny’s science officer cut in. “Sir, there is a major anomaly appearing in sector Oscar three-one-five. Warships are coming out of the anomaly; a lot of warships. They are squawking those IFF codes we received. And sir…” 
 
    Liz raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Sir, the lead ship is the Defiant.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 86 – Aftermath 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The mood of the impromptu meeting in the Defiant’s galley was mixed. They’d won a hard-fought victory in the battle for the Criterion star system and the planet Estos, but it was only a single battle. They all knew the upcoming civil war with the Conglomerate could drag on for years. In addition, the losses had been astronomical on both the Empire and Crosioian forces. The only ones who’d come out relatively unscathed were the Conglomerate fleets. 
 
    Liz rose from her chair and spoke. “By unanimous vote of the remaining Empire regular officers, Fath—err, I mean, War-King Bistoria has been given control of all Empire navy and army units. The Conglomerate has consolidated in districts one, two, three, ten, and twelve. The Crosioians still hold districts five and six.” 
 
    “The Conglomerate appears to be a bigger threat to the Empire and Trecor now than the Crosioians,” said Admiral Donovan. “Each district will have to be taken one by one before anyone can expect peace. The empress’s forces are well-entrenched. Our children may one day experience peace. I doubt any of us in this room will.” 
 
    Richard looked around at Sergeant Ron, Liz, Admiral Donovan, Terrie, Tia, and the others. They were all his friends. He wondered how many of them would live to see the civil war to its conclusion. He cast a glance at the silver-haired elf sitting next to him. Jeena looked resolute and fully committed. 
 
    “I calculate most of them will,” said Nickelo in their shared space. 
 
    “How can you calculate that?” Richard asked. “There are too many unknowns to know for sure.” 
 
    “You got me there,” said Nickelo. “I calculated my answer would make you feel better. I thought it best not to tell you the actual probability. I suppose you can say I told a white lie.” 
 
    Richard smiled. It was good to have his friend back. 
 
    “So, Rick,” said Tia. “How’d you take out the master computer? When I asked Margery, she said I’d have to ask you.” 
 
    Richard’s mind went back to his trip through time. He noticed everyone at the table looking at him. “Well,” he said, “I had the triplets—” 
 
    “The who?” asked Tia. 
 
    Richard gave a half smile. “The three-headed dragon. I call them the triplets. They told me their real names, but there’s no way my vocal cords can pronounce them.” 
 
    “All right,” said Tia, already sounding bored with the extended explanation. “So, what about them?” 
 
    “Well,” Richard said, “I’m sure you remember the mission on Portalis last year when we destroyed the Dragars’ temple. When we were there, I sensed the demon Zenthra in the Dragars’ version of our central computer. The primary processor was in a room heavily defended by spells and completely encased in energized titanium.” 
 
    “You mean creallium?” asked Jeena. 
 
    “Yes,” Richard said. “You probably know it as Holy Metal. Anyway, the Oracle told me that the computer room was so heavily defended not even the dolgars or my spirit-horse could get inside. Sooo…” 
 
    Everyone but Jeena seemed to lean forward in their seats 
 
    “So…?” asked Tia, leaning even farther forward with her eyes glistening. 
 
    “So, I had the triplets take me back to a time before the Dragars came to Portalis. I shifted into the void and placed one of the static tele-bots I found on Estos inside a space in the stone right below where I knew the floor of Zenthra’s room would be. I had Nick set the activation time to be thirty years in our past. That’s when the Oracle said Zenthra was using the Dragars’ computer to control the battle during our time.” 
 
    Richard noticed Tia rub her temple and squint her eyes. He didn’t blame her. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Richard said. “Time travel can get confusing. Anyway, the static tele-bot had one of the magic nukes inside. When the tele-bot activated, the nuke went off. End of Zenthra and end of story.” 
 
    Liz looked at her younger sister. “The Crosioians are more regimented to depend on orders from their master computer. When Zenthra lost control, the Crosioians’ command and control went to pieces. Combined with the arrival of the warships from the United Galaxy Alliance, it was a massacre for the Crosioians.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” said Admiral Donovan. “They’ll be licking their wounds for a long time. Our victory will give War-King Bistoria the time he needs to organize against the Conglomerate.” 
 
    “Don’t forget about the Dragars,” said Sergeant Ron. “The United Galaxy Alliance didn’t send their warships here for nothing. They expect us to help them as well.” 
 
    “We will, and we are,” said Liz. “Father’s already dispatched a fleet composed of Trecorian and Empire ships to the magic dimension. Rick’s three-headed dragon gated them there yesterday.” 
 
    “Really?” Richard said. “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Liz smiled. “I went straight to your triplets. They said now that you’ve shown them how it’s done, they can create large gates on their own as long as that Tree of Light of Jeehana’s agrees to continue supplying the Power. The triplets told me they’d still need your help for time-bubbles, though. 
 
    Jeena cleared her throat. When she did, everyone stopped talking and gave her their full attention. “The Tree of Light is not mine, but the Lady says he has agreed to supply the triplets with Power using Rick’s link. The Lady also says the main battle for the survival of the three galaxies will be on Portalis itself. We will all need to learn to work together to have any hope of defeating the forces aligned against us. The Lady says we need more allies. I think finding them is going to be one of our tasks.” 
 
    “Well,” said Sergeant Ron, “then I guess the Defiant’s got her work cut out for her. I hope none of my crew is expecting overtime pay, because it ain’t happening.” 
 
    Richard smiled. “Have the triplets agreed to start gating starships between the dimensions on a regular basis?” 
 
    Admiral Donovan gave the answer. “Actually, Liz’s father is positioning a space station a quarter of a light-year from your homeworld of Earth. Apparently, Portalis is Earth’s sister planet. Once the station is active, the triplets will take up residence and set up a permanent gate between the magic dimension and ours at that location.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Liz. “Father thinks it’ll do both of our dimensions good to get some trade going. Telsa says that your niece, nephew, and she have figured out why magic works in our dimension. I’ve a feeling it’s going to play a major role in defeating the Conglomerate.” 
 
    By the time Liz finished speaking, Richard’s head was spinning. A lot had happened in a short amount of time. “So, the triplets will be leaving the Defiant soon?” he asked, unsure how he felt about that. After all, I was the one who found the egg, he thought. 
 
    “Don’t be selfish, Rick,” said Nickelo in their shared space. “The triplets have a mind of their own—three minds, in fact. They can plot their own route in life.” 
 
    Liz nodded her head as she answered Richard’s question. “Yes, they’ll be leaving the Defiant tomorrow, uh, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    Richard knew his battle computer was right. The triplets could make their own decisions. 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll be fine,” Richard said. “It’s just as well. I don’t think Jeena and I are going to be here anyway.” 
 
    “What?” said several voices at once. Only Terrie looked unsurprised. 
 
    Richard shrugged his shoulders. “The Oracle said assuming we won the battle, ‘the One’ would be returning Jeena and me to Portalis soon. I get the impression some of those allies Jeena mentioned are on Portalis in the past. I’ve got a feeling Jeena and I aren’t going to be getting much time for a honeymoon.” 
 
    Everyone was quiet for several seconds.  
 
    Finally, Sergeant Ron spoke. “So, when do you think you’ll be leaving. The immediate danger’s over. I’m surprised ‘the One’ hasn’t already taken you away.” 
 
    Richard scanned the faces of everyone in the room before returning his gaze to the Defiant’s captain. “I made a promise to Governor Jenkins,” he said, “and a wizard scout always keeps his promise. I think that’s the reason I’m still here. I’m going to need the triplets to put something somewhere before they leave the Defiant. Jeena and I are going to get with them as soon as this meeting’s over.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” asked Liz. “I’ve got a score to settle with the governor as well.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “Not you, Liz.” He looked at Jeena and smiled. “I’ve got all the help I need. I’m assuming you can cast a delayed silence spell for me. Are you up for the task, my bondmate?” 
 
    Jeena’s molten silver eyes locked with his, and she smiled. “I’m up for any task you require, my bondmate. Lead the way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “We should move you off Risors to a more secure location, Governor,” said Secretary Reaster. “We have intercepted a lot of death threats over the tele-network. We can’t investigate them all.” 
 
    Governor Jenkins glanced at the ten wizard scouts around him. They were sworn to protect him either through allegiance or by virtue of the fact the lives of their loved ones were in the Conglomerate’s hands. 
 
    “Nonsense. I am in a secure facility on the Empire’s capital planet,” Governor Jenkins said confidently. “My quarters are constructed out of energized titanium even a shifter couldn’t get through. The empress needs me close at hand. That’s final.” 
 
    The secretary started to open her mouth but seemed to think better of it. “Very well, Governor. Naturally, the decision is yours.” 
 
    “That’s right, it is. Now be gone. I have a full schedule tomorrow. I am tired, and I want to go to bed.” 
 
    Secretary Reaster bowed and withdrew to the antechamber. Governor Jenkins caught sight of several armed guards outside the door. They weren’t wizard scouts, but they were dressed in full power-armor. He knew another twenty-five guards were roving the hallways near his quarters. 
 
    Once the door closed behind Secretary Reaster, Governor Jenkins relaxed a bit. He didn’t trust her. He was half convinced she’d had a part in the attempt on his life the previous day. 
 
    It doesn’t matter, he thought. I have already set things in motion to take care of her. She’s trying to get too close to the empress for her own good. It is time for her to go. 
 
    “Do you want a couple of us to stay in the room with you tonight, Governor?” asked Wizard Scout Arastar, who was the unofficial leader of the team of wizard scouts assigned to provide security. 
 
    Governor Jenkins stared at the thin blue Eridian and half smiled. “No, that won’t be necessary. Two of my female staff will be joining me later for…err…consultations. My bedchamber will be completely sealed in energized titanium. Nothing will be able to get in or out.” 
 
    “As you say, Governor.” 
 
    “Yes,” Governor Jenkins said. “It is as I say. When my two staff members get here, send them in. Otherwise, I do not wish to be disturbed.” 
 
    Without waiting for an acknowledgment, Governor Jenkins turned and entered his bedchamber. The room was an elaborate affair with the latest hover-bed in the center. He smiled as he thought of some of the previous consultations he’d had in the bed. Pressing an icon on the computer screen near the double doors, Governor Jenkins waited patiently for the icon to change to green. When it did, he relaxed. The energized titanium had been converted to creallium. 
 
    Nothing can get at me now, he thought. Even Shepard and his demon hounds can’t shift past creallium. He smiled. I am as safe as if I was in my mother’s arms. 
 
    Removing his clothing, Governor Jenkins climbed beneath the imported Olarian sheets and dimmed the lights as he waited for the arrival of his ‘staff.’ 
 
    The escape of some of the combined fleet to Trecorian space is only a minor setback, he thought. I already have a plan to complete the destruction of those fleets. I just need to get the empress’s approval. I’ll take care of that tomorrow. There is plenty of time. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The static tele-bot embedded in the titanium ceiling of the bedroom activated at the specified moment. It had been embedded in the ceiling since the room’s construction five years earlier. The tele-bot ran the hacking program given to it by the battle computer Nickelo. When the program completed, the energy flow of a small part of the floor was diverted to another section in such a way as not to trigger alarms. Once the energy was diverted, the portion of the floor was no longer energized. The creallium returned to normal titanium. 
 
    The static tele-bot cast the silence spell it had been provided on the bedchamber’s walls, floor, and ceiling. It then activated its self-destruct mechanism. Its mission was complete. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A small spark near the ceiling drew Governor Jenkin’s attention, but not for long. Something black coming out of the floor demanded his attention even more. The black form continued to rise until its body was completely clear of the floor. 
 
    The black figure was a man dressed in battle armor. His red visor completely hid his face, but Governor Jenkins didn’t need to ask to know who it was. 
 
    “Shepard,” Governor Jenkins said, trying to sound calm. “You have made your last mistake. I have ten wizard scouts outside the door. I only have to yell. Even you can’t beat them all.” 
 
    The red visor on the wizard scout’s helmet turned clear.  
 
    Sure enough, it was Shepard. Governor Jenkins thought he saw a half smile on the man’s face. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Shepard. “Shout all you want.” 
 
    “Guards! Guards!” 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Touching the emergency switch on the side rail of his bed, Governor Jenkins shouted again. “Guards!” 
 
    Still no response. 
 
    Shepard smiled. “I hacked into the room’s electronics. Your intercom’s out. Your security’s out. Even the security tele-bots inside this room are under my battle computer’s control. You’re all alone, Governor.” 
 
    A drop of sweat dripped into Governor Jenkins’s eye. He reached under his pillow for his phase pistol. The weapon jerked out of his grasp and stopped in the air a meter in front of Shepard.  
 
    The wizard scout smiled again as the pistol dropped to the floor. 
 
    Governor Jenkins forced himself to remain calm. He was no coward. “Fine. You seem to have the best of me, for now. What do you want? Credits? A position in the Conglomerate? Name it.” 
 
    Shepard stopped smiling. “Do you remember when I told you that you’d better not let our soldiers down? Do you remember what I said I’d do to anyone who betrayed them? I said I’d make the person very sorry. A hundred million good soldiers and sailors died because of you. Another two hundred million are prisoners of the Crosioians. If they’re not dead already, they’re probably wishing they were.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do with me?” Governor Jenkins asked, beginning to get nervous in spite of his resolve. “Are you going to murder me? Somehow I don’t think that is your style.” 
 
    Shepard didn’t reply right away. He just stared.  
 
    Governor Jenkins stared right back. He’d had people with a lot more force of will than an out-of-date wizard scout try to intimidate him. They’d failed. He had no doubt Shepard would as well. He began thinking of ways he could use this incident to gain some kind of leverage over the man. 
 
    If he was going to kill me, Governor Jenkins thought, he would have done it already. He is too weak. I’m not. Still, he might prove useful sometime. 
 
    Finally, Shepard broke his silence. “Do you remember what I told you on Trecor at the Duke’s party?” 
 
    Governor Jenkins said nothing. He remembered all too well how Shepard had threatened him with a visit from one of his dolgar friends. Still, the man hadn’t killed him then. He was sure the wizard scout wouldn’t dare to do so now. 
 
    After several seconds of silence, Shepard said, “I told you that wizard scouts don’t make empty threats.” 
 
    Governor Jenkins remained quiet, thinking he heard the sound of uncertainty in Shepard’s voice. I have called his bluff, he thought. He expects me to beg. He is not sure what to do. I can still turn this around to my advantage. 
 
    Shepard became slightly translucent. He slowly began to descend into the floor.  
 
    Governor Jenkins wasn’t impressed. He’d seen shifters before. He allowed himself a slight smile as he thought, He’s running. He does not have the stomach to face someone who does not blindly believe in the wizard scout mystique. 
 
    Just then, something dark came out of the floor near Shepard. It was a head—the black head of a very large wolf. The wolf-like creature continued rising out of the floor until its entire body was free. The wolf was massive. Governor Jenkins noticed its red eyes focus on him. He sensed an intense feeling of hunger from the creature. 
 
    Governor Jenkins glanced at Shepard. Only the man’s upper torso remained above the floor. 
 
    “Now wait one minute,” Governor Jenkins said. “You have made your point. I can be a reasonable man. What do you want from me?” 
 
    Shepard looked him square in the eyes. “Not a thing, Governor; at least nothing you can give me while you’re alive.” 
 
    Just before the wizard scout disappeared completely into the floor, Governor Jenkins saw him look at the wolf creature and say two words. 
 
    “Sheeta. Food.” 
 
    [End Transmission] 
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