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    Chapter I 
 
      
 
    A nervous tingle ran down Ajax’s spine as he stood, mesmerized by the spinning darkness in front of him. It seemed surreal watching it silently swirling before his eyes. Nothing in two years of training had prepared him for this.  
 
    It's not that he didn't believe his father or his teachers, but words hadn't adequately described the mystery he beheld. It was almost hypnotic, and seemed to be calling to him. 
 
    He shook the feeling off, standing a little straighter, pushing his shoulders back, looking akin to a soldier from the King's guard. He took a quick step back, unaware that he had ventured so close. From his infancy, Ajax had been told stories about the portal, about his family's legacy, about their sacred responsibility. He was a Maxwell after all. And that meant something, or it had.  
 
    But whispers of misplaced trust now swirled among the King’s council. It didn't matter how many generations of faithful Maxwells had held this post. A shadow had fallen over the family name. The kingdom only seemed to remember that fateful day two years prior. 
 
    Ajax once again stared in awe of the mysterious form before him in the middle of a huge oak tree. The tree itself was so thick, it had to be at least a few hundred years old. Ajax doubted that he and his father could reach all the way around it if they grasped hands. It stretched high into the sky, a beacon in the woodland that lay behind the castle.  
 
    Although the tree did look old, Ajax knew it was ancient. Other than containing the portal, there was something mystical about this tree. Leaves never fell from its branches, nor changed colors throughout the seasons. It never altered. An ax blade could not penetrate its trunk. Even the animals gave it a wide berth. No squirrels scampered up or down it, nor had any birds adorned the branches with their nests. It had remained the same since the days of Abenfeth Maxwell, the first Maxwell to stand watch over it more than four hundred and fifty years ago.  
 
    In seven days’ time, the duty would shift from Edwin, his father, to himself. This was Ajax's first time to see the portal in person. There had been stories and paintings, some sketches made by his relatives, but he had never visited before. A shiver ran down his back as he beheld the dark, swirling vortex before him. Ajax glanced to the side where his father stood guarding the tree, cloak billowing in the breeze, silver sword in hand. Ajax hoped his father hadn't noticed his agitation. 
 
    Truth be told, Ajax was nervous. He was consumed by fear. Beads of sweat began to form on his forehead. He wiped his brow with the back of his shirt sleeve. Two years was all the time he had been given to prepare—two years to train, two years to learn everything all of the other Maxwells had fourteen years to do. It felt so inadequate. He held his head high and tried to look brave, confident. 
 
    His father lifted his gaze towards the sky. “It shall be dark in a moment.” He motioned him closer with a hand. “Stand here, son. It will happen soon.”  
 
    Ajax took a deep breath and moved to stand beside Edwin.  
 
    “Never depart your post until the portal closes,” his father cautioned as he placed a strong hand on Ajax’s shoulder.  
 
    Ajax held his breath, afraid he might miss something. He watched intently. At first nothing happened. Then slowly as the sun slipped behind the horizon, the black waves stopped spinning and the vortex appeared to harden. 
 
    “It is done,” Edwin said simply. 
 
    The tree was utterly still. Ajax hesitantly took a step forward and slowly reached for the tree. When his father didn't stop him, Ajax placed his hand over the now motionless portal. He pulled his hand back at first, not knowing what to expect, then flattened it over the surface. It was hard, comparable to the rest of the trunk. If he had stumbled upon this tree now, not knowing what it was, he might have thought the black swirls were just something someone had painted on the bark.  
 
    It felt different though, as if energy was permeating from beneath the surface. He moved his hand from the portal to the tree. It felt like any normal tree. He placed his hand back on the portal. There was something about it, something powerful, that made him feel cold all over. Although no one had ever mentioned the word, Ajax knew the truth. There was something mystical here.  
 
    Magic was pretend, something trick jesters did to entertain. That was the only kind of enchantment people believed in. But now, standing in the portal's presence, Ajax realized there were conundrums in this world that couldn’t be explained. There was real power here, a force he knew nothing about. Whether it was present anywhere else in the world he didn't know, but it definitely existed here. He hastily removed his hand, wiped it on his pant leg, and turned back to his father. 
 
    The wind began to pick up. A gust whipped around him rapidly, causing him to stumble and brace himself against the tree. A storm was rolling in—dark clouds billowed in the distance as lightning danced across the sky. 
 
    “We should head home, son. Mother will begin to fret if we don't make it back before the rains begin.” His father bent down and picked up his lantern. He struck a match and lit the wick, and orange and yellow flames licked the sides of the glass. 
 
    Ajax glanced at the portal one last time. It was dark now, and in the shadows the tree seemed every bit ordinary. He spun around and hurried to catch up with his father, who had already started home. Branches cracked beneath their feet as they stomped swiftly through the woods in their attempt to beat the storm home. It had been an especially dry summer, and now that fall was upon them, Ajax wondered if the storms would be bad as a result. Thunder clapped loudly, as if answering his silent question.  
 
    He stayed almost on top of his father's heels. The night was black as ash, with only the lantern and the flashes of lightning ahead to guide their way home.  
 
    It would be easy to get lost or trip and break a leg, or even a neck, on a night like this. But Edwin knew this path better than any. Even with the miniscule glow from the lantern, Ajax was confident in his father’s ability to guide them safely home. After all, he had walked this path for years, before dawn and after dusk. 
 
    “Father, why does the portal close at dusk and open at dawn?”  
 
    Edwin waited, holding the light high to look his son in the eye. “Much is not known about the portal,” he sighed. “There are three things we know for certain. First, the portal opens at dawn, second, the portal closes at sunset, and third...” 
 
    Ajax finished the line. “No one who enters the portal ever returns.” He wasn't sure why he asked his father the question; maybe he simply needed a distraction. Everything his father knew had been passed down to him. Since he was a small child, he had been taught by firelight. Warnings about the portal had been his bedtime stories. Maybe he hoped for something new. He hadn't paid too much attention to the stories growing up. Nothing different had ever been discovered. And after all, the portal was never going to be his responsibility. He was the second son.  
 
    Just as the first few raindrops began to fall, their cottage came into view. Ajax and his father stood at the top of a hill. The home was small, but finely built. It was one of the few structures outside the castle wall made entirely of stone. It had two large windows in the front and a heavy wooden door, inlaid with veins of iron that made an intricate pattern. The windows glowed warmly in the darkness, beckoning them home. To the right of the house was a small well and a smaller wooden structure, barely visible at night, that housed two cows, three pigs, and a few chickens along with a beautiful black stallion that had been a gift from the King. On the left side of the house was a grand garden, full of almost everything imaginable. His mother had two green thumbs and could grow anything.  
 
    Ajax glanced up at the sky as a few big drops of rain splashed onto his forehead. There was a chill in the air. He shuddered at the coldness of the water on his face. He hoped it was too late in the season for hail. The huge frozen ice hunks had destroyed their garden last fall, leaving them with hardly any fresh produce for the remainder of autumn and winter.  
 
    Hail was rare this late in the season. But after last year, Ajax offered a silent prayer just in case. 
 
    The heavens opened and unleashed a torrent of rain upon their heads as they made their final descent down the hill. Edwin threw on the cowl of his cloak and took off in a run, jumping nimbly over a fallen log and across a scattering of large rocks. Ajax quickened his pace and followed on his heels, wishing he too had a thick brown cloak, similar to his father’s, to shield his face. He was thankful the rain had waited until now.  
 
    They were on Maxwell land now. Even without the light from his father’s lamp, Ajax could have made his way home. He knew every rock, every root, and every bend in the ground on his family's land. 
 
    His mother must have been watching for them through a window, for she had the door open before his father had even reached for the handle. As they rushed in, she shut the door behind them and latched it closed. The thunder cracked above them loudly, causing his mother to jump. 
 
    The wind and the rain beat down on the door like a giant hammer. “Ajax, my dear, fetch the crossbeam. I think we'll need the extra support for the door tonight. It sounds frightful.”  
 
    She took her husband's cloak and hung it near the fire to dry as he took a seat at the table and reached down to pull off his boots. She turned back to see her son setting the board across the midsection of the door. “My poor dear, you are soaked to the bone,” she said, noticing his state for the first time.  
 
    He looked pitiful, dripping and shivering in the entryway.  
 
    “Go change into something dry while I put supper on the table.” She kissed him lightly on the cheek. “You look sopping wet. I don't imagine you left any rain for my garden,” she teased, shaking her head and smiling easily. 
 
    He leaned forward and gave her a mischievous look. Then laughing, he shook his hair, splattering her face in the process. 
 
    “Ajax Maxwell!” she shrieked, trying not to smile as she used the corner of her apron to dry off. “You're never too old for me to pull across my knee.”  
 
    He laughed again warmly and lunged forward, feinting a hug. 
 
    She jumped back to avoid getting a second shower. “Go put on something dry, you daft boy, 'fore you end up sick and in bed for days.” She rolled her eyes and swatted him playfully as he moved to go. “Hurry up or your father shall eat all the supper.”  
 
    He glanced at his father, who was already ladling a heaping helping into his bowl. His father dipped his spoon in the bowl and took a slow, meaningful bite. He closed his eyes, savoring the goodness of Mother's stew. Then he opened them, looked at his son, and nodded in agreement with the comment. 
 
    Ajax hurried to his room. Stew was a favorite in the Maxwell home, especially on a cold night such as this. He hoped it wasn't lamb stew, or he didn't stand a chance of getting anything.  
 
    He opened the door and stepped inside, trying not to drip too much in one place. It wasn't the largest or grandest room ever, but it was cozy and it suited him. His bed was to the left when he entered. A small table with a water basin and bowl on it sat beside it. A sturdy metal trunk rested at the foot of his bed, where his few treasures lay concealed. In the corner was a fine steel bow and a quiver of arrows. Across from the bed he had a small desk with an oil lamp. His wardrobe sat beside his desk. And in the far corner was a small fireplace.  
 
    He tossed his wet clothes on top of the chest, and pulled a dry shirt over his head. Goosebumps ran up and down his arms and he rubbed his hands over them to warm himself up. The temperature had dropped significantly as the storm rolled in. He was cold, and being wet didn't help. Ajax quickly finished getting dressed, in a hurry to warm his bones with a giant bowl of his mother's stew. 
 
    As he opened his door he could hear his parents conversing in hushed voices. Stepping noiselessly to avoid being detected, he crept down the hallway. A memory flashed into his mind of a game he used to play almost every night with Axel. Whichever brother could creep out of their room and get the farthest without being caught would win. Axel usually lost, earning himself an extra morning chore of Ajax's choosing. It wasn't that Ajax had been so much quieter than his older brother, but more that Axel had always been more daring. He would push himself further and further until ultimately, he would get caught. Their main goal had been to snatch an extra cookie at night from the kitchen table. Neither of them ever succeeded, but Axel definitely got the closest. 
 
    As Ajax sneaked closer he was able to decipher most of what was being discussed. 
 
    “—too dangerous,” his mother whispered. “—already lost one. We don't owe the kingdom anything else.” 
 
    “This is about our honor, woman.” Ajax heard his father respond, his deep voice carrying far more easily than his mother's had. “Axel put a stain on our family's good name. Ajax has the chance to correct that, to make our name mean something again. Do you realize how much we've lost?” 
 
    “I don't care about that,” his mother began, but as she continued she spoke even softer.  
 
    Ajax strained to hear more but it was too quiet. After a moment, his mother raised her voice. “Blast you. Our son is more important than your pride. He’s just a boy, and he hasn't even been trained properly. And you can't swear to me that he won't have to face—” 
 
    “He'll be fine,” his father interrupted, his voice stern, final. “I can continue his education come spring.”  
 
    Ajax crept back to his room and shut the door, making sure it made a sufficient amount of noise. Then he walked back down the hallway, this time not trying to conceal his presence. 
 
    “Smells splendid, Mother. I'm famished.” Ajax smiled.  
 
    He watched his parents clumsily try to resume a casual appearance. His father peered down and dunked a chunk of bread into his stew. His mother tried to smile, but was unable to conceal the worry that consumed her countenance. She dipped the ladle into the big black pot sitting on the table, and spooned a hearty helping into Ajax's bowl. 
 
    “Eat up. Nothing’s worse than cold stew,” his mother advised. 
 
    Ajax took a seat and picked up a spoon. He stirred slowly, blowing the steam off the top of a heaping spoonful as his mother handed him a thick slice of bread smothered in a generous amount of butter. 
 
    The room was eerily quiet. His mother shuffled about the kitchen, cleaning her working table off and washing dishes. His father ate quickly and then headed out to check on their livestock. Normally they all sat together and chatted about their day. Typically, there was laughter and some teasing, lovingly done, of course.  
 
    That evening, Ajax felt like an intruder as he finished off his supper. The tension seemed to hang overhead. He wished he could wave it away as easily as a pesky fly.  
 
    The storm had stopped, which only seemed to amplify the silence in the house. 
 
    What was his mother afraid of? He would never run off as Axel had. It still infuriated him when he let his mind dwell on the past. How could his brother abandon them? Leave him? And without a word. 
 
    Ajax remembered how proud Axel had been at first, but then hour after hour, day after day, week after week, to purely stand there and guard the portal, the life had slowly begun to drain out of him. He became bored and anxious. His father tried to remind him that although there was sacrifice, considerable reward was also given. 
 
    But the pride he felt faded quickly. He thought the price was too substantial. Standing watch over a dangerous portal, that only a handful of people even knew existed, was a waste of time in his brother's mind, no matter the compensation. 
 
    The Maxwells and the Stonemans, the two families whose charge was to guard the portal, were gifted much. His family stood watch in fall and winter, while the Stonemans had the responsibility in the spring and summer.  
 
    If Axel had simply made it through the winter, then come spring and summer he would have attended ball after ball, having his pick of any maiden to marry, second after only the Prince's choice. He would have been gifted land and a fine house, designed according to his every whim. All this was bestowed on the portal keeper to show appreciation for his service. 
 
    If he only could have endured it for another couple of months, but Axel bolted two weeks prior to Christmas. Their father had gone searching for him when he hadn't returned. In shame Ajax had to confess to his father that his brother had secretly harbored the desire to leave, though Ajax still couldn't fathom that his brother had left without telling him first.  
 
    Edwin had to stand before the council in humiliation and explain to the King what had transpired. How his eldest son had abandoned his duty, and put his selfish desires before the good of the kingdom. It had crushed his father. He hadn't been the same since. Then Edwin had to resume the post since no other Maxwell was of age. That was the day when Ajax had begun to train.  
 
    Now in seven days’ time, he would take over the post from his father. He knew in his heart he would never abandon the post as his brother did, but there were other ways he could fail. Ways Ajax tried not to think about. When thoughts began to bubble to the surface, he pushed them down to the very depths of his soul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter II
  
 
    “Heavens, child. Are you still asleep?”  
 
    Covering his head with the pillow, Ajax tried to ignore his mother. Why couldn't she let him rest? His chores would still be waiting for him whether he arose now or in half an hour. 
 
    The door opened and the pillow was pulled sanctimoniously from his face, followed by a splash of cold water. 
 
    Springing to his feet Ajax glowered at his mother. 
 
    “What?” he asked, exasperated, drying his face with the sleeve of his shirt. 
 
    “‘Tis your fitting day. You've an appointment with the King's tailor in less than an hour,” she reminded him, shaking her head in dismay as she left the room, mumbling something about the King's tailor under her breath. 
 
    Fitting day. He couldn't believe it had slipped his mind. He scrubbed his face with what water remained in the pitcher by his bed and threw on his best shirt. 
 
    He scrambled to the kitchen and saw his plate was piled high with steaming eggs and sizzling sausages.  
 
    “Thank you, Mother.” He kissed her quickly on the cheek before taking a seat and digging into his plate.  
 
    “I --nt be--ve --mst --for---,” he said, his mouth full of eggs. 
 
    “Come now.” She tossed him a napkin. “I know I taught you better manners than that. Who can even understand that gibberish when you have food falling from your mouth?” she asked disgustedly. 
 
    Embarrassed, he looked down, avoiding eye contact, and gulped down the remnants of eggs in his mouth. He picked up his napkin and wiped his face. 
 
    “Sorry, Mother,” he apologized. “I was just saying that I can't believe I almost forgot. Thank you for waking me,” he added. 
 
    “Save your thanks,” his mother chided as she cleared his plate. “A mother doesn't need thanks, but what she does need is a son who doesn't embarrass her when he's at the palace.” She stared at him seriously. 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” He nodded, looking appropriately reprimanded.  
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    The stroll to the palace was pleasant. The weather was cool, although not quite as cold as it had been last night. Sunlight streamed down upon him. There wasn't a cloud in sight, not one remnant of the storm from the night before.  
 
    The road was exceptionally clear too. With a downpour as strong as the one the previous evening, there was bound to have been branches strewn across the road at the very least, if not a felled tree or two. However, as he walked, he came upon nothing more than a few leaves. The King's men must have been out before the sun had come up, clearing the roads. 
 
    As Ajax paid closer attention, there were a few signs that the storm had caused some havoc. The roads were pristine but to the wayside there were freshly cut piles of wood, some bigger than others. There were also branches stacked along the sides as he strolled toward town. 
 
    His thoughts kept returning to his parents’ conversation the previous night. His mother worried that he wasn't prepared. But prepared for what? What might he face?  
 
    Ajax was so caught up in his own thoughts that he didn't notice anyone else on the road until he collided into the back of someone, knocking them both to the ground. His eyes had been focused on the tallest tree in the forest, soon to be the spot where he would spend the majority of his time. 
 
    “I beg your pardon. My deepest apologies,” Ajax began. He stood quickly and reached out his hand to help the other traveler up. 
 
    A beautiful young woman turned and regarded him. She had thick, full, black curls that fell several inches past her shoulders. Vibrant green eyes stared back at him. They felt oddly familiar. Her lips were full and pink. But they weren't painted pink like some of the young ladies had become accustomed to doing. Hers were natural and her skin was tanned from the sun.  
 
    He stood gaping at her, then realizing his mouth was hanging open, he shut it quickly. There was something about her that seemed familiar. 
 
    “Here, allow me.” He reached down and pulled her to her feet, lifting her clumsily under the arms. 
 
    “Ajax Maxwell. You don't speak to me for two years, and then you have the audacity to knock me to the ground!” She looked at him sternly, her hands on her hips. “What kind of gentleman are you?” 
 
    He considered her again, closer this time. “Niv?” he enquired, still uncertain. 
 
    She shoved him hard and he stumbled back a few steps, barely maintaining his balance.  
 
    “Do I really look that different?” She stepped around him, looking him up and down. “I mean, you look taller...” she walked slowly, examining him, “leaner, stronger,” and then she cracked a grin, “but still clumsy I see.” 
 
    “Nivara.” He shook his head, still not quite believing that this was his childhood playmate in his presence. She was no longer a little girl. Looking at her now, it was hard to believe only two years had passed since their last encounter. “You look different too,” he responded lamely, still stunned that his best friend from his youth was standing in front of him. 
 
    “How so?” she teased. 
 
    “Um, well,” he started to fumble. “You’re bigger,” he commented awkwardly. 
 
    “Bigger?” she said hotly, examining herself. “I thought you had been training for the last two years. What exactly have you been studying?” she tsked. “How dare you call a lady...bigger?” she rebuked him with disdain. 
 
    “Not bigger. Taller. You've grown up,” he replied as his face changed from different shades of red. “I haven't been studying etiquette.” Even as a boy he had always been in trouble with Niv.  
 
    “Well I'd hope not. Because you would have wasted the last two years,” she teased. “Where are you headed?” she asked as she began heading down the road. 
 
    Ajax stood frozen for a moment and then hurried to catch up. “To the royal tailor.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow quizzically. “So, is that the big secret? Are you joining the royal guard? Is that why you disappeared suddenly and I haven't seen hide nor hair of you these past years?” 
 
    Growing up, Nivara and Ajax had spent ever free hour possible together exploring, doing chores, sneaking out, and looking for shooting stars. But he wasn't allowed to tell her the reason he had disappeared. Only a few knew about the portal keeper. Most people thought Edwin, Ajax's father, was a Royal Advisor, whose counsel was only sought in the direst of situations. That explained why he was never at the council meetings.  
 
    Ajax wondered what his cover would be. “Something like that,” he answered vaguely, not wishing to lie, but also not being able to tell her everything. “What about you, how have you been occupying your time?” 
 
    She kicked a rock in the road and it skittered off to the side, startling a rabbit, who scampered off into the woodland. 
 
    Laughing, Nivara spun back to look at Ajax, her eyes smiling mischievously. “Do you remember that time you attempted to catch a hare with your bare hands?” she chuckled. 
 
    “When you dared me? And I ended up covered in mud, and scratched to pieces by thorns?” he asked incredulously. “Yes, I have a faint recollection of that,” he said sarcastically as he rolled up the sleeve of his shirt. Then he pointed to a scar on his forearm. It was faint now; time had dulled it to a few thin white lines. “You had to choose a rabbit that happened to be grazing near a thicket of raspberries.” He shook his head remembering. “Not only did I get cut up to pieces by the thorns, I did not apprehend the hare, and I got scolded at home by my mother. She couldn't fathom how I would ruin my shirt playing in raspberry bushes and not even bring some home for a decent pie.” He laughed at the memory and then shoved her playfully. “You were always getting me into trouble.” 
 
    “Hold on now,” she began defensively, “it's not my fault that you went along with every idea that popped into my head.”  
 
    “I was a young boy, trying to impress the beautiful damsel in distress.” He smiled easily. 
 
    She seemed to stare back briefly, and then pushed him quickly. “I don't remember ever being the damsel-in-distress type,” she responded defiantly. 
 
    He shrugged as they approached the palace gate. “Maybe it was wishful thinking. All little boys desire nothing more than to grow up to be heroes.” 
 
    The gate was open and Sir Thomas, one of the King's knights, was manning the entrance. 
 
    “Ajax,” he nodded. “I assume you know the way?” the knight enquired. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “It's an exciting day,” Sir Thomas added, then extended his hand to him. 
 
    Ajax shook it and smiled. 
 
    “Good luck to you, lad.”  
 
    “Thank you, Sir Thomas,” Ajax replied. 
 
    He stepped through the entrance slowly, looking back at Niv. 
 
    “Nivara, Pri—” the knight began, but was cut off. 
 
    “I know where I'm expected,” Nivara huffed impatiently. “And I should hurry, or I'll be late,” she added as she turned through the gate, headed in the opposite direction of Ajax. 
 
    He walked slowly towards the tailor, looking backwards, waiting, but Nivara never turned nor gave him a second glance. 
 
    Ajax sighed. It had been wonderful to see her. It had seemed like old times again, almost like no time had passed between them. Ajax had thought Niv had enjoyed seeing him too, but he must have read that wrong. No farewell, not even a look or a wave. He wondered what she was doing here. Niv had headed off in the direction of the palace, not one of the outlying buildings like himself. Maybe she was hoping to be a lady-in-waiting to one of the princesses. 
 
    He remembered she had always had extraordinary skill as a seamstress. Her mother had been a lady-in-waiting to one of the King's sisters years ago, until the princess had caught pneumonia and died. Then Niv's mother had worked as a seamstress out of her house and her daughter had been her apprentice.  
 
    Ajax turned the last corner to find the tailor, Mr. Foster, standing impatiently in the doorway to his shop. He was a portly man, almost completely bald, with a few wisps of hair around his ears and the back of his head. He had a long tape he used for measuring wrapped loosely around his neck. He stood with arms crossed, tapping his foot frantically on the ground.  
 
    He glared down the bridge of his nose through his spectacles at Ajax, and cleared his throat as the boy approached. 
 
    “It's about time, lad. I have a busy day, and don't have time to wait about. You should have been here a half hour ago,” he admonished Ajax hotly as he shooed him inside. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Mr. Foster. I overslept,” he apologized, even though by his account he was on time; his mother had seen to that. 
 
    “Let's just get on with it,” the tailor said, waving Ajax to the center of the room and onto a small stool.  
 
    Ajax took a step up and stood still.  
 
    The room was different than others Ajax had seen. He had never been to a tailor before. His family had never been able to afford custom-made clothing.  
 
    There was a wall full of mirrors, and not merely small hand mirrors like his mother had. These were taller than he was. Ajax could stand in front of one and see his entire reflection. 
 
    The remainder of the walls were covered in shelving. Each shelf was stacked with fabrics, each section color-coded. He never knew there were so many types of material in blue. To the right of the mirrors stood a rack full of elegant-looking attire: jackets, dresses, slacks. 
 
    Ajax assumed these were orders clients had placed and had yet to pick up. 
 
    Mr. Foster unwrapped the tape from his neck and took some quick measurements, calling the numbers out to his assistant, a young boy that looked no older than eleven, seated in a corner of the room. 
 
    “Come back the day after tomorrow at noon and your cloak will be finished,” Mr. Foster advised, and then spun abruptly and disappeared into a back room. 
 
    Ajax stepped down from the stool hesitantly, and scanned around the room slowly. His eyes stopped on the assistant. “Is that really it?” he confirmed uncertainly. 
 
    The boy hopped out of his chair. “Yes sir,” he answered. “Cloaks are easy. There isn't much to them.” He headed towards Ajax and leaned forward, lowering his voice. “What's your cloak for? The material is the finest I've seen and Mr. Foster seems so nervous to get it right.” 
 
    Ajax shifted his weight from one foot to the other as he quickly tried to think of an answer that would stifle the child's curiosity. 
 
    “Jaspen!” the tailor called impatiently, sticking his head out from the back room. He glanced at Ajax, looking surprised to see him still there. “If you'll excuse us,” he said tersely, “we've got work to do.” 
 
    The boy moved quickly, disappearing into the back room in a run. 
 
    Mr. Foster huffed, and then followed after Jaspen. Ajax could hear the boy getting a stern reprimand as he stepped out of the shop. 
 
    It was exceptionally bright out. Ajax squinted, adjusting to the light. The courtyards surrounding the palace were relatively deserted as Ajax walked back towards the gate. He glanced up at the castle. It was built on a hill with gardens and plazas surrounding it. A few special shops were located inside the gate; the royal tailor, the royal blacksmith, and a few others. The King wished everything he might desire just within his grasp. 
 
    The palace shimmered in the sunlight. It was built from a special type of white stone, that when polished seemed to shine all on its own. There were four tall towers, one in every corner. Each was manned by a member of the King's guard at all times so that no threat could approach them unannounced. 
 
    Ajax had only been inside the palace on a couple of occasions. It was massive. Several stories high, with countless wings and passages. He wondered if even the King knew them all. He had ambled around the palace walls once, for curiosity's sake. It had taken him almost two hours to finish walking the perimeter, and he had kept up a brisk pace the entire time. 
 
    Tomorrow he was to return, and he would be authorized inside the palace. Ajax was to be admitted to the King's private library. There he was to study from the book of the keepers, where he would memorize the oath he would pledge before the King, along with the names of the keepers who had come before him. 
 
    He paused to glance one last time at the looming castle before him, and as he moved to head toward the gate, the Prince turned the corner. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Ajax said automatically, falling into a low, awkward bow. 
 
    “Ajax,” he nodded. “How is the training coming along?” 
 
    The Prince had often ventured down from the palace and witnessed as Ajax was pummeled to the ground during his bouts of hand-to-hand combat. At first it had been intimidating to have the Crown Prince observing, but after each loss, the Prince would come offer him words of encouragement and even give him some recommendations to improve his technique. 
 
    Having held a sword in his hand since the age of two, Prince Blake was highly skilled. His counsel was insightful and had been beneficial. Ajax had learned more from the Prince in those brief conversations than he learned from days of his instructors prattling on. 
 
    “My training is done for the most part, Your Highness. Tomorrow I head for the library.” 
 
    The Prince nodded. “That's right. You have a week until you take your oath.”  
 
    “Six days, to be precise.” 
 
    The Prince reached forward and clasped Ajax on the shoulder. “I am sure you shall do fine. In fact, I may come pay you a visit,” he replied, facing toward the north. “I have yet to see it in person.” 
 
    “It would be an honor,” Ajax replied, bowing again. 
 
    The Prince waved him off. “I will see you in a few days. After the oath, we shall host an elaborate ball to thank you for your service. There will be feasting and dancing all night.” He laughed lightly. “Who knows, perhaps you shall meet your future wife.” He nodded a short, curt nod. “I will see you soon.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness,” Ajax responded, bowing one last time. Future wife. It seems too early for me to be thinking of such things. The King was anxious for his son to pick a wife. Or so it was rumored. Perhaps that is why the Prince had such things on his mind. 
 
    It was custom for the future queen to be picked from within the kingdom. The engagement would be a lengthy one, typically four years. Once the announcement was made, the young maiden would move into the palace and begin years of study: etiquette, diplomacy, history. Everything Prince Blake had been taught since infancy. 
 
    Some princes married royalty from other lands, but the kingdom of Rastella had always stood apart on this front. All the kings had married local maidens. For who better to put the needs of the people of Rastella first than one raised here? 
 
    After the Prince was out of sight, Ajax made his way back to the gate. 
 
    He spent a few minutes with Sir Thomas, questioning him as to which palace entrance he should use to gain access to the library and if there was any protocol he needed to be made aware of. 
 
    Then he strolled home slowly. Every few minutes Ajax would look back towards the palace. He kept hoping he might run into Nivara again. They had only spent a short time together this morning, but he couldn't keep his mind from daydreaming. 
 
    He hadn’t realized how much he had missed talking with her. Ajax wondered if she would be at the ball. They would pick up like old times, delighting in the frivolity of such an evening. He longed to be carefree, having fun as they did when they were younger, unable to maintain a serious composure for the entire night. Even if it would just be for an evening, Ajax wished to have his best friend back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter III 
 
      
 
    The next morning Ajax rose early, without any assistance from his mother. He fed the chickens, milked the cows, and took Storm, their stallion, out to stretch his legs.  
 
    The morning was cold and clear. It felt splendid to be galloping through an open field, the wind blowing through his hair. It would be one of the last times he would ride Storm for a while. His new station would give him little time for much freedom. He reveled in his final ride of the year. 
 
    When he entered the kitchen, his mother had barely finished flipping her last blueberry pancake. 
 
    “Someone was up early,” his mother noted as she placed his plate on the table and drenched it in maple syrup. 
 
    “I wanted to get an early start,” he explained as he pulled out his chair and took a seat. The steam from the pancakes wafted upward, carrying with it a delicious aroma. He breathed it in, savoring it for a brief moment. “I reckoned I would go to the library to study. Tomorrow I have my appointment with Mr. Foster.” 
 
    A shadow fell across his mother's face. Ajax assumed she was reflecting back on when Axel, his brother, took his oath. 
 
    Noticing her son watching her, she forced a smiled. “I am certain you'll do fine,” his mother remarked and then walked out of the room. 
 
    He finished his breakfast and rinsed his plate before departing for the palace. 
 
    The road was uninhabited as he headed the couple of miles to the castle. Around every bend and twist in the road he felt his stomach tense up with the anticipation that he might see Nivara again. He hadn’t realized how much he had missed their friendship. But bumping into her yesterday had reminded him of how much they had shared growing up together. And how alone he had felt these last two years.  
 
    A wagon passed him on the road, full of bright red apples. Probably the last of the season. The driver slowed his team and offered to give Ajax a lift, but the sun was shining and there wouldn't be too many more pleasant days before the cold set in, so he declined. 
 
    Sir Thomas waved Ajax through the gate when he approached. He seemed to be in an argument with another knight about what time they were supposed to exchange posts, so Ajax didn’t stop to offer pleasantries. 
 
    The courtyards were livelier today than they had been the day before. Ajax noticed several new carriages by the stables, and servants were carrying in trunks along with various personal effects into the palace. 
 
    There were ladies strolling through the gardens with their parasols, along with a few gentlemen. All the people made Ajax nervous. Everyone was dressed in fine linens, nicer than he ever would possess. He felt out of place and skirted around to find the entrance that Sir Thomas had told him about. 
 
    After walking around the perimeter for about thirty minutes, he found a plain-looking door in a little crevice of the castle. The other entrances he had passed were all more ornate and fancy looking. This had to be the access the common folk used to enter. 
 
    The doorway in front of him was still very nice. It was wooden, and stained a reddish tint. It had a shiny brass handle and knocker. 
 
    Ajax took a deep breath, looked around, and made two hard raps with the knocker. He felt nervous, and although there was no one in sight, he was sure if someone saw him they would think he didn't belong. 
 
    After a few moments, the door opened and a short, thin woman answered. She was older, probably in her late seventies, and the fashion in which she carried herself told Ajax she was in charge. As old as she appeared, frail was the last thing that came to his mind when he saw her. She had a tough look about her, one that led him to believe that she would not put up with any nonsense. 
 
    “Yes,” she stared expectantly. 
 
    Ajax wrung his hands together anxiously behind his back. “Good morning, ma'am,” he began slowly. “Um...My name is Ajax Maxwell, I'm—” 
 
    “I've been expecting you, Master Maxwell. Follow me,” she responded and then turned down the passage. 
 
    For someone with such small legs, she walked awfully fast. 
 
    Ajax had to almost jog to keep up with her. “I'll show you to the library. You are to stay in the room I place you in.” She stopped suddenly and stared up at him, shaking her finger at him. “The books do not leave the room.” 
 
    He nodded quickly. “Yes ma'am.” 
 
    She turned back and continued down various corridors, never slowing her step. 
 
    A beautiful stained-glass picture adorned the door to the library. It was exquisite, capturing the image of a little boy sitting on a colorful rug reading a book. It was simple yet elegant. The colors of the glass were vibrant and everything was etched in gold. The outline of the book, the title of the book, even the boy himself seemed to shimmer. 
 
    “If you can't remember the way back, tell Tack, the librarian's boy.” She pushed the door open slowly. 
 
    Ajax stood dumbstruck. The first room he stepped into was bigger than his entire house. The walls were covered with shelves of books that stretched from the floor to the ceiling. The books reached so high that there were two ladders in the room that rolled on small wheels. There was a long table with a few chairs that Ajax assumed was where people read. 
 
    “This way,” she began. 
 
    “Madam Wisen!” someone called from the hallway. 
 
    Ajax's guide paused as a young maiden rushed into the room. “The butcher's here and is insisting on coming through the southeast entrance. He says it's too far for him to go all the way to the northeast entrance.” 
 
    “Is that so?” she huffed, seeming quite perturbed. She turned back to Ajax, pointing through a doorway. “Just keep going straight. You will eventually find a large desk. The librarian is expecting you.” 
 
    The old lady spun and followed the girl, muttering things she would do to the butcher that Ajax was glad his mother and her innocent ears could not hear. 
 
    Ajax stood there stunned for a moment. He had never even imagined there were this many books in the world, let alone in the palace. 
 
    He stepped forward cautiously. It felt odd for him to be here, by himself. After a few slow steps, he took a deep breath and started into a brisk stroll. Forward. All he needed to do was place one foot in front of the other. If he looked as if he belonged no one would question him. 
 
    The library was bigger than he expected and seemed to go on and on. He quickened his pace as a new sense of nervousness crept in. He tried to push it down and out of his thoughts. After all, he had the King’s permission to be here. 
 
    He peered back behind him to see how far he'd advanced and he collided with something. He crashed to the floor, books tumbling around him. 
 
    “Ajax Maxwell!” came the voice he'd recognize anywhere. “If you wished to see me again there are better ways of getting my attention. This is the second time you've knocked me to the ground,” she huffed as she stood and began to pick up the books. “If it happens again, I'll give you a walloping that shall make the one I doled out to you at the creek, look like...” She paused and tilted her head as she tried to come up with something clever. “Well I don't know, but it will be ten times worse, of that you can be assured.” 
 
    Was she teasing him? He thought he had seen her hide a smile, but he wasn't certain. He jumped to his feet quickly and assisted Nivara in picking up the rest of her novels. 
 
    “You know I had that black eye for a solid two weeks,” he reminded her. 
 
    He remembered that day well. They had been fishing. It was hot and he had teased her, saying he would push her in. She was wearing a new yellow dress that day. 
 
    He remembered feinting a splash, only a drop or two accidently landed on her new dress. Nivara was furious with him. She stood up, hit him hard with a right hook, pushed him into the creek, and broke his pole in two for good measure. Then to top it all off she had ignored him for a full month. 
 
    They had been eight at the time. Perhaps she's not teasing me after all, he thought to himself, remembering how easily she got upset. 
 
    “You deserved it.” She smirked, turning her back on him after retrieving her books from him. She strode over to a nearby table and sat down. 
 
    Unsure of what to do next, he said, “My apologies again. I will try to remember to look where I am walking from now on.” 
 
    “What are you doing here anyway?” Niv questioned, her voice curious. “Are you stalking me?” 
 
    He arched his eyebrows. “What are you doing here?” he countered. 
 
    “I love to read, and the—” she stopped herself. “No one minds if I come in here; it's normally pretty deserted. Often, it’s only me and Tack.” 
 
    Ajax desired to stay and speak to her more, but he remembered the real reason he was here. “Well, it was lovely seeing you again, Niv, but I am late meeting the librarian.” 
 
    He spun on his heels and strode quickly off in the opposite direction. He thought he heard her say something else, but he couldn't risk pausing. Niv was a friend, even if he hadn't seen her in years. And lying to her was the last thing he wanted to do. Evading her questions was his only option. 
 
    The librarian was nothing like he was expecting. First and foremost, she was a woman. She didn't wear glasses, and didn't speak softly. All the teachers and tutors he had ever met were men with large spectacles. He assumed the librarian, a position surrounded by books and learning, would have been a male too. 
 
    “Good day, Ajax,” she called loudly as he approached. 
 
    He shrunk back and slowed his pace, taken aback by her forwardness. Normally first names were not used until at the very least introductions were made, and usually not even then. Perhaps after a few meetings, if you really got along well with the person. 
 
    “Good morning,” Ajax replied timidly. “Ajax Maxwell.” 
 
    “Well of course you are,” she smiled. “Right this way.” Her voice seemed to echo throughout the library. 
 
    She led him into a side room. It had a table with a lamp on it. There was one lone chair, and a door near the far corner of the room. It was peculiar because it had no handle or hinges that he could see. It was also round. 
 
    A circular door was something he had never seen before—it took up most of the wall. 
 
    She placed a book on the table. He had been too busy staring at the door to notice where the book came from. 
 
    “If you need anything, I'm Marybeth,” she said warmly. 
 
    He could never call her that. She had to be close to his mother's age. Referring to her by her given name would be beyond improper. 
 
    “Ma'am?” he called hesitantly. 
 
    “Marybeth,” she corrected gently. 
 
    “Ma'am...” he began again, unwilling to break such a rule of propriety. “Where does the door lead to?” he enquired. 
 
    She looked at him funny and then began to speak slowly. “Ajax dear, it leads right back out to my desk.” She pointed back the way they had approached. “Do you remember?” she probed in a booming voice. 
 
    He wasn't a moron; of course he knew where the door led that they had just entered through. “No, not that door,” he clarified. “The door in the corner,” he pointed. 
 
    Her eyes glanced to the corner and then back at him. “What door?” she asked. 
 
    “The round one.” He gestured a little, out of patience. There weren't any other doors in the room.  
 
    She patted his shoulder. “Dear, there aren't any other doors in the room. Why don't you sit down and relax?”  
 
    He looked back at the corner. Maybe he wasn't supposed to know about the door. Perhaps it was another secret, one the librarian couldn't tell. After all, he wasn't supposed to speak to others about the reason he was here. 
 
    “I'll have Tack bring you a nice glass of water,” she winked. 
 
    He decided against pursuing the matter further and took a seat at the table. The book was heavy and dense. He tried to start reading, but Marybeth lingered in the doorway, looking at him oddly. 
 
    When she noticed Ajax had caught her standing there, she disappeared swiftly through the doorway. 
 
    The book had thick pages. The cover was bound in vibrant blue material with gold letters stitched into it that read ‘The Keeper.’ He found the page with the oath easily enough. It was on gold paper in a sea of white. It wasn't as long as he had imagined. 
 
    Ajax tried to memorize it but he kept getting distracted by the round door. 
 
    Tack finally arrived with his water. 
 
    “Is there a reason the librarian speaks so loudly?” Ajax asked. “I thought only whispered voices were appropriate.” 
 
    Tack laughed. “Luckily for us we don’t have too many visitors. Marybeth will deny it, but I am pretty certain she is completely deaf in one ear.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. That made sense. He waited until Tack had departed and then the moment he was alone he went to the door. 
 
    It was perfectly round. His eyes followed around the circumference of the door, but there didn’t seem to be a single hinge. He stepped closer. There had to be a handle somewhere. 
 
    He placed his hand on the door and felt the wood. It was so smooth. 
 
    “Ajax!” 
 
    He stumbled back, nearly knocking into the table. 
 
    He looked around. Who had called his name? He glanced back at the mysterious door and then rubbed his eyes. The door had been plain before. There hadn't been any markings or decorations. Now charred into the door was the same ornate design that marked his family home. 
 
    One cautious step at a time, he made his way forward slowly. As he reached the door, he studied the burned markings. He expected to see smoke, or smell burned wood, but he experienced neither. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he touched the door again. 
 
    This time it opened and he could hear someone calling his name through the doorway. “Ajax....Ajax.” 
 
    It wasn't as loud as before, but he was still surprised it hadn't caught anyone's attention. 
 
    He pushed the fear down inside him. Surely this was some kind of test for the portal keeper. The King wanted to see how brave Ajax was, that he wouldn't spook at the slightest sign of danger. 
 
    It was pitch black through the doorway. He tried to peer in but was unable to see anything. He puffed up his chest and tried to make himself feel brave and menacing, then took a step through the doorway. 
 
    As soon as he had entered, the door closed. The darkness faded as he noticed a torch hanging on the side of the wall. 
 
    He looked around and wondered how he could have missed this before. How had he not seen the light shining in the darkness when he was in the side room? He hoisted the torch forward and a long, winding passageway stretched before him. It was dark, but he could make his way easily with the light from the torch. He wondered who had lit it. 
 
    The tunnel walls were stone, but the floor was simply smooth dirt. His footsteps echoed softly down the corridor. He crept slowly and cautiously, uncertain where the tunnel would lead him. 
 
    He wondered if someone was going to jump out at him and startle him. Was the King waiting at the end, ready to commend him for his bravery? 
 
    The voice was still calling to him, though not as often as before. As he followed a twist down the passage, he jumped and let out a shriek as he saw a flash of movement. 
 
    Holding the torch upward he breathed a sigh of relief as he realized that it was just a small field mouse. The mouse scurried into the darkness as Ajax chuckled to himself, feeling silly. He felt as if he had been walking for hours when a light finally appeared up ahead. Several times he had almost turned back, but the voice kept beckoning him forward. 
 
    As he got closer he could see an archway chiseled out of the stone. He pressed his hand on the doorway and felt markings. Moving his torch along the door frame, he noticed the carvings were actually of animals and creatures he had never seen before and not just a simple design. Ajax paused, marveling at the detail of the workmanship. There were dragons and flying horses among the artwork. He stepped into the room and it was light inside, although Ajax couldn't find the source. 
 
    There was a place for his torch to sit just outside the room. 
 
    He examined the area expecting to find someone there, but the room appeared to have been forsaken. Cobwebs decorated the corners, and it smelled musty and stale. No one had entered this room for many years. He stepped back into the passageway. This room was a dead end; there was no other path. 
 
    Where could they have gone? he wondered. There had to have been at least one person down here. Someone had been calling his name. The voice had been less frequent and had grown softer the closer he had come to this room. Could he have missed an offshoot trail? 
 
    It was possible, although he didn't think so. 
 
    He stepped back into the alcove. It was filled with books scattered everywhere. Some were in large stacks that seemed like they might tumble over at any moment, several were sprawled out on the only table in the room, and others were strewn randomly across the floor. Ajax looked around one last time and then shrugged. He had come a long way. He might as well explore a bit. 
 
    The books were covered in layers of dust. He brushed the cover off of one and picked it up, coughing a little at the amount of powder that had flown into the air. 
 
    Clink. 
 
    Something fell to the ground. He returned the book to the table and bent down. On the ground half-covered in dust, he felt something. He picked it up, then dropped it immediately. Power surged from it. He didn't know how he knew that, but it had radiated up his entire body. 
 
    “Ajax,” someone whispered. 
 
    He spun around, expecting to see someone in the room with him but still there was no one. 
 
    He knelt down and prodded the item gently with his finger. With each touch, the power flowed up his body. Hesitantly he picked it up again. It felt strong and sturdy but not heavy. It was round. He used the sleeve of his shirt to try to clean it up the best he could. 
 
    It had to be some type of metal—it was hard and unbending. It had what looked like a letter M in the center. There were some designs attaching it to a ring of metal that connected it to a chain. On further examination the markings appeared to be vines. The medallion was about the size of his palm. On the edges of the ring were etchings, some type of design. It almost resembled a coin, although it was far too big. 
 
    He set it on the table. 
 
    “Ajax,” a voice whispered again. 
 
    He whipped around, expecting to catch someone the second time, but he was still alone. He rushed out into the corridor and looked down the path, but it was uninhabited. 
 
    “Ajax,” came the voice again. 
 
    He returned to the room and looked at the giant coin. It seemed as if the sound was coming from the medallion itself. He picked it up and listened. When nothing happened after a few minutes, he set it down.  
 
    As soon as he released it, the voice came back. 
 
    “Ajax,” it whispered, but once Ajax took possession of it again, the voice ceased. 
 
    Ajax shuddered. The hair on the back of his neck stood up and goosebumps appeared on his arms. An eerie feeling was beginning to build up inside of him. 
 
    He set the medallion on the table, and the voice whispered his name again. 
 
    Fear began to consume him. This wasn’t normal. It wasn’t even possible. Ajax dashed back into the hallway and picked up the torch. He sprinted back through the passage, not daring to turn around. His only desire was to get away from the alcove as fast as he could. The more distance he put between himself and the amulet, the louder it called to him. 
 
    When he finally reached the door, he touched it and was relieved when it swung open. Ajax set the torch down and hurried back into the library. 
 
    As soon as he had re-entered the reading room, the round door swung closed behind him. 
 
    “Ajax,” the voice said, clear and steady. 
 
    He rushed back to where the librarian was. 
 
    Marybeth peeked up from a book as he came out. “Did you need something Ajax?” 
 
    Shaking his head quickly, he mumbled, “No, I'm fine. I simply need to get home.” He glanced back at the room. The voice still called to him. Couldn't anyone else hear it? 
 
    “But you just barely got here,” she noted, surprised. 
 
    He had been here for hours. What was this game she was playing? 
 
    “I'll be back tomorrow,” he lied. There was no way he was ever coming back. 
 
    He rushed out of the library, not even pausing to see if Niv was still at her table. Air. That’s what he needed. The world was closing in all around him. 
 
    He happened to find Tack, and was happy when the librarian’s apprentice led him back to the exit.  
 
    Ajax wasn't sure if he'd remember how to get out of the palace, but as he rushed down the passage, he remembered the way. 
 
    Once outside the castle, he paused and bent over, half panting. He leaned up against the castle wall and took a deep breath, relieved to be free of it all. 
 
    But the voice called his name again. He covered his ears and shook his head, but nothing seemed to help. 
 
    Ajax ran home. He needed to put more distance between himself and the medallion. But the miles didn’t seem to matter; his name kept ringing in his ears louder and more frequently. 
 
    By the time he reached his house, the voice was yelling. “Ajax!” 
 
    As he stepped up to his front door, he froze, remembering the design on the medallion was the same as the one on the round door. Was this just a peculiar coincidence? He hesitantly pushed open the door to his home as an eerie feeling washed over him, afraid of what he would discover. 
 
    Relief flooded through him when he stepped into his house and everything seemed normal inside. 
 
    “Ajax, is that you?” his mother called. 
 
    “Yes, Mum,” Ajax nodded as he tried to catch his breath from running all the way from the palace. 
 
    Sweat dripped off him. He found his mother in the kitchen as he grabbed a cup and poured himself some water. 
 
    “I didn't expect you for hours,” his mother commented, not turning. “‘Tisn’t even noon yet.” 
 
    Ajax looked through the window. How was that even possible? He tried to think, but it was hard to concentrate with the incessant noise in his head. 
 
    His mother turned around. “My dear boy. What have you come down with? Into bed with you,” she urged. 
 
    It took Ajax a moment to realize that his mother must have assumed he had a fever from the state he was in. 
 
    “Just be quiet,” Ajax whined, covering his ears. As the voice continued, he yelled, “Leave me alone!” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” his mother asked. “Fever or no fever, no son of mine is going to talk to me in that fashion.” 
 
    Realizing his mother thought he was speaking to her, Ajax apologized quickly. “I'm sorry, Mother. I've got a terrible ringing in my ears. I wasn't talking to you.” 
 
    After making up an excuse, he quickly headed into his bedroom. Ajax tried covering his head with a pillow, stuffing cotton and wax from a candle into his ears, but the voice never ceased. 
 
    By the time night had fallen and Ajax's parents were asleep, he thought he was going to go crazy if the voice didn't stop. 
 
    All night long the voice shouted his name. By morning Ajax was beginning to seriously contemplate cutting his ears off, but since no one else seemed to able to hear the sound, he wondered if it would be a pointless effort. Perhaps the sound was purely in his head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter IV 
 
      
 
    Ajax got up before his parents and headed back towards the castle before the sun had risen. It was still dark, but no one knew this area as well as he did and the main road was wide and easy to follow. 
 
    During the night, he had come to the decision that for his own sanity's sake, he would have to return to the secret room. Only when he had been in possession of the medallion had it ceased calling to him. 
 
    He wondered what the consequence was for removing something from the castle. The punishment for stealing was to have a hand removed. Would the consequence be more severe if the item was taken from the palace? But was it really stealing to take something no one seemed to know even existed, especially if it meant, that by doing so, it would save him from going insane? 
 
    The sun was just barely cresting above the treeline when Ajax approached the gate. 
 
    “You're up before the roosters, boy,” called a guard he didn't know. 
 
    “I need to go to the library.” The words poured out of his mouth quickly and almost incoherently. 
 
    The guard gave him an odd look and then shrugged. “Go ahead.” 
 
    The voice wasn't yelling as loudly, or as often anymore. Ajax trusted that this meant his plan would work and that if he took possession of the medallion, the voice would stop calling to him. 
 
    He hurried around to the door he had entered through yesterday. He paused, looking at the sun. It was early. Would the servants be up yet? What if he woke the Prince or the King? 
 
    After pausing for a moment, he assumed the brass knocker’s sound would only carry to a small area. 
 
    He took a deep breath and lifted the handle, tapping it twice. 
 
    The door swung open, and Ajax barely kept himself from jumping.  
 
    Madam Wisen looked him up and down as she dusted her hands off on her apron. “Well, I guess I should have assumed you'd come back.” She shook her head. “After all, you ventured all this way yesterday and stayed for a whole five minutes.” She gestured down the hallway. “Think you can find your own way? I'm in the middle of some blueberry pies. King's favorite, you know.” 
 
    “Yes ma'am,” Ajax nodded. “I can find my way.” 
 
    “Well, off with you, then.” She shooed him inside. 
 
    The library was uninhabited. Apparently, Ajax was the only one crazy enough to be up so early. Tack and Marybeth didn't seem to have arrived yet. He found a lamp behind the librarian’s desk and lit it. Then he headed back into the room he had been shown the day before. 
 
    He half-wondered if the round door really existed or if he had imagined it, but when he stepped into the reading room, it was in the same spot as yesterday. 
 
    The voice was no longer yelling, but seemed content now to only speak his name. 
 
    “Ajax.” 
 
    Stepping cautiously, he placed his hand on the door and watched it swing open. Leaving the lamp on the table he stepped through into the passageway. To his astonishment the torch was still lit, but there was no ash underneath the holder. Not wanting Marybeth or Tack to come looking for him and not be able to find him, Ajax jogged down the passage. The room didn't seem as far today. Perhaps it was because he knew it was there, and today he wasn't expecting anyone to jump out at him. 
 
    As he neared the room the voice grew quieter. It called his name in no more than a whisper by the time he entered through the doorway. He quickly picked up the medallion and waited. 
 
    Words couldn't convey the amount of joy he felt at the utter silence surrounding him. He slid the pendant on around his neck and settled it underneath his shirt. Power pulsed through him. He felt as if he could do anything. Ajax wondered if this feeling would diminish in time, as the voice had. 
 
    Not wishing to linger in this eerie place any longer than he had to, Ajax hurried back to his reading room. He shut the door to the secret hallway and was relieved to see he was still alone. 
 
    He pulled out the book with the oath and sat down to try and memorize some of it. After wasting yesterday, only four days remained before he would be called in front of the King to offer his pledge. 
 
    Flipping through the pages, he found the oath. 
 
      
 
    I _____________ of the Maxwell bloodline, do offer my service before my King. I pledge to always keep the secret of the portal, to never divulge it to another person, apart from my wife and children. I pledge to keep my watch until my health fails me, my son takes my place, or my King releases me. 
 
      
 
    The kingdom isn't asking that much of me, Ajax thought sarcastically to himself. 
 
      
 
    I will do all that is within my power to keep the portal safe, even if my life is required. I will permit none to enter it and nothing to escape it. This is my solemn oath and I seal it with my blood. 
 
      
 
    And I get to seal it with my blood, that's not creepy, he thought. 
 
    What does it mean “let nothing escape it”? No one had ever mentioned anything coming out of the portal. 
 
    Ajax studied the oath for the next hour. It really wasn't that long. Other than being slightly odd, and demanding more than he thought anyone should ask, it wasn't too difficult to memorize. 
 
    Tack meandered by, transporting a stack of books. He stepped back and stuck his head in the room. 
 
    “You must have been up before the sun,” Tack noted. “I didn't realize anyone was here. Do you need anything?” he asked and then before waiting for an answer, continued. “I would have come by sooner, but I've been busy working in another area of the library. My apologies, I didn't know you were here.” 
 
    “No, I'm fine. Don't worry about me.” Ajax tried to smile reassuringly, as Tack seemed a little nervous. 
 
    Tack glanced around. “Ok, well let me know if you need assistance finding anything.” 
 
    Ajax nodded and went back to his book. He flipped through the pages and noticed a genealogy of the portal keepers. There were two trees. One for the Maxwell line and one for the Stoneman. They were dated back several hundred years. 
 
    Ajax ran his finger over his brother Axel's name. There had been a line scrawled through it, but it was still legible. He wondered where his brother had disappeared to. If shame wouldn't befall his family, Ajax would be out there now searching for Axel instead of pledging his life away to guard a portal that no one seemed to even know about. 
 
    A rumbling from his stomach roused Ajax from his thoughts. He didn't wish to be late for his fitting with the royal tailor. Mr. Foster hadn't seemed to care much for him during their first encounter, and Ajax desired to end their business with a better impression. He didn't want the King to think he wasn't responsible. 
 
    He shut the book and replaced it on the shelf, then slid out of the library discreetly, avoiding Tack and the librarian. He wasn't up to any small talk and although the medallion was nestled secretly underneath his shirt, he could feel the power pulsing, and worried others would somehow be able to detect it. 
 
    Ajax made his way to the tailor and arrived with plenty of time to spare. The door was propped open so he stepped in, looking around. Jaspen was sitting on a stool in the corner, sewing a button onto a bright blue jacket. 
 
    At the sound of Ajax’s approaching footsteps, the boy glanced up. Jaspen quickly jumped up off the stool and stuffed the coat behind it. 
 
    “Go-good day, sir,” the apprentice sputtered. “Mr. Foster will be right with you,” he said and then hurried into the back of the store. 
 
    A moment later Mr. Foster strutted out of the back room, carrying a large bundle under one arm. 
 
    “Master Maxwell,” the tailor smiled, surprising Ajax. “Your cloak came out very fine, if I do say so myself.” He smiled even wider as he untied the bundle. Mr. Foster threw it outward, holding onto one end as the cloak billowed out into the room.  
 
    Ajax was surprised as the cape unfolded; it seemed to shimmer with a silver tint. 
 
    Mr. Foster walked around and fastened the cloak around Ajax's neck. 
 
    “It's perfect,” the tailor beamed. “It's just the right length,” he nodded to himself. 
 
    Ajax spun around, wrapping himself in the cape. It was thick and warm, but surprisingly light. He felt the fabric between his fingers. It didn't look comparable to any material he had ever seen; it reminded him of scales on a fish. It seemed to be made up of overlapping pieces of something he had never come across. 
 
    “It fits perfectly,” Ajax replied as Mr. Foster beamed. “But—” Ajax began. 
 
    The tailor's face transformed into a scowl. 
 
    “I wondered,” he continued rapidly, “why did the color get changed?” 
 
    “It's been brown for as long as I can remember,” the tailor remarked hotly. “Honestly boy, have you never seen your father's cloak?” He waved him off dismissively, clearly done with Ajax once the praises had stopped. 
 
    Ajax examined the material again. It seemed to be a blend of colors, but if he had to pick one then he'd have to say it was more silver. 
 
    He rubbed his eyes. He hadn't slept well and had risen earlier than normal. Glancing back down at the material it was still a shimmering silver. 
 
    “I guess it was merely the lighting,” Ajax said lamely. “Thank you. It is wonderful.” 
 
    Mr. Foster just scowled at him; the grumpy tailor was back. 
 
    Ready to be finished with Mr. Foster, Ajax hurried out of the shop. There was a strong eastern wind blowing in, bringing with it the first hints of the colder weather to come. Fall was brief; the leaves changed, there were a few weeks of cooler, pleasant weather, and then the snows would come. 
 
    People turned and gave him note as he left the palace grounds. His new cloak was a symbol of prestige, although few knew the real reason for it. Most thought that Ajax would be trained as a special advisor to the King, to one day take over the role they all believed his father held. 
 
    He tried to stand straighter, tried to look more elegant and confident as he strode past the onlookers, but once he stepped outside the gate all pretenses fell. The weight of his future bore down on his shoulders as if he were lugging a heavy sack of flour. With nothing to distract him on the long hike home, his thoughts were free to wander. 
 
    In a couple of days, he would be pledging his life to serve the kingdom. The words he read today haunted his mind. Let nothing escape it. Let nothing escape it. Try as he might, he couldn't get those words out of his mind. What could they mean? His father had said men might come and try to use the portal. Ajax had always assumed men would use it to go somewhere, but what if they wanted to bring something back? Could a horrible monster live inside that tree? How could he stop a monster from escaping? 
 
    Had Father ever had to defend the portal or stop a creature from exiting? he wondered. Other than the fact that Ajax knew his father went to the portal daily, he had no idea what Edwin had faced over the years, or how often he'd used his sword. 
 
    Instead of heading down the path towards home, Ajax turned and disappeared into the woods. He felt utterly unprepared for the task that was about to be set before him, and needed to speak with his father. He heard his father stand before he set eyes on him. Edwin had probably heard Ajax's footsteps approaching. 
 
    He pushed through the foliage and his father stood in the shade of the tree prepared to draw his sword. At the sight of his son he relaxed. “Ajax, I wasn't expecting you. Is everything alright?” 
 
    He nodded. “I only wished to talk to you.” 
 
    Edwin stepped forward and into the light. 
 
    Ajax's eyes widened as his father's cloak now appeared to be the same shimmering silver as his own. 
 
    “You got your cloak today,” Edwin smiled approvingly as he walked around his son, admiring it. “Milton did a fine job.” 
 
    Ajax assumed Milton was Mr. Foster's given name. 
 
    “So, what's on your mind, son?” 
 
    Ajax paused, trying to cogitate the right words to begin with. “I went to the library today,” he began. 
 
    “To memorize the oath,” his father interjected. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “So how was the library?” his father enquired, shifting his position to avoid the sunlight that was hitting him in the face. 
 
    “Big.” He showed the width stretching his arms out as far as he could. “Haven't you been there?” 
 
    Edwin shook his head. “When I studied the oath, the book was brought to me in some sitting room on the opposite side of the palace. There had been a fire in the kitchens. Repairs were being done, and the library was being aired out.” 
 
    “Well as I was studying I realized there's still so much I don't know,” he replied, kicking a stone off into the trees. 
 
    “You'll learn,” his father reassured him as he ruffled Ajax's hair. 
 
    “I've never asked you Father...but...well have you ever had to fight anyone? Or has anything ever...come out of it?” he rushed through the last few words. 
 
    “Not since I was your age,” he said solemnly. He sat down on a rock and pointed to a fallen tree. 
 
    Ajax took a seat on the log and waited. 
 
    “Not many people know about this portal. We don't know how it got here, or how long it has existed. Your grandfather once told me that when his father was the keeper, the King sent men through the portal on an expedition to discover more about it. No one knows what happened to them. However, rumors always spread faster than a forest fire. No matter how much you consider something to be a secret, there is always someone with loose lips. In my experience, typically there is a tavern of some sort involved.” His father rubbed his hand over the stubble forming on his chin. 
 
    “Once in a blue moon someone comes looking. Normally they are from a different kingdom across the desert, or from the other side of the sea, or maybe from beyond the great mountains.” His father made a motion of pointing all around them. “Either on a ship, in a wagon, or some inn, the newcomer lets it slip—the reason they have come to our kingdom—and the King convinces him to leave before he ever comes close to finding this.” He reached out and touched the trunk of the tree. 
 
    “I've only heard of one other person ever making it as far as the portal, but that happened on one of the Stonemans’ watch.” He picked up a stick and drew idly in the dirt. “So, one day a young adventurer a few years my senior came looking and stumbled upon me.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Ajax asked, his eyes widening in wonder. 
 
    His father looked away for a quick moment and then back at his son. “There is only one thing you can do once someone has seen the portal. The secret comes first at all costs. We must protect it. No one can be permitted to...depart,” his father remarked solemnly. 
 
    So you just killed him. His only crime had been curiosity. Ajax wasn't sure if he had the skill or the stomach to end someone's life. 
 
    “But why? What's really the danger? If people that enter never return...then why not simply let them go?” he questioned. “What harm does it do anyone?” 
 
    “After you take the oath before the King you'll understand more,” his father said flatly. 
 
    When Ajax prodded Edwin for more answers, his father sent him home, only saying he would understand more in a couple of days. 
 
    Ajax started home feeling worse than before he had conversed with his father. He couldn't imagine what the King could tell him that would make him feel any better about his predicament. He went to his room early that night. Hunger seemed to have abandoned him, so he tried to sleep instead. 
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    The fog was thick around him as Ajax walked outside. He could see a silhouette off in the distance. He stepped forward, and was surprised to feel stone under his feet instead of earth. Peering up, Ajax tried to make out the stars. After a few more paces the fog cleared and he was able to look up, but something wasn't right. There was no moon, and the stars were a deep shade of pink. 
 
    He approached the person standing at the edge of the walkway, whose back was towards him. The man in front of him rested his hands on a stone wall that came just past the stranger's waist and he appeared to be looking down. 
 
    As if awoken from a trance he spun around at the sound of Ajax approaching. 
 
    “Ajax?” he asked uncertainly. 
 
    Ajax couldn't believe his eyes. “Axel, you’re back! Where were you? Why do you look so different?” 
 
    “Ajax,” his brother whispered in hushed tones. He stepped forward and embraced him. “You oughtn't be here,” he said, scanning the area around him with a sense of jumpiness about him. 
 
    Ajax hugged his brother tightly and then looked at him. He had aged. He was not as old as his parents, but he appeared to be several years older; he was taller, bulkier. He had a goatee and was dressed in strange clothes. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Ajax asked again. 
 
    “I don't know how this is happening, but you can't be here. You have to leave. I didn't come back to you. I can never come back,” Axel insisted, pushing Ajax away. 
 
    Ajax grasped his brother by the arm. “What are you talking about? Come on.” Ajax pulled him forward. 
 
    “It isn't safe. GO!” Axel shouted, shoving his brother as hard as he could. 
 
    Ajax awoke, sitting up in bed, sweat dripping from his forehead. He looked around and found he was still in his bedroom. It had been a dream. A crazy, peculiar dream. He pulled the medallion out from underneath his shirt. It was warm, almost hot, and glowed slightly.  
 
    Perhaps it was the medallion that had given him the dream. He took it off and tossed it at the foot of his bed. 
 
    “Ajax,” it called to him softly. 
 
    “Ugh,” he growled as he leaned forward to retrieve it. Would he never be rid of this? 
 
    He tossed and turned the remainder of the night. The dream had seemed so real. It had shaken him to the core. Could it have been real? It seemed so crazy, but with everything that had transpired lately he didn't rule anything out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter V 
 
      
 
    The next couple of days following the dream had passed in a blur. Ajax stayed near home, assuring his father he had memorized the pledge that he would make to the King today. Fear kept him from leaving. He didn't want anything else that couldn't be explained to happen to him. Each night he had the same dream, and he was haunted by his brother's ghost in the daytime. 
 
    An hour before noon his father and mother accompanied him to the palace. They were all dressed in their finest.  
 
    Father had bought Mother a new burgundy dress for the occasion, while he and Edwin both wore the keeper’s uniform: black boots, dark pants, a gray shirt, and their cloaks. Really, any earthy-toned shirt was acceptable. But Ajax was nervous so he simply followed suit after his father. 
 
    The walk to the castle was silent. Ajax was nervous, and he assumed his parents must have been thinking about Axel. His mother's eyes seemed sad and forlorn. Edwin's face was a mask, no emotion to be seen. 
 
    The guard at the gate made small talk with his father and then they were ushered inside. 
 
    Today they used the main entrance. Ajax's eyes widened as he stepped inside. This was where royalty and diplomats entered. He had never used this doorway before. It made him even more nervous. 
 
    The palace floor was so shiny, Ajax feared he would slip on it. The ceilings were painted in intricate scenes. He had never seen anything so exquisite. There were angels and demons fighting. He wondered if they told a story, but he didn't have time to examine the paintings properly. Every so often, a huge crystal chandelier adorned the palace foyer. 
 
    A tall, skinny servant ushered them towards a huge room. The doors opened and Ajax could see the King sitting on his throne. Ajax had never seen it before, but it looked regal. It was made of what looked to be gold and was adorned with jewels along the sides. The cushions were red velvet and fluffy. 
 
    The room was so long. The walk to stand before the King seemed to take a lifetime. There were only a few people in the room: the King's council, a few of the top knights, the Queen, the Crown Prince and of course, the King. 
 
    Ajax's mother and father stopped, and he began to follow suit, but Edwin urged him forward. Ajax breathed in slowly and deeply. He tried to hold his head high. Unsure of exactly how far he should continue, he stopped at the stairs before the King's throne and offered a low, graceful bow. 
 
    “Ajax, second son of Edwin Maxwell,” the King began, “are you ready to proceed?” 
 
    Ajax gulped and then rose from his bow. “Yes, sire,” he answered. 
 
    The King gave a curt nod. “Be sure you are certain. An oath to your King is not something to take lightly. Those who don't keep their vows bring disgrace. You have a chance to amend the disgrace your elder brother brought upon your family.” He stared down at Ajax. “If you are ready, you may begin.” 
 
    Ajax cleared his throat and stood up straight. “I, Ajax Maxwell, of the Maxwell bloodline, do offer my service before my King. I pledge to always keep the secret of the portal, to never divulge it to another person, apart from my wife and children. I pledge to keep my watch until my health fails me, my son takes my place, or my King releases me. I will do all that is within my power to keep the portal safe, even if my...” the word caught in his throat but he pushed through, “my life is required. I will permit none to enter it and nothing to escape it. This is my solemn oath and I seal it with my blood.” He pulled out the dagger his father had lent him and ran it across his left hand, trying not to wince in the presence of the King. 
 
    A servant caught some of the blood in a goblet, and then handed Ajax a cloth. 
 
    Ajax quickly wrapped his hand, and a book was brought before him. 
 
    “Read the genealogy and then sign your name as the newest portal keeper, Ajax Maxwell.” 
 
    He read the names of his ancestors, stopping awkwardly at the sight of his brother’s marked-through name. So many Maxwells had given up their lives to be glorified watchmen. Ajax signed his name. He tried hard not to tremble. During his studies of the oath, he had never realized that the reddish-brown ink was actually dried blood. The blood of his ancestors. 
 
    When he was finished, the book was brought before the King. He examined it, and once he was satisfied he waved it away. 
 
    “Ajax Maxwell,” he began, “now that you have completed the oath I will now share the prophecy with you. Only the men in this room have heard the words that I am about to read to you. Death shall come to any who utter these words outside these walls.” 
 
    Ajax glanced to his mother and then to the Queen. Apparently, they didn't count. 
 
    “This prophecy has been passed down from generation to generation for as long as the portal has existed,” the King continued. 
 
    “When the blood of the first returns to his home, the battle for power will begin to unfold. Search for the dragon or all will be lost as the monster escapes to wreak havoc untold. Or death covers the realms and forever takes hold.” 
 
    The prophecy didn't make a lot of sense to Ajax. But he understood that death forever taking hold wasn't a great thing. He wondered who made this prophecy. What did it really mean? When was it supposed to happen? Those would have all been valuable pieces of information to have, but Ajax wasn't about to ask the King those questions. 
 
    “That is why,” the King explained, “it is so important that we guard the portal. If nothing goes in or out we can prevent this from happening. Your service will not go unrewarded. I want you to understand I know what a sacrifice you are offering, Ajax. Putting the kingdom first is a noble choice. Your shift will start tomorrow at noon.” He smiled. “Now enjoy the evening. The ball tonight will be in your honor, although only those in this room will know it,” the King reminded him. “Then come spring, you will attend many more, and in time, we will find you a bride and start construction on your home.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness.” Ajax bowed, feeling a sense of relief that at least this part of his task was over. Guarding the portal would last another twenty-three to twenty-five years or more, depending on how soon he wed. 
 
    They were escorted out by the same servant that brought them before the King. 
 
    Ajax breathed a sigh of relief when they were out of the King’s presence. 
 
    Edwin gave his son a hearty pat on the back. “Congratulations, son. Enjoy the night. Sleep in, and come relieve me at noon.” His father smiled proudly. 
 
    “See you at home.” His mother kissed him gently on the cheek. Her eyes were holding back tears. 
 
    Ajax wasn't sure if she was proud of him or sad and thinking of Axel. 
 
    As he watched his parents head out, a young page, wearing the royal colors black, burgundy, and gold, approached him. “I beg your pardon sir, but the Prince has requested your presence in his quarters.” 
 
    Ajax was a little taken aback. “Um, sure,” he replied, following the lad. What could the Prince want? He had met the King today, was about to attend his first ball, and now was on his way to the Prince's personal quarters. What a day this was turning out to be. 
 
    As Ajax followed the boy through a maze of corridors, passing spacious rooms lavishly decorated, he wondered how long it took the page to orient himself to the layout of the palace. 
 
    After about ten minutes of weaving through numberless palace corridors, they arrived at two massive wooden doors. They were hand carved with the image of the Prince fighting off a large mountain lion, surrounded by a design of woven leaves and branches. 
 
    The page tapped only once and waited. After several long moments, right before Ajax was going to suggest another knock, one of the doors swung open, revealing a gray-haired old gentleman dressed entirely in black. 
 
    “His Highness will see you now,” the man announced, stepping back and ushering Ajax into the room. 
 
    The page nodded to the gentleman and then disappeared down the passage. 
 
    “Please take a seat. Prince Blake will be out in a moment.” 
 
    Ajax took a seat tentatively in a big plush blue chair. The seat was so soft it sucked him in, making him feel ridiculously awkward. He struggled to sit up. He glanced around the room. It was a mess. It was about four times bigger than his own room. 
 
    There were paintings on the wall, mostly of the Prince himself. Several sofas and various chairs were scattered around the room, along with a variety of fancy vases and sculptures. He guessed the Prince must entertain a lot to need so much seating. The chamber would have probably been more stunning, but everywhere Ajax gazed there were clothes strewn—piled on the floor, stuffed under tables, and draped over the furniture. He even noticed a pair of trousers tossed up on a chandelier. Did he not have an army of servants that could pick up after him? 
 
    “My name is Grand. Please, Master Maxwell, may I offer you some refreshment?” 
 
    Ajax shook his head. “No, thank you,” he answered quickly. He was too nervous to eat anything, plus he wasn’t exactly sure of the proper etiquette surrounding the Prince. A few brief conversations over the last two years was all that they had exchanged. These settings were much more intimate. 
 
    A door behind him opened. Ajax craned his neck to see the Prince enter. He tried to stand, but had some trouble navigating the plush chair. Finally, he toppled out awkwardly and offered a bow. “Your Highness, I am honored to be invited here,” Ajax said, feeling his cheeks turn red. 
 
    “We're alone here,” the Prince replied, making a stopping motion with his hand. “No bowing or ‘Your Highness’ in here. I'd tell you to call me Blake...” the Prince began, and Grand stood up and started to open his mouth, “but,” he added quickly, “Grand would faint at the very least. So, Prince is fine, but no ‘Crown Prince’ or ‘Your Excellency,’” the Prince mocked. “These are my private chambers—I am allowed to relax the rules a little,” the Prince said as he walked around to take a seat across from Ajax, adding under his breath, “Just barely.” 
 
    Once seated, the Prince leaned forward in his chair eagerly. “So how does it feel to be the portal keeper? And what about that prophecy? Sounds unintelligible to me, but then I have never cared much for poetry. Maybe hundreds of years ago we needed to cower. But now the kingdom is flourishing, the King's guard grows larger and larger every year. I don't deem a little tree as a huge threat to the kingdom.” 
 
    The Prince looked at Ajax expectantly, and he realized it was now his turn to say something. He sat back down, being careful to sit just on the edge and not lean back. 
 
    “It's pretty overwhelming right now, to be honest.” 
 
    The Prince nodded. “Are you ready for the ball tonight? It's never too early to start taking notes on who the future Mrs. Maxwell will be.” 
 
    Ajax stared down at the laundry-littered floor; he felt like he was blushing. Marriage was years down the line—it seemed to soon to think of such things. 
 
    “I thought you might want to wear one of my old suits tonight,” the Prince offered. “It's simply a little dressier than the uniform,” he observed as he looked disapprovingly at Ajax's outfit. 
 
    “That would be kind of you, Your High—” he began but the Prince gave him a stern look. “Yes, thank you...Prince.” It sounded awkward to just say “Prince.” 
 
    Prince Blake led him to a room full of clothes. The closet was bigger than his own room. He found a royal blue suit with a few tiny flowers stitched in silver thread on the lapels and cuffs of the jacket. 
 
    The suit fit him well. He was thankful His Royal Highness and he were about the same size. The Prince found him a burgundy shirt along with matching shoes. 
 
    Then the Crown Prince called for the barber to come to his quarters and give them both a shave and a trim while he sent Grand to the kitchen to scrounge them up some supper. 
 
    The old man led a small train of servers into the room just as the barber was cleaning up. Silver trays were set wherever there was a clean spot. The smells wafting up from under the lids were wonderful. Slowly, one by one, the covers were lifted and Ajax's eyes widened as his mouth began to water. There was roasted chicken, boiled potatoes, salads, biscuits dripping in butter, fruit, cheese, and chocolate! He had only had chocolate on a few occasions, but it was divine. 
 
    Grand handed an empty glass platter to Ajax. 
 
    He took it and waited for the Prince to serve himself first. 
 
    Ajax followed behind him, being cautious to take less than the Prince did.  
 
    They sat at a table that Grand had quickly cleared off. 
 
    After a bite of chicken, the Prince leaned back in his chair. “So, have you seen it yet? The portal?” he enquired casually. 
 
    “Only twice,” Ajax said between bites. He wiped his mouth with a napkin, feeling self-conscious eating in the presence of His Royal Highness. 
 
    The Prince placed his elbows on the table and leaned forward, his eyes full of wonder. “What was it like? I am definitely going to come see you this week.” 
 
    “It's just as they say,” Ajax shrugged. “It looks as if black waves are swirling around on a tree. The descriptions and pictures I have seen are pretty accurate.” A smile curled up at the corner of his mouth. “But it's amazing too. Even though I knew about it, I'd seen the drawings, heard about it—it was still unbelievable to see it in person.” 
 
    It was exciting to see the Prince so interested in something Ajax knew and the Prince didn't. He bet this was pretty much the only thing he had experienced that Prince Blake hadn't.  
 
    The Prince pushed his plate off to the side, leaned back in his seat, and propped his feet on the table. “Wow. It sounds pretty amazing.” 
 
    Grand walked over to a window. Ajax was amazed to see it was already dark outside. 
 
    “Guests are beginning to arrive,” the old man informed the Prince. 
 
    Jumping to his feet the Prince announced, “We'd better get dressed. We don’t want to keep the ladies waiting too long.” 
 
    Ajax dressed in the closet where they had left his outfit hanging. The feel of the fabric was amazing. He had never worn material so soft. He buttoned up the silver fox buttons on his jacket. Every detail was fine and elegant. He pulled on the burgundy shoes, and it felt as if his feet were on their own individual pillows. He wondered how much an outfit comparable to this would cost him at Mr. Foster’s. When he was finished changing, Grand led him to another room, and splashed some sweet-smelling perfume on him. 
 
    It seemed to take forever for the Prince to change into his outfit for the ball. Ajax examined the paintings and sculptures as he waited. The Prince seemed to really like wild animals. There was a painting of him fighting off a ferocious brown bear, a sculpture of a tiger, and another of a lion. 
 
    Ajax wanted to go down to the ball. He had never been to one, but he wasn't a fool. After all the Prince did for him, it would be rude to leave without him. 
 
    Nivara might be there too. He had seen her around the palace before, so he hoped she would attend tonight. This would be his last chance to catch up with her. His new post started tomorrow and he would be entirely occupied until spring. 
 
    Finally, the Prince emerged from his quarters. He was dressed in all black, except for a few shining swirls on his lapels that reminded him of starlight. Along his cuffs he had the same design. He wore a black silk cloak, but the underneath shined like starlight as well. 
 
    Ajax was a little jealous. He looked princely. As if the maidens of Rastella needed another reason to fall over him. 
 
    “Shall we head down?” Prince Blake asked, but it wasn't really a question. They headed down the corridor together until the Prince abruptly stopped. “I'll see you inside,” he winked. 
 
    Ajax assumed this was his polite way of saying that he couldn't enter the ball with a commoner such as himself. A page guided Ajax to the main entrance where men and women were flowing into the ballroom. 
 
    Ajax was stunned as he was passed by throngs of people. Everyone was dressed in equally fine attire. He had yearned to stand out a little, but that wasn't the case. Even wearing the Prince’s hand-me-downs, he only blended in. The confidence he had felt in His Royal Highnesses’ quarters quickly faded as he looked akin to everyone else. The women were beautiful. All of their gowns were different, but stunning in their own right. 
 
    “I heard the Crown Prince is announcing his engagement tonight,” Ajax heard two young ladies whispering to each other as they entered. 
 
    The line flowed at a steady pace, stopping for brief moments as each guest was announced. 
 
    “Master Ajax Maxwell,” the doorman announced when it was his turn. No one seemed to glance up or pay any attention as his name was mentioned. Ajax stepped in and skirted beside one of the oversized floral drapes near a side window. He fidgeted with his suit as he searched the crowd, looking for the only face that meant anything to him. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the drape moving beside him. It seemed to reach out towards him. 
 
    He jumped back, knocking into another gentleman about his own age, which won him a dirty look. Then he heard laughing coming from the curtain and Niv stepped out from behind it. 
 
    She was the most beautiful woman in the room. He was amazed at how much she had grown in just two years. Her dress was long and black. It had short sleeves and along the neckline of the dress were designs resembling shooting stars. They even seemed to shimmer. 
 
    She wore her hair wrapped up on top of her head, pinned with a silver clip adorned with stars that shined like diamonds. She had curls falling down behind to her shoulders. 
 
    “Since when did my dear friend Ajax become so skittish?” 
 
    If only Niv knew the week I've been having, he thought to himself. 
 
    “You look amazing,” Ajax said, unable to take his eyes off of her. 
 
    She met his eyes and smiled easily before looking away. She grabbed the lapels of his jacket and shook them lightly. “You clean up pretty good yourself. I am actually surprised to see you. I didn’t imagine balls were your thing. I have never seen you at one.” 
 
    Music was playing and the dance floor was filling up. 
 
    “Niv, would you care to dance?” he enquired nervously. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at the crowded floor, then grabbed his hand. “Come with me,” she said as she pulled him behind the curtain. 
 
    There was a door concealed behind the massive floral fabric. Nivara opened it and Ajax could see that it led to a small garden. 
 
    “I need some fresh air,” she explained. 
 
    It reminded Ajax of old times. Nivara leading him to some secret place she had found. He wondered if they were permitted out here. 
 
    The music was softer outside. She took Ajax's hand and slid it around her waist and took his other hand and placed it in hers. It wasn't until they started moving their feet that he realized how much he missed her, how much he missed just spending time together like they used to. 
 
    He twirled her out further into the garden and they danced in the moonlight as they had when they were children. 
 
    “Where did you go?” she questioned. 
 
    He kept dancing. “When, at the library? I felt sick so I went home.” 
 
    “No,” she answered, stopping the dance. “Where did you go two years ago? You were my best friend, my family, and one day you were simply gone.” She stared deep into his eyes, waiting for an answer. 
 
    He glimpsed down. “I was sent away for schooling...training,” he rattled off his rehearsed answer, moving around so that his back faced her. “You know that.” 
 
    “I know that's what your mother told me.” 
 
    She was quiet for a moment, and Ajax turned back around. She had sat down on a bench by a small fountain. 
 
    He walked over and sat down beside her. 
 
    “Ajax Maxwell, you have known me longer than anybody. Do you take me for a fool?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head. Taking her hand in his, he looked at her intently. “No, of course not, Niv.” When their eyes met, he felt as if nothing else in the world mattered. He wanted nothing more than to be honest with her. But there was a wall between them now. Ajax didn’t know how to get through it; there were too many secrets in the way. 
 
    “Then tell me where you went. You vanished out of thin air. You didn't even say goodbye.” She elbowed him. “I had to find out from your mother.” 
 
    “I couldn't,” he replied, standing up. “I wanted to. Of course I wanted to see you, wanted to say goodbye, wanted to explain. But...” He turned back to her. “I couldn't.” 
 
    “Then tell me now,” she demanded, crossing her arms. 
 
    “Look Niv. I don't want to lie to you, but there are things I can't tell you. I wish I could, but I can't. I didn't have a choice. And that's really all I can say.” He looked away, longing for things to be different, wishing more than anything else that he wasn’t the portal keeper, that this new task wasn’t widening the distance between him and his best friend. 
 
    After a few long moments, Ajax heard her stand. He didn't know what else to say or do. The only people he could tell the truth to would be his wife and children. Niv was like his sister, but since they didn’t share blood, he would never be able to be honest with her. 
 
    “I believe you,” Nivara finally said. “I guess we all have our secrets.” She laughed quietly. 
 
    Ajax turned and smiled, glad to hear her laugh. 
 
    “I was sorry to hear about Axel,” she said softly. “It must have been hard for you when he left to become a sailor.” 
 
    He had forgotten that was the story the kingdom had made up for his sudden absence. “It’s been a long time. I miss him.” His face fell. “I never had anyone to talk to after my brother left. I was sent away. After a while I thought you’d probably just have forgotten about me.” 
 
    “Never,” she scoffed. “It was always just you and me against the world.” She laid her hand softly on the side of his arm. “You were always so brave. Anything I wished for, you'd try to make it happen. You'll always be my best friend,” she whispered. “I'm sorry, Ajax. You're right, we don't always get a choice.” She shook her head, stepping further back from him. “I can never see you again. Go home. This is goodbye. At least we get that this time.” Her eyes were full of tears as she ran off into the palace. 
 
    He stood there dumbstruck and glued to the ground for a moment, trying to process what had really happened. For the tiniest moment, he had an emptiness inside of him filled, and now she was gone. By the time he realized what had transpired, Niv was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    He rushed into the palace, fighting his way through the curtain. He scanned the crowds of guests, but there was no sign of her. Ajax strolled around the ballroom several times, tapping on the shoulders of the women in black dresses, but he never found her. 
 
    Eventually, he came to the realization that she had probably left. Disheartened and not wanting to be around anyone, Ajax decided to begin his journey home. He asked a page to find him a lantern so he could make his way quickly. Then the thought occurred to him that perhaps Niv left in such a hurry, she didn't have time to procure a lamp. 
 
    As he was leaving the ballroom he heard the King speaking; he was about to announce his son's engagement. 
 
    Ajax smiled to himself. The rumors were true. The Prince had found his future wife. 
 
    The page arrived with the lamp. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ajax said quickly. 
 
    “Here comes the Prince's betrothed. Don't you want to see? She is beautiful.” The page pointed behind him. 
 
    “I need to go.” Ajax hurried out. He could hear the applause behind him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter VI 
 
      
 
    Ajax woke disheartened the next morning. He had searched all night, but never found Niv. He had even gone by her house, but it was completely dark. Then when he had finally made his way home and into bed, dreams of his brother haunted him. 
 
    Slowly he got dressed. He was the portal keeper now. There wouldn't be time to find Nivara anymore. The chance was blown. He pulled on his boots and attached his cloak. 
 
    He would have to get his mother to return the Prince's suit. He folded it neatly and set the clothing on his bed, where his mother would easily find it. 
 
    Would the Prince really come and visit me at the portal? he wondered. If he did, Ajax would have to remember to congratulate him on his engagement. 
 
    After eating a late breakfast, he walked back to Nivara's. There was time to make one last attempt to find her. If only he could patch things up with her. Last night had left him full of confusion. She had mentioned everyone had their secrets. But what was hers? He knocked on her door, but no one answered. Ajax sighed and then glanced up at the sky. It would be noon soon. He wished he had time to check a few of the places they had passed time at when they were children. 
 
    The hike to the portal was quiet; it was as if all the birds and animals were giving him space. He would arrive to replace his father a little earlier than he needed to, but since he had lost Niv, he might as well make a good impression at his job. Besides, his father had been the portal keeper for longer than expected; he deserved the break. 
 
    “How was the ball?” his father smiled when he saw his son. 
 
    Ajax put on a fake grin. “It was better than I could have imagined.” 
 
    “Good. I am sure all the maidens of the kingdom lined up to dance with you,” his father beamed. 
 
    Ajax nodded. “Oh yes, I danced until my feet ached,” he lied, not wanting to disappoint his father. 
 
    Edwin unfastened his sword and handed it to his son. “Any last questions?” he asked. 
 
    The sword fastened securely around his waist. “No, I'm fine,” he smiled reassuringly. 
 
    “Ok,” his father said, looking around one last time. “The portal is now yours. Keep it safe.” He placed a firm hand on his son's shoulders then stopped. “If things are beginning to weigh down on you...” Edwin began, “come talk to me. I’ve been where you are. Just give me your word…” He looked away and sighed. “Don’t just leave like…” 
 
    Like Axel, Ajax thought. “I won’t abandon my post. I swear it,” he said, hoping to reassure his father. 
 
     Edwin nodded and then turned and disappeared through the trees towards their home. After a few minutes he was far enough from the tree that Ajax couldn't hear him anymore. 
 
    He surveyed the area. So, this was his life from now on: a few rocks, some felled trees, and one giant oak with a swirling vortex of doom. No wonder Axel bolted. 
 
    Left alone with nothing to entertain him but his thoughts, Ajax kept reliving the night before. What he could have done or said differently? 
 
    After a couple of hours, Ajax approached the portal. When he got closer to the portal he felt the pendant getting warmer. For the next hour, he played around with the medallion. He tested how the temperature of it changed depending on his distance from the portal. By the time the portal closed for the night, Ajax was sure he would die of boredom before he ever got to spring. He wondered how Axel had made it so long. 
 
    Lighting the lamp his father had left for him, he made his way back to the house. Light was pouring from the windows, and Ajax was shocked to see his father and mother dancing and laughing. He could imagine the freedom his father felt— the freedom Ajax felt a few days ago, but didn’t fully appreciate until now. He wondered if his father felt this happy when Axel had taken over, but Ajax had merely been a boy then. He was spending all his time with Nivara back then, only focusing on himself and enjoying his childhood. How hard it must have been for Edwin to be freed after years of service only to have to return to it after a few short months. 
 
    He ate quickly and went straight to his room, telling his parents he was simply tired. Tomorrow he would need to be at the portal before the sun rose, before it opened. He sat on the bed, flipping the pendant around in his hand. As long as he was in possession of it, the pendant stayed quiet. He had come to accept that there was some sort of magic in it. He could feel it. Its temperature varied, sometimes it glowed, and he was certain it had something to do with the dreams he was having about Axel. It was connected to the portal, but Ajax didn’t understand how. 
 
    Every dream was basically the same. He would see his brother, although the location seemed to vary. Each time his brother would tell him to leave and eventually when Axel would get angry enough, Ajax would wake up in his bed. 
 
    He held the medallion up by the chain in one hand, and reached out, just playing around with his other hand, willing his bow to come towards him. Suddenly it flung forward. Ajax dove to the ground as arrows flew in his direction. When he peered up, all of his arrows were sticking out of the wall around where he had been sitting. 
 
    “Ajax, what are you doing?” his father called at the door after hearing the ruckus. 
 
    Ajax hurried to the door, stuffing the pendant in his pocket, and opened it, careful to conceal his bed. “Sorry, I was having trouble falling asleep so I thought I'd clean up my room and I knocked something over.” 
 
    “Well, be a little more cautious,” Edwin advised and turned around. 
 
    After shutting the door cautiously, he ran back over to the bed. The arrows were deep within the wall, he noted as he touched a few. He would never have believed it if someone had told him an arrow could pierce through stone. But the evidence was right in front of him. 
 
    After attempting for several minutes to pull them out of the wall one by one, he realized it was impossible. The only thing he could do was break the shaft where it met the wall. After evening out his wall the best he could, he turned to examine it, hoping his mother wouldn't notice. It didn't look as if any of the arrows would have hit him. Still he had been foolish. He knew nothing about the power he now had access to. Caution needed to be taken. 
 
    The desire to use it grew throughout the night. He was curious to see what all he could do, but patience won out. He would have years standing alone in the middle of an empty woodland. Experiments would be done there, far from other people. Safety needed to be his top concern. 
 
    Ajax arose early and found a satchel his mother had packed with bread, cheese, fruit, dried meat, and nuts. He placed it under his arm and headed out, eager to be undisturbed. He arrived just before the portal opened, and realized he needed to get up earlier. 
 
    After the portal opened, Ajax set his bag beneath the tree and took out his amulet. He searched around for something that didn't look too menacing. A pinecone seemed harmless enough. He set it on a stone before him. 
 
    Holding the amulet in front of him as he had before, and pointing the other hand towards the pinecone, Ajax commanded it to rise. It shot up high into the air. He watched and waited. He wondered if it shot up and landed somewhere far from here, or if somewhere up in the sky there was a floating pinecone. 
 
    He walked around and picked up another one and tried it again. This time he tried to imagine the pine cone just rising a little bit. The pinecone did exactly what he wanted. At his thrill Ajax lost concentration and the pinecone fell. 
 
    Working with the pinecone was his focus for most of the morning. As long as he kept his concentration on the pinecone, it would do whatever he imagined. 
 
    Just before midday, Ajax sat down to take a break. His mind was weary, and his stomach was rumbling. He pulled out his water skin and some of the dried meat. Just as he was taking his first bite he heard a sound and froze. People were conversing not far from him. There were at least two, but they were still too far off for him to make anything out. He quickly packed up his provisions, and stood in the shadow of the tree, his hand grasping his sword. 
 
    “It's real, I give you my solemn oath,” Ajax heard a voice say. The voice sounded familiar but Ajax couldn't place it. He heard a second voice, female, but it was too quiet to decipher anything. 
 
    Ajax prayed that they would overlook him. How could he kill someone, especially a lady? 
 
    “It's got to be around here somewhere. Ho to the portal keeper!” the voice called. It was then that Ajax placed the voice. It was the Prince. He had come to see the portal, just as he had pledged. 
 
    “Ajax!” Prince Blake called. 
 
    “No, let's go back,” he heard the voice whisper as they got closer. “Please.” 
 
    “There is nothing to be scared of. I will protect you,” the Prince reassured the lady. “Ajax!” 
 
    Ajax stepped out from behind the tree. “Prince Blake!” he called back. 
 
    “See,” he heard the Prince exclaim. “We are here.” 
 
    The Prince pushed through the brush and stepped into the small clearing. He held a branch up and assisted a young lady out of the woods. 
 
    “Ah, Ajax. I am glad we found you.” 
 
    “Your Highness,” Ajax bowed. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce you...” he began. 
 
    Finally, the maiden looked forward. 
 
    “Niv?” Ajax blurted out, surprised. 
 
    Prince Blake look startled. “You know my betrothed?” he enquired, clearly taken off guard. 
 
    Ajax stood there, dumbfounded. Had the Prince just called her his betrothed? Niv was too young to get married. 
 
    Nivara smiled. “It's a pleasure to see you again, Ajax.” Then she turned to the Prince. “Ajax was my neighbor growing up; we saw each other from time to time.” 
 
    “Oh,” the Prince replied, relaxing. 
 
    “When is the big day?” Ajax asked, wondering if it sounded as crazy to them as it did to him. 
 
    “Not for a few years,” the Prince said. “We are both still young, and there are things Nivara has to learn.” He looked at her and smiled encouragingly. “And we need to get to know each other.” 
 
    “Yes,” Niv said awkwardly. “Our parents just finished arranging it. The engagement was only announced yesterday. It still feels a little strange.” 
 
     “Yes, well,” Prince Blake explained, “I came to see the portal and show it to Nivara. Although we have to be quick. We snuck away from our chaperones.” He rolled his eyes. “But I figured, what better way to start getting acquainted than learning about the secrets of our kingdom together?” 
 
    Ajax kept staring at Niv, who was avoiding eye contact. At least now their conversation from last night made a little more sense. It was still shocking to think his best friend was not just engaged but was to be wed to the Prince. They could never be alone together again now that she was engaged, let alone to royalty. It would be improper and could ruin a young maiden’s reputation. 
 
    “Ajax?” the Prince said again. 
 
    Snapping out of his trance, Ajax turned to the tree. “Of course, right this way. Only don't get too close.” 
 
    “I’ve fought bears and mountain lions. A few black waves don’t scare me,” the Prince laughed cockily. 
 
    Ajax froze. “Of course, Your Highness. I didn't mean—” he began. 
 
    The Prince waved his hand. “I’m just teasing.” 
 
    Ajax walked them around to the side of the tree that held the portal. 
 
    “It isn't comparable to anything I've ever seen,” the Prince mentioned as he gazed into the black rolling waves. 
 
    Niv stepped closer, but still made sure to keep her distance. “It really exists,” she said, stunned. “It just sounds like something from a fairytale.” She turned back to Ajax. “So, your job is to guard it?” 
 
    Before he could respond, the Prince answered for him. “Yes, Ajax here is offering a fine service to our kingdom, and we are in his debt. He spent the last two years training, learning how to fight. He will do an excellent job protecting the portal,” the Prince rattled off as if giving a prepared speech. 
 
    “Two years,” Niv repeated, more to herself than to anyone in particular. The Prince moved to depart, but Niv stayed, staring at Ajax. “What is that?” she asked Ajax, looking strangely at him. 
 
    He turned around to see what she was pointing to. “What?” he questioned, forgetting for a moment that his medallion did strange things as he drew closer to the portal. 
 
    Prince Blake walked back towards them, hearing the discussion. 
 
    “There's some kind of...light,” she said hesitantly. “It's coming from under your shirt.” She pointed towards his chest. 
 
    The Prince looked at Ajax. “What is that?” 
 
    “It's nothing; solely the sunlight playing tricks on your eyes,” Ajax replied, moving away. 
 
    “No, it's not,” the Prince argued. 
 
    “It's nothing,” Ajax repeated, stepping backward. 
 
    The Prince stepped forward, the black swirling portal behind him. 
 
    “Ajax Maxwell, I know we have become friendlier over the last couple of years, but I am still your Prince. I demand you stop moving.” 
 
    “Let's just go,” Niv insisted, seeing the discomfort this was causing her friend. 
 
    Ajax stood. What else could he do? He wondered if they would ever accept his story as the truth, or if they'd merely cut off his hand and brand him as a thief. 
 
    Prince Blake reached for the medallion. 
 
    Suddenly some sort of force exploded from the medallion in a burst of light, knocking the Prince backward and Nivara off her feet. 
 
     “Are you alright?” Ajax asked, rushing to aid Niv. He pulled her up and they looked around. 
 
    “Where is the Prince?” Ajax asked, alarmed. 
 
    Niv wobbled slightly as a rush of vertigo came over her. “I don't see him...Prince Blake!” she called as she hunted around the vicinity. 
 
    Ajax started walking around the tree, searching in the woodland near them. “Did he leave?” he enquired. 
 
    Niv shook her head. “He wouldn't have departed without me.” 
 
    “Maybe he was so angry—” Ajax began. 
 
    Niv stopped. “What did you do?” she accused him. She took a few deliberate steps away from him, as if just now remembering what had occurred. 
 
    Ajax pointed at himself. “Me? I didn't do anything.” He took a step towards her. 
 
    “Stay away from me,” she demanded, scurrying back a few more feet. “What is that around your neck?” Niv asked, pointing to the medallion that was now glowing brighter than it ever had. 
 
    Ajax took it off his neck. “I don't know. I think it was protecting me.” He held it in his hand and examined it. 
 
    “Protecting you? What is it?” Niv asked again, still keeping her distance. 
 
    “It's a long story. You wouldn't believe me if I told you,” Ajax replied, shaking his head. 
 
    “Let's say you give it a go. After all I've seen, who knows.” 
 
    He let out a deep sigh. “Alright. Could you at least try to pretend you're not terrified of me?” he requested, his eyes pleading. 
 
    Niv took a step forward cautiously. “I'm not afraid of you. I'm afraid of that.” 
 
    “Okay. Fine. Remember when you saw me at the library?” he confirmed. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Well, that's where this whole mess started.” He explained to her about the oath, the peculiar round door, and the secret room. Then he told her about the amulet and about how it haunted him. 
 
    “What if it is evil?” Niv wondered when he was finished. “Have you even considered that? You find it and then it won't leave you alone. You can't separate yourself from it and now look. Where is the Prince?” 
 
    He slipped the medallion back over his head. “I don't know how to explain it, but I don't feel evil when I touch it. I believe it was protecting me.” He looked around and lowered his voice as if someone might be listening. “And I think I know where Prince Blake is.” 
 
    Niv glimpsed behind her and then leaned a little closer to him. “Why are we whispering?” 
 
    He went back to his normal tone. “I don't know. I guess because of what I'm about to suggest.” He waited for a moment. “I believe the Prince went through the portal.” 
 
    Niv studied him, trying to gauge whether or not he was being serious. “What? No, he couldn't have,” she disagreed. 
 
    “Well, either he left you, I incinerated him with my pendant, or he went through the portal,” Ajax explained, counting out the options on his fingers. “The first you say is impossible, the second I'd rather not consider or I am a dead man...” he paused letting it sink in, “or he is in the portal. Which means I have to go after him,” Ajax said, staring at the swirling vortex. 
 
    Niv stood up and grabbed him by the arm. “Wait. What? No, you can't enter. The Prince told me no one has ever returned.” 
 
    “No one yet, but I have to try,” he insisted. “Someone needs to bring your future husband home,” he added awkwardly. “Why didn't you tell me? Are you really going to marry him?” 
 
    Niv hit him hard in the arm. 
 
    “Ow,” Ajax whined. 
 
    “Why didn’t I tell you? As if you are in any position to judge me about keeping secrets.” She looked towards the portal. “You simply disappeared. I didn't lay eyes on you for two years. Things were arranged. I worked in the palace for a while and then Prince Blake took an interest in me, so I stopped working there and started coming back with other select maidens. We were interviewed and observed as tasks were set for us to complete. It wasn’t decided that I was the one who would wed the Prince until a few days ago. The King thought the ball would be the perfect place for the announcement.” 
 
    “So you want to marry him?” he asked. 
 
     “When the Crown Prince wants to start seeing you, it's not really something you can say no to,” Niv said as if the answer should be obvious. 
 
    He stepped closer to her. “Isn’t it weird?” 
 
    She smacked him across the arm. 
 
    “Why are you hitting me?” he complained. 
 
    Niv stepped back, and sat down on a fallen log. “Of course it’s strange. It is an odd feeling for both of us. I always imagined falling in love one day and then getting married. Hopefully we will get to that point. Right now we are just strangers. At least it won’t be for a few years. I have to be groomed to become a princess, and during that time we will court and maybe fall in love,” she explained, although it seemed like she was trying to convince herself more than Ajax. 
 
    “I’m sorry Niv. I don’t like this. You should get to take your time and fall in love naturally and not be forced into a marriage.” Ajax shrugged. 
 
    “There are bigger things at stake. But at least now that our secrets are out, we can try being friends again.” 
 
    “It won’t be the same,” Ajax lamented. 
 
    Nivara nodded. “I know,” she agreed, “but at least it’s all out in the open now.” 
 
    They both sat together in silence, neither saying a word. It felt good to have his friend back, even if it wouldn’t last forever. 
 
    Nivara finally turned back around. “Do you suppose he's really in there?” She motioned to the swirling blackness. 
 
    “I wish I didn't, but yes, it’s the only option that makes any sense.” He stood up and walked around the tree to retrieve his satchel. “Tell my parents where I went. I don't want them to imagine even for a second that another son left them,” Ajax said as he moved towards the tree. 
 
    “Wait, you can't go in there. Especially not alone,” Niv protested. 
 
    He walked back over to her and gently rubbed the side of her arm. “Niv, what do you think the King will do to me when he finds out the Prince came here and I did something, and now he has vanished?” 
 
    “I don't know. We can explain it to him.” 
 
    “Look, I barely believe all this and it happened to me.” He started to leave. 
 
    She grabbed his arm, holding on tight. “We won't tell him.” 
 
    Ajax shook his head. “You may have snuck away from your chaperones, but they know you were together. I don't want you implicated for this. Once the King realizes his son is gone, who knows what state he will be in or how rational his judgments will be. I have to enter the portal.” 
 
    “Just wait.” 
 
    He paused. 
 
    “Ok, fine, then we go together,” she announced. 
 
    Ajax grabbed Niv by both shoulders and pushed her away from him. “No way! I don't even know if I will survive traveling into the portal, and what's on the other side is anybody’s guess. You are definitely not coming,” he said firmly. 
 
    “It's like you said. Who is going to believe me? If I show up at the palace without the Prince, the suspicion will fall on me,” Niv replied. “And besides, you are not in charge of me. You can’t forbid me from entering behind you,” she added tersely. 
 
    “No, absolutely not.” He shook his head vigorously. “Blame it on me. Make something up. The Prince can set things straight if we return.” 
 
    Niv balked. “I am not going to lie to the King.” 
 
    “Just go—hide out at my house,” Ajax suggested. He knew he was grasping at straws but he couldn't put Niv in danger. Having her come with him was dangerous; leaving her here was dangerous too. At least they knew the perils here. Going through the portal was a mystery. 
 
    “Fine,” Niv said. 
 
    Ajax looked surprised. “You'll stay.” 
 
    She nodded, then she motioned over to a rock that Ajax had left his belonging by. “Take your lantern with you too. Just in case.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Ajax agreed. He headed over to retrieve it and as soon as he passed her, Niv bolted towards the portal and stepped through. 
 
    “No!” Ajax shouted, running after her. He was too late, she had disappeared. Why had he been so stupid? Nivara wasn’t the type of young lady to sit things out. He should have known it was a trick. Prohibiting Niv from doing anything was the fastest way to get her to do it. She had been headstrong since the moment he met her. 
 
    “There is no going back now,” he said out loud to himself before taking a giant, deliberate step into the blackness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter VII 
 
      
 
    Going through the portal was disorienting. Ajax stepped into it and then immediately felt the sensation that he was falling. It only lasted a few moments and then, splash! 
 
    The momentum from the fall carried him deep under the water. He kicked and stroked frantically to the surface, sputtering and coughing as his head breached the top. The water had caught him by surprise. He hadn't had to swim particularly far to get to the surface, but having not known he was about to be submerged he had inhaled a huge mouthful of water upon entry. 
 
    It was dark all around him as he struggled to catch his breath. He couldn't make out his hand in front of his face and had no idea which direction to swim in. Suddenly he was roughly pulled out of the water and tossed onto a hard surface. He coughed a few more times and tried to sit up. The floor rocked beneath him, and Ajax realized he was on a ship of some sort. 
 
    “Well, what have we got ourselves here?” a grizzly voice asked. “Spots, shine a little light over here, will you?” 
 
    Something buzzed by Ajax's ear and then a small but exceptionally bright light shined in his face. 
 
    He put up his hand, attempting to shield the beam from his eyes. 
 
    “It's a man,” someone called out. 
 
    Someone prodded him with a stick. 
 
    “Hey!” Ajax exclaimed, swatting it away. 
 
    “What were you doing out in the middle of Death Lake at this hour?” 
 
    Death Lake, that sounds promising, Ajax thought to himself. 
 
    “I'm looking for my friend,” Ajax answered. “Have you seen anyone else? Did anyone else fall?” 
 
    “Shut him up,” another voice called. “Get him down below.” 
 
    Something covered Ajax's face and then he was grabbed forcefully and carried to another location. He felt as if he were going down stairs. He was flung unceremoniously into a chair, and the hood was yanked off his head. He rubbed the back of his arm, where he had been gripped too tightly. It was dark in this new place too. 
 
    Slowly a lamp was lit, giving a little light to the area. 
 
    A rhinoceros stood at the head of a table, wearing a pair of striped trousers and suspenders without a shirt. He leaned forward. “How did you come here?” 
 
    Ajax scooted back in his chair, looking around the table. He must have really experienced a lot in the past week because the talking rhinoceros didn't amaze him as much as he felt it should. 
 
    “Are you in charge?” Ajax guessed, blinking his eyes rapidly, trying to accustom them to the dimness in the room. 
 
    “I'm asking the questions here.” The rhino pounded the table, making it jump. 
 
    Ajax held his hands up in what he hoped was a non-threatening manner. “Look, I don't want any trouble. I'm not from this...” Was it a world, realm, country? “I'm not from here. I merely want to find my companions and return home.” 
 
    The animal leaned forward and snorted. “Where you from? The Never Ending Night, the Slumbering Forests, the Menacing Mountains of Rafa?” the rhinoceros demanded, rattling off a list of destinations. 
 
    Ajax sat there in silence. Would it be better to simply pick a place? Would they believe him if he told them that he traveled here from another world? “I'm from the slumbering mountain of endless night,” he said. 
 
    The rhino looked behind him and then turned back, his face looking even more ominous than before. He reached behind his back and pulled out a gigantic ax, the blade gleaming in red. 
 
    Ajax hoped it wasn't from blood. His mind was racing. Not sure what else to do, he pulled out his amulet, stood up, and yelled, “Stay back!” 
 
    The rhino froze. “He's a sorcerer.” He lowered the ax slowly and stepped back. 
 
    A buzzing sound came from back of the room, and then an enormous ladybug landed a few feet in front of Ajax. It was about the size of a small cantaloupe and seemed to have the capability of glowing, like the lightning bugs back home. 
 
    “We don't want any trouble,” the insect replied. “I'm Spots, and this is my ship and my crew. If you had told us you were a sorcerer to begin with, things would have gone a lot more smoothly,” Spots offered as he fidgeted with a wing he couldn't seem to get to lay the way he wanted. “I didn’t even realize there were any more of you left.” 
 
    “Look, I just want to find my friends; I assume they may have fallen into the lake as I did, only a few minutes prior to me,” Ajax explained calmly, lowering the medallion back under his shirt. 
 
    Humming to himself, Spots turned and looked at the rhinoceros. “Leave us. Shut the door and keep the crew busy; we have work to finish,” the bug commanded. 
 
    The animal glared once more at Ajax and then departed. 
 
    “You came through the portal?” Spots exclaimed in a low whisper. 
 
    At the insect’s astonishment, Ajax wasn't sure he should confirm it. 
 
    The gigantic ladybug walked around in a circle. “It's fine, you don't have to answer. It's probably safer that way. There is a high reward offered to anyone who finds a portal jumper,” the bug explained. 
 
    Ajax slowly reached towards his medallion.  
 
    “Whoa, kid, relax. I'm not going to turn you in. But your friends are in trouble if they end up being found by the wrong people. If they landed in the lake then they would be dead by now if they weren’t picked up like you were. Death Lake gets its name for a reason.” Spots paused. “It’s toxic to mammals. Anything that stays in the water more than five minutes wouldn’t survive.” 
 
    Ajax gasped. 
 
    “But don’t worry. Your friends didn’t end up in the lake,” the bug said reassuringly. “I have a crew member that heard you fall in. If there had been others, I would have been informed.” 
 
    “Then please, help me. I've got to find them,” Ajax pleaded. 
 
    “That's easier said than done. You come from another world. I'd have recognized it quicker, but you’re covered in a lot of sludge from the lake.” 
 
    He glanced down at his clothes. He was a mess. He hadn't even realized it. 
 
    “We don't have too many visitors through the portal. You outsiders never appear in the same place twice, so your companions could have landed anywhere. How do you get through anyway? We've never found the portal on this side, but there must be one, right? A one-way door doesn't make any sense. I mean, who would build one?” Spots looked up and paused. “Sorry, I tend to ramble on.” 
 
    “Well, can you take me to the shore, so I can start looking? I have to find them.” 
 
    The insect fluttered up into the air and hovered near Ajax's nose. “I can't do it. If I authorize my crew to permit you to leave, you'll be picked up in no time. You kind of stand out.” He landed on Ajax's hand. “What's your name?” 
 
    “My name is Ajax,” he replied, surprised at how light the bug was. 
 
    “Look, boy. In this world, there are two types of beings—magical and non-magical. The magical creatures are persecuted and hated by the non-magical. The non-magical outnumber the magical ten to one. The elves rule this world.” 
 
    “Why don't the magical simply use magic to make things even?” Ajax asked. 
 
    “There is no magic. Not anymore. Not like you have. I'm considered a magical creature because I'm a bug and I can talk. Other than that, I don't have any special powers,” Spots clarified. “All the sorcerers disappeared one by one. I haven't come across one for more than eight to ten years. Probably has to do with the prophecy.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. “Yes, I can understand that.” 
 
    “Let's get you cleaned up and then we'll see how we can go about searching for your friends discreetly.” 
 
    The rhino, who Ajax found out was called Niko, carried down large buckets of water for him to bathe in. 
 
    The soap was rough and stung his skin slightly, but the dirt and sludge was coming off, so Ajax continued to scrub. 
 
    When he was finished, his skin was a pale pink and a light rash had appeared in some areas. He put on the clothes that Niko had left him. They were plain black slacks that were slightly fitted around the ankles. The shirt was white and pretty plain, but it buttoned up the back. His cloak had somehow miraculously stayed clean. The shoes were black, shiny, and loafer-like. They had a little bit of a heel similar to his boots, and fit a little on the loose side. 
 
    As Ajax made his way into the hallway, the vessel rocked slightly, and he braced his hands on the sides of the walls to keep his balance. 
 
    Spots fluttered by and landed on his shoulder. “What's wrong with your shirt?” 
 
    Ajax craned his neck, trying to look down the back. “How's someone supposed to reach all those buttons?” 
 
    The insect chuckled. “What kind of sorcerer are you?” 
 
    “The new kind,” he blushed. Was he even a wizard or merely stealing power from the medallion? 
 
    “Try snapping your fingers,” the ladybug suggested and flew off up to the deck of the ship. 
 
    Snapping his fingers, he imagined his shirt buttoning up. To his astonishment it ensued just as he pictured it. “Huh,” he said to himself. 
 
    He climbed up the stairs slowly. The ship was in rough water. Once he made it up the stairs he saw some more of the crew. 
 
    He was amazed to see a human on the crew. The man was mopping the decks. Niko was sitting on a stool, gutting some bloated-looking black fish that oozed yellow goo when sliced open. 
 
    Spots was fluttering around the deck giving orders. 
 
    There was some kind of bird flying around up high making adjustments to the rigging. The bird was beautiful, with long purple wings, with green, yellow, and pink tips. It had a blue plume on the top of its head. “All's secure,” the bird called down. 
 
    While showing Ajax where he could clean up, Spots had mentioned briefly that there were four crew members, but he didn't see the fourth.  
 
    “We're coming into port now,” Spots called. “Slow it down.” 
 
    Ajax looked puzzled. It appeared that the insect was calling down into the water. The ship slowed down and pulled up alongside the dock. Niko jumped over the side of the rail and tied off the vessel. Ajax was surprised at how nimbly the rhinoceros could move. 
 
    Suddenly a creature shot out of the water and landed on the bow. It was blue and green with dark blue gills and had a long, wide tail. It was about the size of a large shark. It spun around and shook black sludge off until it was clean and dry. In the process, the animal seemed to transform. It appeared human-like. It was tall and had long legs and long arms. The head was full of long blue and green curls. 
 
    Because of the curls Ajax assumed the creature was female. She turned and looked at him. Her face was slender and she had a small narrow nose and thin blue lips. She was pretty, but her eyes were creepy. There was only black emptiness when she opened them. During her transformation process, clothing had appeared. She was now wearing a long dress in the same blue-green color that her creature body had been. 
 
    She headed down towards him. “I'm Neely.” 
 
    He was about to open his mouth, but she continued. 
 
    “Ajax. And you are a—” She stopped abruptly and looked at Spots. “I would have never guessed,” she said to the ladybug. “He is entirely open and doesn't guard himself at all.” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably. He didn't quite understand what they were talking about, but it didn't seem to be a compliment.  
 
    The creature seemed to be having a one-sided conversation with Spots. 
 
    “You need to escort him to find Nogard.” 
 
    Ajax couldn't tell if she was crazy or if she was really having a conversation with the insect. Was she telepathic? She did know his name before he had a chance to respond. 
 
    Neely closed her eyes for a minute. “I can sense him, so I know he's still alive. This boy needs—” She stopped again and nodded at the ladybug. “No, you’re right, we should speak about this below.” 
 
    Stunned, Ajax watched the two of them go below deck to apparently discuss him, without inviting him to give his input. 
 
    Unsure of what else to do, Ajax slumped down on a barrel and examined the docks as they began to come to life in the early morning hours. He looked up at the cloudless sky. There was no sun that he could see, but it was light outside nonetheless. The sky was still blue, but not the same as in his world. It was a much brighter, deeper blue. 
 
    All sorts of creatures appeared and started working on the dock. He saw a few different types of talking animals. And a few more flying bugs, resembling Spots. There was a creature that resembled a human apart from the fact that it had a long tail in the back and pointed ears. It was walking and came to a gate that was locked. After pulling on it and being unable to open it, the creature simply flattened itself and slid right under the gate, then continued on its merry way. 
 
    The atmosphere on the dock changed as a tall, dark creature stepped onto it. His skin was pale, almost white, and his eyes were dark and cold. The attire donned by the being was elegant. He wore pants and a shirt similar to Ajax's, but even from where Ajax sat he could tell the material was finer; the colors were rich and bright. The creature had a green cloak and carried a sword at his waist. His ears were pointed and he had long white hair braided down his back. 
 
    The workers on the dock each avoided eye contact, some were even openly cowering, and all moved out of his way. 
 
    Niko stepped in front of Ajax. “Get down,” he whispered. “Cover yourself with that cloak,” he hissed. 
 
    Ajax was surprised to find that he could see through his cape. The creature stalked down the dock. When he had made his way about halfway down he raised his voice to the crowd. 
 
    “We had some interesting developments yesterday. There are reports of two people breaching the portal. Striker has doubled the usual reward. Bring these humans to him by nightfall and you will live out your days in luxury.” He smiled, but his smile was a little too wide—it unveiled too many teeth to be friendly. Ajax quaked slightly under the cloak. What kind of world was this? 
 
    “However, know this, if any are found to be harboring one of these humans, you will wish for death.” The creature stepped closer to their ship and sauntered by, looking down onto the deck as he passed. 
 
    “Filthy elf.” Niko spit on the ground after the creature was out of earshot. 
 
    So that was an elf, Ajax thought to himself. He didn't want to come toe-to-toe with one. He needed to find Niv and the Prince and get out of this upside-down land. 
 
    Spots flittered up on deck and landed on the railing between the rhino and Ajax. 
 
    “Niko, I am leaving you in charge. I need to take the boy far from here.” 
 
    “No,” the rhinoceros disagreed, lowering his voice. “It's too dangerous. I am not a fool. I know what he is. I'm coming with you.” 
 
    The insect flew up and landed on Niko’s horn. “No, I won't ask that of you. Besides I need someone here to look after the ship. Bob and Flit can't run the ship on their own and Neely will accompany us.” 
 
    “Give me an hour. My brother Kellan can take care of things here. If you ask my opinion, I think you should just dump him back where we found him and wash your wings of him. But if you insist on going, I am coming.” 
 
    Spots flew back to the railing. “Fine,” he huffed. “But I leave in one hour.” 
 
    Niko nodded and jumped down from the ship. 
 
    The ladybug began to fly but Ajax placed his hand over him. “Where are we going?” he whispered as he picked Spots up. 
 
    “What do you suppose you are doing?” Spots demanded. “Unhand me. Do you have any idea how rude that is?” he asked as he wriggled, trying to free himself from Ajax’s grasp. 
 
    He whispered, “No, but in my world, it's rude to make plans without discussing it with all the parties involved.” 
 
    Spots fluttered away and landed on the barrel Ajax had been sitting on earlier. 
 
    “Oh, my apologies, sir,” the ladybug whisper-yelled. “I didn't realize you had some knowledge of this land. You know which direction to head?” he questioned, but before waiting for an answer, asked another question. “You have some idea as to where your companions are? Oh, I know, you know which species are friendly and which ones will turn you in without blinking? Huh, no? Nothing? Well, then I expect you'll leave that to me.” Then he added in an even lower whisper, “The bug risking his wings to offer aid to you.” 
 
    Ajax sat down in the vessel sulking as Neely and Spots packed up provisions and provided the crew with a cover story. 
 
    Neely said it wasn't that they didn't trust the crew, but that they were protecting them. No need to burden the others with knowledge that would place them at risk. 
 
    Instead they told the crew that Ajax had been on a fishing boat from the Screeching Desert when he fell overboard into Death Lake when a big wave crashed against his ship. That's when their crew had pulled him out, but because it was the Black Night, the one night a year that the stars were not in the sky, Spot and Niko were unable to reunite Ajax with his fishing crew. So, the ladybug was going to help him return to his home. Neely was accompanying them because she had always wanted to visit the Screeching Desert. 
 
    True to his word, Niko made it back with a big, black rhino almost double his size. Ajax assumed this was Kellan. 
 
    “Be safe.” Kellan waved to his brother before they parted ways. 
 
    “Always.” They bumped horns, and then Niko motioned to the others, leading the way off the dock. 
 
    Ajax and Neely walked side by side, while Spots rested on Ajax's shoulder. Once they were on a long road headed out of town, Ajax asked, “So where are we really headed?” 
 
    “To the Screeching Desert,” Neely answered. “Unless we get a better lead before that.” She took a small container out of her pack. It had a light yellow waxy substance inside. “Here, rub this under your nose.” 
 
    He opened the container and started to cough. The stench was horrific. He had never smelled anything worse in his entire life. “No thank you,” he said, pushing the container towards her. 
 
    “We are about to begin traveling through the Slumbering Forest. The flowers produce a gas that will make you want to take a never-ending nap. This may stink but it will keep you awake.” 
 
    “What happens if I fall asleep?” he probed. 
 
    “You will never wake up,” Neely replied flatly. “Well, unless someone moves you out of the Slumbering Forest. But most people won’t bother.” 
 
    He took the wax and rubbed it begrudgingly under his nose, trying not to vomit. While he had been lost in his conversation with Neely, he hadn’t noticed how far ahead Niko had gotten. 
 
    “Why—” Ajax started. 
 
    “He's scouting ahead to make sure the roads are safe,” Neely explained. 
 
    That's not annoying at all. Someone picking at your thoughts before you even have a chance to voice them, Ajax thought bitterly. 
 
    Neely looked away. “I'm sorry. I can't help it. You don't shield your thoughts at all.” 
 
    Ajax touched her elbow, since it was the only place he could reach because of her height. “No, it's fine. This is just all new to me, and I'm worried about my friends.” 
 
    “So, tell us about them,” Spots said, causing Ajax to jump. 
 
    His face turned red. “I forgot you were there—you startled me.” Ajax told them about the Prince, although he really didn't know that much about him. Then he started telling them about Niv. 
 
    “This is your mate?” Spots asked. 
 
    Ajax shook his head. “No, she’s like my sister,” he answered, embarrassed. “She is Blake's mate.” He hadn't tried to explain the whole royalty thing, since that didn't seem to exist in this world. What would they do to him back in Rastella if they heard him speak of the Prince so casually? 
 
    Neely looked down at him knowingly, but didn't give away any of his secrets. 
 
    He wiped his brow with the sleeve of his shirt. The heat of the day was intense and the humidity made it feel even worse. Within a few minutes he was saturated in perspiration. 
 
    “Are you crying?” Spots asked, switching from his shoulder to Neely's. 
 
    Ajax straightened his shoulders. “What, no! Of course not.” 
 
    “But you’re dripping water from your face,” Spots noted. 
 
    “I'm just sweating. You know it's hot. Don't you sweat here?” he enquired, feeling self-conscious. 
 
    Neely shook her head. The ladybug shook his whole body back and forth. 
 
    “What about Bob? The human on your crew?” 
 
    “Not that I've ever seen,” Neely shrugged. “Of course, I am in the water a lot.” 
 
    “Well, it's perfectly normal for a human,” Ajax insisted. “I sure am getting thirsty, too. Is there any water around here?” He wished he had his satchel but he had lost it in Death Lake when he had first fallen in. 
 
    “That’s understandable since you seem to be leaking water everywhere. Let me find you a drink.” Neely paused and looked around at the foliage. She reached into a pink tree and pulled out a dark purple fruit. “Try this.” 
 
    It reminded him of a plum, but it was triple the size. He took the fruit and squeezed it gently in his hands. It was soft and squishy. He leaned down and sunk his teeth into it. Juice started squirting out in several directions. 
 
    “Keep it in your mouth,” Neely laughed as she backed up to avoid the spray. 
 
    “Sorry.” He quickly plugged the hole with his mouth and then sucked the juice out. It was refreshing and cold. It didn't taste similar to anything he had ever tried, but it was delicious and sweet. 
 
    They marched for hours and hours, it seemed. He wondered how far it was to the Screeching Desert. 
 
    “It's about two days’ hike from the dock,” Neely answered absentmindedly. 
 
    Two days wasn't terrible, but he worried about the Prince and Nivara. Well, mostly Niv if he was being completely honest. The Prince had skills; he had been wielding a sword since he was a toddler. Ajax had more confidence in Prince Blake’s ability to protect himself. But Nivara was a lady. And although she’d probably clobber him for thinking it, he was concerned for her well-being most of all. 
 
    They found a field that was mostly flat and completely void of flowers. Niko said it would be a good place to sleep. 
 
    “Aren’t we still in the Slumbering Forest?” Ajax asked. If one of them began to doze off it would be hard enough to drag them out, but if they all did, then they might as well be dead. 
 
    “Niko grew up close to the woods; there are a few spots that the locals have removed enough of the flowers from. If Niko says it’s safe, then it is,” Spots yawned. 
 
    As the others removed the smelly wax substance, Ajax gratefully followed suit. He could still smell it, but the odor had diminished greatly. 
 
    Neely, Niko, and Spots seemed at ease on the hard ground. Ajax was glad to have his cloak. The light was starting to fade and the temperature was dropping. He wrapped himself up and looked up into the night. The sky became pitch black, but slowly one by one stars began to appear. Pink stars, scattered throughout the heavens. 
 
    Ajax bolted upright. “Axel!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter VIII 
 
      
 
    Nivara knew it was crazy to jump through a portal that had swallowed up Prince Blake. But Ajax wasn't giving her any choice. Being left behind was not an option. Especially when that meant dealing with the King by herself. He may be her future father-in-law, but he intimidated her. 
 
     It was impulsive and probably reckless, but that had never stopped her in the past. And the fact the Ajax seemed to think he could just order her around may have pushed her to be a little more rash than she might have otherwise acted. 
 
    Not knowing what to expect she had closed her eyes and took a giant step. After waiting for a moment, eyes scrunched closed, she opened them and found she was in a jungle. At first, she thought somehow she missed the portal and ended up on the wrong side of the tree. However, on a closer inspection, the plants and insects looked different, more exotic than anything in Rastella. 
 
    The leaves on the trees were much bigger for one thing. Vines grew everywhere, and hung down low from the trees. She crossed her arms and waited and waited and waited. Where was Ajax? Ought not he have come through right after her? Would he really allow her to travel here on her own? After all, it was his idea to enter the portal in the first place. 
 
    After waiting for a long time, Niv decided it was up to her. Something must have happened. Perhaps the portal closed, or maybe someone showed up and stopped Ajax from following her through. Whatever transpired, she was alone and had to deal with that. Her mother had always cautioned her that her stubbornness would someday put her in some foolhardy predicament. Those words had never rung truer than they did today. 
 
    She tried to keep her mind from panicking. Picking up a rock, she cut a mark into the tree. At least she'd be able to tell from which direction she had started. That calmed some of her anxiety. If she could keep walking in a linear direction the jungle would have to end at some point. 
 
    As Nivara started walking, her mind flickered to all the paintings of the Prince fighting off wild animals. A shudder ran down her spine. 
 
    After scanning the jungle floor she found a stick that seemed sturdy. It wasn't much, but it made her feel safer to have something in her hand that could be used to defend herself. 
 
    It was humid and hot, but Niv continued forward until her feet were aching. The journey was slow-going, climbing over roots, and under branches, trying to avoid getting tangled in a web of vines. She was about to sit down and give in to her exhaustion, when she stumbled onto a rough path beaten in between a thicket of trees. 
 
    As she headed down the path, she heard a commotion. Nivara stepped closer, careful not to make a sound. 
 
    “Get out of here, Sky,” she heard a male voice say. 
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” a small voice squeaked. 
 
    “Go, or I’ll throw you off. It’s too late for me,” the male voice pleaded. 
 
    Nivara crept closer and peered around the corner of the path. In the center was a pale creature she had never seen before, with a bright blue squirrel-looking animal perched on his shoulder. They seemed to be sinking slowly into a green, grassy substance. 
 
      The squirrel-like animal could have easily escaped the situation, but refused to abandon the other creature. Niv wondered if it just wasn’t intelligent enough to jump off. 
 
    The substance had qualities that reminded Nivara of quicksand. She had never seen any, but read about it in some of the palace books. It seemed to have the same effect. The more the male struggled, the more he sank. 
 
    She glanced around looking for the other voice, but saw no one. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Nivara stepped around the corner, feeling braver after witnessing the loyalty of the small blue animal. 
 
    The squirrel squeaked when he saw her. “Help us!” he cried. 
 
    Nivara froze. “Did the small animal just talk to me?” she asked, not realizing she was speaking out loud. There had been two voices, but the second one coming from a squirrel had not entered her mind. 
 
    “Would you be so kind as to help us?” This time, the pale male creature spoke, trying to appear calm as he slowly sank. He held his arms up in the air the substance had engulfed him up to his armpits. 
 
    She reached her stick out towards him. He began to reach for it, but she pulled it back quickly. 
 
    “Hey!” he shouted, surprised. 
 
    Nivara made sure she was on firm land and held the stick barely out of his reach. “Before I offer you any aid, give me your word that you aren’t going to harm me. Or eat me,” she demanded, noticing he seemed to be carrying some weapons. She could make out a bow and quiver of arrows, and she wasn’t sure if there was anything already swallowed by the green goo. 
 
    The creature nodded. “I give you my solemn vow. I shall not harm you and I will be in your debt.” 
 
    Nivara took a deep breath, hoping she was doing the right thing. She pushed the stick out further, and when he had gripped it, she began to pull. 
 
    It was a lot harder than she imagined, pulling him out. He didn’t seem that big, but the green goo seemed to suck at him as she pulled. 
 
    “Sky! Jump off to safety!” the creature urged the blue squirrel. 
 
    Sky, who Niv assumed was the squirrel, jumped off now that he saw her making progress with his friend. 
 
    Huffing and puffing, she was finally able to pull him up and out of the goo, with the creature’s assistance. Exhausted, they both collapsed on the road. 
 
    Sky scurried over enthusiastically and cuddled up next to the male. 
 
    “Thank you,” the pale creature said after resting for a few minutes. He pushed himself into a sitting position. “I am called Leif,” he stated, and then pointed to the squirrel. “This is Sky.” 
 
    Nivara sat up and stuck out her hand. “Nivara, but you can call me Niv.” She hadn’t really noticed in her rush to pull him out how blue his eyes were. They were akin to nothing she had ever seen. 
 
    Leif nodded, but didn’t seem to know about handshakes, so Nivara dropped her hand awkwardly. 
 
    “So, what is that stuff you were stuck in?” Niv asked. 
 
    He shook his head, looking humiliated. “It is sinking grass.” He petted the back of Sky. “I should have been paying better attention. I mean I know this is the Sinking Jungle, but I really did not expect to find any on the road. It has spread a lot since the last time I was here.” He rubbed some of the goo off on a large leaf. “Just so you know, I am nothing like the lot of them.” 
 
    “Who are you referring to?” Niv asked. 
 
    He stood up, trying to brush as much of the green off as possible. It seemed to be drying fast. He was able to get off some huge chunks. 
 
    “The other elves. I do not hate everyone else. That is why we are leaving. We want to get far from here. Find somewhere pleasant to live.” 
 
    Where had she ended up? Elves and talking squirrels.  
 
    “That’s good to know. What about Sky?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s a nice cambriar. But really I do not imagine I have ever met one that is not.” Sky perked up at his name. “Although he cannot change anymore,” Leif lamented sadly. “Unless we find some new creatures, he will be stuck as a hoosula for the remainder of his days. 
 
    Niv simply nodded, although she had no idea what the elf was talking about. 
 
    “So where are you headed?” he asked as he stretched. 
 
    Niv thought for a moment. She had no idea where to go or what to do. 
 
    “You gave me your word that if I aided you, then you would owe me. Can I trust you?” Niv verified. 
 
    “Of course. You saved me. I am in your debt.” 
 
    Niv tried to weigh her options quickly. She had saved him, so if he had a shred of decency, he would keep his promise. She was in a new world, with creatures and exotic life that she had no idea about. But the squirrel had been loyal, so it gave her pause to hope the elf was honorable as well. 
 
    “Ok. So, you may not believe this, but I’m not from here. I stepped through some sort of magic tree, a portal, and it brought me here to your world.” 
 
    Leif gasped and took a step back. “You entered through the portal?” he confirmed, looking horrified. 
 
    Niv hesitated, shrinking back at the sight of the elf’s expression, and nodded slowly. 
 
    Leif shook his head as Sky scampered up on his shoulder. “You have to turn her in. You know what they will do to you better than anyone. You’re an elf,” Sky said, his whole body shaking. 
 
    “Turn me in,” Niv repeated the words slowly, stepping backward. This conversation didn’t appear to be going well. 
 
    Leif looked to Sky. “No. I would not do that even if she had not saved me.” He sighed. “Let us get off the road. It is not safe for you. I shall find a better location, and then we will talk a little about my world that you chose to enter. Ok?” the elf asked. 
 
    Niv nodded, but picked up her staff. She hoped that he was telling the truth, but Sky seemed ready to just turn her over. She needed to be ready in case she needed to make a run for it. Nivara had a feeling she didn’t want to meet whoever was making Sky so scared. 
 
    Niv followed Leif through the wilderness. He pointed out perils as they traveled further away from the road. After seeing how much there was that held danger, Niv thought she was lucky to have made it as far as she had unscathed. 
 
    The elf stopped at a cave carved into the face of a small mountain. He held up his hand, stopping her. “Let me check it out first. Last time I was here it was uninhabited, but things can change rather quickly in the jungle.” He set Sky down on the ground. “Stay with Niv; keep her safe.” 
 
    Sky sighed but didn’t argue. He turned around, stretching his body out. This was the first time Niv really got a good look at him. He was longer than she had first thought. He looked more akin to a ferret, but he had extra skin between his legs. 
 
    A traveling peddler had once brought a flying squirrel to the palace, and Nivara wondered if Sky could soar like that. His ears were a little bigger too. 
 
    “Just don’t touch anything,” Sky muttered once the elf had entered the cave. 
 
    “So, what exactly are you?” Niv asked. “Leif called you a camb-something.” 
 
    “Cambriar, or shapeshifter,” he snorted. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Can I see you change into something?”  
 
    He rolled his eyes, not really looking at her. “I don’t change merely for the heck of it. Besides that, I’m stuck in this form for now.” 
 
    Niv stepped closer, trying to examine him. “Are there rules to shifting? I don’t get it.” 
 
    Sky spun around, giving Niv his full attention. 
 
    “Cambriars can shift into any animal they have seen. But we can only do it once. We are stuck in that form until we transform into another creature, but once we have changed we can never go back to that animal again. Eventually when we find a shape that fits us, we claim it as our true form and then never shift again.” 
 
    “Oh,” Niv said simply. She reached out and pet him. Niv could tell Sky enjoyed it, even though he acted as if he was put out. But she noticed that he didn’t shy away. “So, this is the shape you claimed? I feel like I would have picked something with wings.” 
 
    Sky pulled back angrily. “No, I did not pick this,” he answered hotly. “This was forced on me,” he added bitterly. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Niv apologized. “I’m confused.” 
 
    “Leif is different, but most elves are mean. They care of nothing but themselves. They are selfish creatures, looking down on all other beings,” Sky began. “I was captured as a baby and given to Leif as a pet.” He shook his head in disdain. “His father would make me change shape daily. Sometimes more than once. Leif enjoyed it and would clap and laugh, making it worse.” He paused and looked up at Niv. “I don’t blame Leif, he was just a baby. How was he to understand? His father would bring in books and drawings of animals when I couldn’t turn anymore. If I didn’t transform, all sustenance was withheld from me.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s horrible!” Niv exclaimed. 
 
    Sky sauntered closer again, and arched his back. Niv took that as a sign she could stroke him some more. 
 
    As she pet him he continued. 
 
    “Things got better as Leif grew and became more aware of what was happening. He finally put a stop to it, but I had already shifted into so many animals, I can’t remember one I haven’t been. So, I decided to accompany him when he ran away. Hopefully we shall see new kinds of animals as we travel, and I will find the form for me.” 
 
    Niv rubbed his belly, and Sky started to smile. 
 
    “I hope you find a fantastic body. You know there are lots of animals where I’m from. Perhaps I can draw some for you.” 
 
    “Really?” Sky asked, rolling over. “What’s the best animal y—” 
 
    “All clear,” Leif called. “It is safe to enter.” 
 
    Sky scampered in after the elf. Niv picked up her staff and followed after them. 
 
    As she stepped in, Leif was bending over some sticks, scraping rocks together. A spark flew out and he fanned it cautiously. Once it started to take hold, he blew softly, adding bigger pieces of tinder to the fire. After a few minutes, a small blaze was beginning to light the cavern. 
 
    Niv sat on the smooth floor, and the elf joined her. He pulled out a large black water skin. “Are you thirsty? I have water,” he enquired, offering it to her. 
 
    She hadn’t realized how thirsty she had become until he mentioned it. “Thanks,” she smiled, accepting it from his hand. She took a few long drinks, and then passed it back. 
 
    Leif took a large swig and then Sky came and sucked some out of the skin. 
 
    Gross, Niv thought to herself. Although, did it really matter if it was a ferret thing, or an elf? 
 
    “So why is it so dangerous here?” Niv asked. 
 
    “Hmm,” Leif hummed as he tucked the water skin securely in his pack. “Where to begin?” He paused for a moment. “Did you know hundreds of years ago there was free travel between our worlds?” 
 
    Niv looked at him skeptically. “Really?” 
 
    He nodded. “We used to trade, get along…everything was blissful but the elves had to ruin it. The sorcerers kept things in line on this side of the portal. I assume someone watched over your world, but after a few hundred years some of the details are foggy.” Sky climbed up in his lap. 
 
    “Elves ruin everything,” Sky spat, but quickly added, “Present company excluded.” 
 
    “Well, the story says that the elves decided they wanted to control your world. Magic ruled this side, but your side was barely beginning to learn about magic. Some of the sorcerers had married women from the other side of the portal. The sorcerers had once been just like your people. They became magical with help from the dragons. 
 
    “The elves created some catastrophe here. The details are vague, but it drew the sorcerers back on our side. When all the magic was here, the elves began to storm through the portal, killing all in their path, as they searched for the leader of your world. 
 
    “Well, once the sorcerers realized what was happening, they went after the elves, but the destruction was so vast and widespread, the men on your side wanted war. They wanted revenge for all the lives the elves took.” 
 
    He sighed. “You can see why I am not keen to group myself with them.” He patted Sky, and continued. “In order to appease the people of your world, the grandest sorcerer cast a spell on the portal. There was no avenue to destroy it, so he limited the time it was open. Then he destroyed the entryway here. Only people from your world can enter the portal. Only a sorcerer can alter the spell. Hence, from this event, the seer Nogard gave us the prophecy: 
 
    “‘When the blood of the first returns to his home, the battle for power will begin to unfold. Search for the dragon or all will be lost as the monster escapes to wreak havoc untold. And balance restored by the sorcerer’s hand or death covers the realms and forever takes hold.’” 
 
    “So all the humans here became magical? There were no ordinary people left?” 
 
    “At first, but when trading was opened, people came here too, just as some of the sorcerers moved to your world. Now the race of humans is all but extinct here,” Leif explained. 
 
    Niv leaned back. “Wow, that’s a lot to take in,” she replied as she poked her stick at the fire. “So, I can’t get home unless a wizard fixes the portal, and doing that might bring death to everyone.” She laughed. “Just great.” 
 
    “What is a wizard?” Leif asked curiously. 
 
    “Only another name for a sorcerer. But we don’t have those in our world,” she paused. “Too bad we can’t talk to Nogard. It would be beneficial if he could clarify this prophecy.” 
 
    “Maybe we can,” Leif replied, perking up. 
 
    Niv’s eyes widened. “Does everyone here live forever?” 
 
    He laughed. “Not everyone. But I have heard rumors that Nogard is still alive.” 
 
    Niv stood and began to pace back and forth in front of the fire. “Okay, so we need to find some really old seer, and then just pick up a wizard, and then I can go home.” 
 
    Leif shook his head. “A sorcerer is going to be harder to come by. I believe they have all died off. Or…” he hesitated. 
 
    “Or…?” Niv asked. 
 
    “Been killed by the elves,” he added sadly, avoiding eye contact. 
 
    “What!” Niv exclaimed. 
 
    “Elves still want power. They want the portal to open again. For the last few hundred years, elves have been hunting down wizards, and torturing them into opening the portal. Some tried to fix it, but none were successful.” 
 
    “Oh great,” Niv said as she kicked a rock across the cave. “I’m going to be stuck here forever.” Suddenly she thought back to the Prince. He had utterly slipped her mind, after finding Leif. “I need to find my companion.” 
 
    Leif jumped up. “You did not enter through the portal alone? Why did you not speak of this sooner?” 
 
    Niv put her face in her hands and shook her head. “I don’t know!” she cried. “It’s been a little overwhelming coming to a new world. Meeting talking ferrets, learning about elves, finding out I’m in danger.” She looked back over to Leif. “I still don’t get it. Why do the elves care that I’m here? It’s not as if I can open a portal.” 
 
    “Look closer at the prophecy,” Leif pointed out. “The first line says, ‘When the blood of the first returns to his home, the battle for power will begin to unfold.’ We have been studying this for generations. The general hypothesis is that one of the sorcerer’s offspring will return here, to the land of their heritage. They will have the power to fix the portal. When that happens, the elves will do all they can to make sure they maintain control. They have dominion over most of my world.” 
 
    Niv thought about Ajax. He had real magic. Or at least the medallion he carried did. Could this prophecy be about him? What if he was the descendant who was supposed to come home? For the first time since she had arrived, Niv was glad for whatever reason Ajax hadn’t followed her through the portal. 
 
    “Well I certainly don’t have any power and neither does Prince Blake,” Niv admitted, although that wasn’t entirely true. He had an altogether different kind of power. 
 
    “This Prince Blake is your friend. Is the human male or female?” Leif asked. 
 
    “Male.” 
 
    Leif looked Niv up and down. “Before we can do anything, you need to remove those clothes.” 
 
    “What! No way,” she argued, backing up. Leif was not the gentleman she had thought. 
 
    “Those clothes are foreign. You will stick out wherever we go, and people will turn you into the elves. We will need to find you new clothes. We can purchase some. There is a town not far from here.” 
 
    “After we get the clothes, I will change,” Niv said. 
 
    “Of course,” Leif replied, looking at her strangely. “How could you change if you do not have clothing to put on?” He glanced at Sky. “Stay with Niv. I will be back before nightfall. Protect her if needed.” 
 
    Sky scurried over in front of Nivara. “You can count on me.” 
 
    “No offense, but how is a ferret going to protect me?” Niv asked, hoping she wasn’t burning any inroads she had made with Sky. 
 
    Leif laughed. “Go ahead, show her.” 
 
    Sky turned to her and took a few steps back. “Why do you keep calling me a ferret? What is a ferret?” 
 
    “Sorry, it’s just the closest animal to you that I’ve seen in my world.” 
 
    “Well, can it do this?” Sky asked as his body started shaking. As Sky shook his body grew bigger and longer, until he was roughly the size of a horse. 
 
    Niv gasped at his sudden transformation. “I thought you couldn’t shift anymore.” 
 
    “Same animal. I am in the form of a hoosula. They can shift into three different sizes. Large,” he grinned widely, “medium, as you saw before, and a small size that I don’t like to change into, for fear of being squashed.” 
 
    Niv shrugged. “No one would believe me back home.” 
 
    Leif set his hand on Nivara. “Are you satisfied?” 
 
    She gave him a thumbs up, but at his confused expression she clarified that her gesture meant yes, she was satisfied. 
 
    Leif adjusted his bow and quiver on his back. “I will return shortly.” He nodded to Sky and then strode out of the cave. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter IX
  
 
    The Prince closed his eyes and didn’t move. His head was spinning and there was a loud ringing in his ears. He was afraid if he moved he would lose his balance and fall. 
 
    Ajax Maxwell was a dead man. How dare he strike the Crown Prince? 
 
    After a few minutes, his head stopped swirling. He opened his eyes and blinked a few times. All around him was sand. He spun his head to the side, and that was a big mistake. A crashing pain shot through his temple. He froze for the second time and waited for the pain to recede. 
 
    When the throbbing was bearable he opened his eyes again. This time he made sure to slow his movements. 
 
    “Ajax, Nivara!” the Prince called. 
 
    He listened for a moment but no one answered. Blake assumed he was in a desert, but where was he and how had he gotten here? 
 
    I must have gone through the portal. The realization finally came to him after a few minutes of quiet. The ringing in his ears was now purely a faint whisper and his head was clear again. 
 
    The Prince stood and shielded his eyes from the light. He looked at his surroundings; he needed to get moving. The heat was beating down on him. He had no water and no idea what direction he should head. 
 
    He surveyed the area, trying to find a landmark in the distance, some point he could head towards, but all he saw was a sea of sand. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, he closed his eyes and spun around slowly, pointing his finger. When he stopped he opened his eyes and started walking in the direction he was pointing. 
 
    Within minutes sweat was dripping from his face and his shirt was soaked through. He was glad it had been cooler back home. He took his jacket off and held it over his head, offering a little shade and protection from the heat. 
 
    The sun wasn’t anywhere to be found. 
 
    Prince Blake hiked for what seemed like hours. His throat burned. What he wouldn’t give for a few drops of water right about now. He would probably give up his kingdom for a tall, cold cup of water. He had been fooled a few times by mirages. Each instance the Prince thought he found water seemed to magnify his thirst. 
 
    After a few hours Blake just stared down at the sand in front of him, forcing himself to take step after step. The heat was sucking all the energy from his body. He couldn’t handle this for much longer. Perhaps another day at most.  
 
    Finally, the light began to recede and with it, the heat. Blake took a moment to sit down and relax now that the heat wasn’t unbearable. He looked up and in the distance, he could swear he saw some trees. 
 
    He stood up and brushed the sand from his pants. It was probably another mirage, but he didn’t have anything to lose. 
 
    The trek was slow-going. His stomach rumbled. He had never been so famished in his life. Back home, he just had a servant bring him something whenever he wanted to eat. Never in his life had he gone to bed hungry. He had a feeling tonight would be his first. 
 
     As he got closer, his hope began to grow that the trees were not a hallucination. They appeared to be getting bigger, and it looked as if there was a small building of some sort. It was dome-shaped and looked to be made from some kind of mud mingled with sticks. 
 
    But that wasn’t the most amazing thing. Blake saw a well. He picked up his speed. His feet were clumsy and he was falling in the sand, but he hurried to the well. 
 
    He grabbed the bucket and tossed it down into the darkness. Words couldn’t convey how glorious the noise of the bucket hitting water sounded to him. He pulled the bucket out slowly, not wanting to tip it over. 
 
    The Prince guzzled down the first bucket, spilling a good half down his face. He dumped the second bucket straight on top of his head. It was the most glorious feeling he had ever experienced. 
 
    As he finished pulling the bucket up a third time, he felt something sharp at his throat. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” a raspy voice asked. 
 
    The Prince released the bucket slowly. “I just needed some water.” 
 
    “Go find your own water,” the voice commanded, shoving him to the ground. 
 
    Blake blinked several times, trying to get the sand out of his eyes. He looked up to see the sword pointed at him was held by an enormous brown lizard wearing pink pants and a pink blouse with big fluffy pink lumps all over it. 
 
    He scrambled back. “Stay away from me.” 
 
    The lizard snorted. “That’s all I want. Now shoo.” 
 
    Blake held his head between his hands and closed his eyes. “This isn’t real,” he mumbled to himself. “I’m hallucinating from the heat and exhaustion.” He opened his eyes to see the lizard still standing a few feet in front of him. “I’ve got to get out of here.” He stood and started to run, but his foot got tangled in the rope attached to the bucket. As he tried desperately to untangle it, the lizard stepped forward, still pointing the sword towards him. Blake lunged backwards, tripping, and hit his head hard on the side of the well, falling into darkness. 
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    The Prince awoke slowly, wondering why his bed was so lumpy. It was dim in his room. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he reached his hand up to feel his head. It throbbed on the side. 
 
    He felt a massive bump on the side of his head. Stars entered his vision, and he fell back into darkness. 
 
    Hours later Blake awoke again. He started to hoist himself up in the bed when he heard a voice. 
 
    “Take it slow. You banged your head pretty good back there,” advised a raspy voice. 
 
    He turned toward the voice, still a little out of it; sitting across the room in a chair was the lizard. 
 
    “Please, I’m sorry. I’ll leave,” the Prince apologized, trying not to shake. 
 
    “It’s too late tonight and you wouldn’t get far. So, it looks as if we’re stuck with each other.” The lizard stood up. 
 
    Blake pressed himself against the wall, looking for anywhere to go. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you. Are you hungry?” she asked. 
 
    Blake nodded hesitantly. 
 
    She went to a pot and scooped something into a bowl.  
 
    The Prince’s stomach growled as he began to smell the sustenance. 
 
    “Here.” The lizard handed him the bowl and a spoon. “I’m Linder, by the way.”  
 
    Blake sniffed at the concoction tentatively, tested a small bite and then swallowed slowly. “Pri—” he began, but didn’t suppose his title would do him much good here. “Blake,” he said, scooping another mouthful in. He was so hungry, and it was actually quite good. 
 
    “You aren’t from here, are you son?” she guessed. 
 
    Linder seemed to be pretty observant, so there was no point in denying it. “No. I don’t really know how I got here.” 
 
    “Sorry for scaring you earlier. I thought you were one of the sand men. They live out here but can’t sustain themselves so they steal my water and try to raid my pantry.” She shook her head. “If I’d known you were a portal jumper, I would have taken it easier on you.” 
 
    She knows about the portal. Maybe she can help me get home, he thought. “Do you know how I can get home?” 
 
    “No, sorry, I don’t know much about that. But I know someone who can assist you. I’ll escort you to him in the morning. Get some rest.” 
 
    “Thank you, Linder.” 
 
    He handed her the bowl and then almost immediately dozed off. 
 
    In the morning the lizard woke him gently. She fed him again and they set off for her friend. 
 
    “My apologies, it’s quite a trek. We won’t reach my acquaintance ‘til midday,” Linder explained. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I just appreciate the aid,” he smiled. 
 
    They walked for hours but it wasn’t as bad today. Linder had packed fruit and water, which made the journey much more bearable. 
 
    After hours of hiking, the lizard pointed out several structures similar to her own. There was a lake and more vegetation. 
 
    “We’re getting closer to the edge of the sands,” Linder explained. 
 
    There was no one outside when they approached the domes. The heat was intense. Blake figured everyone was staying indoors attempting to remain cool. 
 
    “Ho, Myder!” the lizard called.  
 
    A moment later a pale creature with a long white braid stepped outside. 
 
    “Linder,” the male greeted the lizard tersely. “What do you want?” he growled. 
 
    Something started to make Blake feel uneasy. Wasn’t this her associate? He wasn’t being very pleasant. 
 
    “Got a jumper for you. What’s the rate?” she enquired, smiling widely. 
 
    Myder’s eyes widened. “Let me see him. How do you know he is a jumper?” 
 
    She nudged him forward hard. 
 
    “Hey,” Blake complained, rubbing his back. 
 
    “Told me himself. Besides, look at his clothes. Pay up.” 
 
    Blake tried to run, but it was too late. Myder whistled and another pale creature emerged from inside the structure. 
 
    “Bind him. We will escort him to Striker as soon as I finish with this lowlife.” 
 
    The creature was anything but gentle. He whipped Blake around and bound his hands and feet with tight cords. 
 
    “Leave me alone,” Blake pleaded. 
 
    Myder took out a sack from one of his pockets and tossed it to Linder. The Prince could hear the sounds of coins clinking together as she caught them. 
 
    “Pleasure,” the lizard smiled, and headed for home. 
 
    “Please, let me go.” 
 
    “Take care of that,” Myder barked. “I do not want to listen to that the whole ride. As he strode back into the building, Blake heard Myder mumble, “It has been a decade since we had a portal jumper.” 
 
    The other creature tied a gag securely around Blake’s mouth and tossed him roughly into the back of a cart before disappearing back into the dome. The wagon was being pulled by two animals covered in long purple hair. They were about the size of cows, but they had long purple trunks and six legs each.  
 
    Myder came out first and took the reins. “Hurry up, Turk,” he yelled. “You are the slowest elf I have ever seen.” 
 
    Turk, the elf that had thrown Blake into the cart, hurried out of the dome, shoving something down into a pack. He climbed up next to Myder, looking bashful. 
 
    Elves, he thought. He couldn’t fathom that they were real. There were a few in the stories his mother had read him when he was younger, but they had always been smaller and nice. These elves looked fierce, and were slightly taller and bigger than the Prince. 
 
    Terrified. That was the feeling that coursed through Blake. He had never felt helpless or out of control before as he did now. No one had ever treated him this way before. Would they harm him? What did they want with him? 
 
    The ride was anything but comfortable. Having a rag tied around his mouth was worse than he could have imagined. For one thing it was tight and cut into the sides of his mouth. Second, he couldn’t close his mouth all the way, so he couldn’t keep the dust out, which made him even thirstier. 
 
    Myder and Turk seemed to have no desire to share any of their provisions and drinks with their prisoner. 
 
    He bounced up and down in the back. It was hard for him to keep his balance the way he was tied. He kept rolling around. 
 
    “Breathe it in. Home,” Myder said as they approached what Blake thought must be a city. 
 
    The buildings were bigger and there were more of them. Some were domelike, and others more rectangular. As a breeze blew, Blake smelled a wonderful aroma. He glanced around noticed that all the buildings had vines with small purple flowers growing along the edges of the roofs and windowsills. 
 
    He took another breath, trying to think of a comparable scent in his world, but could come up with none. It was intoxicating. No wonder Myder had missed it. 
 
    There were elves everywhere. Occasionally he would see another creature. None of them seemed particularly happy to be in the vicinity of the elves. 
 
    The wagon came to a stop at a tall shimmering gate. The building behind it was bigger and more extravagant than any of the structures Blake had ever seen. 
 
    An elf holding a spear was standing outside the gate. Blake assumed he was some sort of sentinel. 
 
    “State your business,” the guard demanded. 
 
    “We have come seeking an audience with Striker,” Myder beamed. 
 
    The sentinel elf snorted. “Striker is not to be bothered by the likes of you two,” he replied dismissively. “Where are you stationed anyway?” he probed, looking around the side of the wagon. “The Lonely Sands?” He turned his nose up and waved them off. 
 
    Apparently Myder and Turk’s post was not a prominent one. 
 
    “Watch it,” Myder cautioned. He gestured to Blake in the back. “Striker will send you to the Stinking Bogs if you send me away.” 
 
    The Stinking Bogs must have been an even lower assignment because the guard hesitated. “Who is he?” he enquired, glowering at the prisoner. 
 
    Myder leaned forward and whispered something in the sentinel’s ear. 
 
    The elf’s eyes widened. “This better be the real deal,” he warned, then turned and waved a hand. 
 
    The Prince didn’t see who the elf waved to, but the gate began to open. 
 
    As the wagon pulled around, Blake noticed the elves inside the gate scurrying frantically. They were whispering and pointing at the wagon. 
 
    The sense of uneasiness increased as Blake got closer to meeting Striker. He seemed to be someone powerful and important. Perhaps he was the leader of the elves and could be reasoned with. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter X 
 
      
 
    “Axel!” 
 
    Niko jumped to his feet and took a protective stance. He had a long dagger in his hand. “What? What’s wrong?” he said as he scanned the area. 
 
    “Nothing,” Ajax said, realizing how his shouting must have startled them. “Everything,” he mumbled to himself. 
 
    Spots flew over and landed on Ajax’s knee. “What are you yelling about? You nearly scared the spots right off me,” he snapped. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle everyone,” he apologized. 
 
    Niko put his dagger down, huffed, and rolled back onto the ground. 
 
    Neely had sat up by this time. “You called out Axel. What’s Axel?” 
 
    Ajax still couldn’t believe his brother was here. “Axel is my brother. I didn’t realize it before, but I’m pretty sure he’s here too.” 
 
    He finally understood the dreams he was having. Having arrived on the Black Night, there had been no stars. He hadn’t realized Axel had entered the portal until he saw the pink stars, the same stars he had seen in the dream. He had thought Axel had run away and abandoned him, but that wasn’t the case. 
 
    “Maybe Nogard can see something about him too. Once we find him,” Spots offered. 
 
    “Thanks,” Ajax said. “Sorry for startling everyone.” He paused. “I guess we should get some sleep.” He could tell Spots and Neely were tired. Although, now that he had come to the realization that his brother was here, Ajax couldn’t imagine dozing off. 
 
    Tomorrow they would reach the Screeching Desert. Hopefully they would find some answers there. 
 
    Ajax looked up at the stars, reflecting on his brother and how marvelous it was going to be to see him again. Eventually, sleep found him. 
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    Neely woke Ajax early. She provided him with some more of the stinky wax substance and he rubbed it under his nose. He gagged a few times at its pungency, but he guessed it was better than falling into an endless slumber. 
 
    She found them some fruit and pulled out some dried fish. They ate silently. The light was just beginning to emerge. 
 
    They walked for about an hour in silence. Ajax was tired and his body ached from sleeping on the hard ground. 
 
    “Neely, why are we going to the Screeching Desert? What’s there? Is that where you imagine the Seer resides?” Ajax asked. 
 
    Neely adjusted her pack on her back. “Oh no, wouldn’t that be easy. I have no idea where Nogard lives, but a friend might. Creatures here have a wide range of lifespans. So we need to talk to one that’s been around awhile.” She pointed to Spots, who was riding on Niko’s horn. “Take Spots for instance. His species’ lifespan is only about twenty-five to thirty years.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Ajax asked, surprised. He was fond of Spots. His lifecycle seemed way too short. 
 
    Neely nodded. 
 
    Ajax looked at the bug. “How old is he?” Please be young, Ajax thought to himself. 
 
    Neely lifted an eyebrow. “He recently turned twelve.” 
 
    Ajax sighed in relief. 
 
    “My point is,” she continued, “everyone’s lifespan is different. Elves and torts are almost immortal.” 
 
    “What’s a tort?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Neely winked. “You’ll meet one soon. These species can live forever in a perfect world. But they can be killed the same as you. So, if an elf can avoid getting stabbed or poisoned or other various manners of death, an elf has the capability of living forever. Torts too. Seers, dragons, and langabeasts, while not immortal, can live an extremely long time, like a few millennium.” 
 
    Ajax couldn’t wrap his head around living forever. He looked back to Spots, who didn’t seem particularly worried that he only had a dozen or so years left. “Neely, what about you?” 
 
    She didn’t have to be clairvoyant to know what he meant. “A hundred and fifty give or take a few years.” She smiled warmly, then added, “And before you ask, I’m ninety-two.” 
 
    He stopped and looked at her. “Wow, you look really young.” Ajax noted, although he really didn’t know much about her species. 
 
    She winked at him. 
 
    He picked up a stone, tossed it up in the air, and caught it. “So,” he began while he was catching the rock, “how old is this friend? Has he already lived an abnormally long life?” 
 
    She looked at him disapprovingly. “Just because it’s not what you are used to, doesn’t make it abnormal,” she scolded. 
 
    You’re right, sorry, Ajax thought. 
 
    “So now you want me to read your mind?” she confirmed, sounding surprised. 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, if you can’t stop yourself from doing it, I figured I might as well make use of it,” he smiled. 
 
    “You are very interesting, Ajax.” 
 
    “So are you ever surprised? I mean being a mind reader must make it difficult,” he wondered. 
 
    “Occasionally, yes. A few have learned to shield their thoughts. Especially sorcerers. And I can only read what you are currently thinking. I can’t go inside your mind and see everything you have ever thought.” She pulled out a red fruit that she had saved from breakfast and pulled off a section. It was a deep, blood red and pulled apart similar to an orange, but didn’t have a skin to peel. “Although some can.” 
 
    After Neely had finished a section, she offered a piece to him. 
 
    “To answer your earlier question,” she began as he savored the juicy morsel in his mouth, “I have no idea how old my friend is. It’s not anything he has ever shared.” 
 
    Ajax stopped. “But I thought you had never been to the Screeching Desert before? How will we find him?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” she asked incredulously. Then after reading his mind she shook her head. “Just because I haven’t been to a place doesn’t mean I can’t follow directions.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. “That makes sense.” He thought Neely must consider him a fool sometimes. He needed to deliberate a little before he simply opened his mouth. 
 
    “True, that would do you some good,” Neely laughed. “You may be a little rash, but a fool,” she shook her head, “I think not.” 
 
    As the day passed, Ajax decided it would be a smart idea to get to know more about the land he was in. He peppered Neely with questions. She was patient and did her best to explain things.  
 
    He learned that there was only one real city, called Elf City. Most of the population lived scattered and hidden throughout the land, limiting their contact with the elves as much as possible. She was also able to tell him that the creature he had seen at the docks was a deflater that could simply flatten itself at will. Ajax wondered how that would feel. 
 
    By nightfall they were just beginning to walk on sand, and the vegetation around them was beginning to thin. 
 
    “Neely, why haven’t we passed any other travelers on the road?” Ajax wondered. For two days, they had remained on this trail, but never encountered anyone. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” she noted, placing her hand on his shoulder. “Two reasons,” she began, holding up a finger. “First, this is a less-traveled path, and second, not many people venture out here—it’s very dangerous, even if you know what to look for.” 
 
    Ajax swallowed hard. “Do we know what to look for?” 
 
    She moved her hands up and down like a scale. “More or less?” 
 
    He didn’t feel very reassured. 
 
    “I have heard about the dangers, and have a fair idea of what to look for.” 
 
    “I guess that’s better than nothing,” he shrugged. 
 
    Niko stopped abruptly. “We should camp here,” he informed the group. “There are still some trees and a little fruit. And I don’t want to enter the desert in the dark.” 
 
    They made camp and ate a quick meal of hard cheese and a few more dried fish. 
 
    There was no talking that night. The rhinoceros had stressed the need for sleep, and after startling everyone the night before, Ajax didn’t want Niko to have another reason to dislike him. 
 
    He wasn’t sure why the rhino didn’t seem fond of him, but he almost never spoke directly to Ajax, and Ajax had caught Niko glaring at him on several different occasions throughout the journey thus far. 
 
    Ajax wondered how the Prince, Niv, and Axel were fairing in this strange new world. He thought about his parents and hoped they didn’t believe that another son had abandoned them too. He hoped with three people missing they would assume something else had ensued. 
 
    If his mother thought two sons had left without a word, would she be able to handle it? Ajax slept fitfully throughout the night. His worries weighed on him as if he were carrying a ton of bricks. 
 
    He awoke to the sizzling sound of something cooking. He rubbed his eyes and sat up slowly. Niko and Neely were about twenty feet away. They had made a small fire and were frying something on a flat rock. 
 
    “Good morning,” Spots greeted as he flew over to Ajax. 
 
    Ajax stretched, arching his back, attempting to work out some of the stiffness in his muscles. He longed for his bed. The ground was not treating him well. 
 
    “Smells good,” Ajax noted. 
 
    “Niko found a few eggs, so you get a break from fish and fruit,” Spots winked. 
 
    “Amazing!” Ajax stood and made his way over to the fire. The eggs didn’t resemble anything he had ever seen. Each egg, cracked on the stone, was about the size of one of his plates back home. They were dark purple in the center, and the parts that would have been white were black with bright yellow spots. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Neely guessed, using a stick to slide the egg onto another cooler stone. 
 
    Ajax grinned widely. “Starving,” he answered, nodding his head. “Neely, what kind of animal do these come from?” 
 
    “A hippofluff,” Neely responded as she passed him an egg. “Niko found them a little ways from here. Let’s hope we don’t happen across one.” She shuddered. 
 
    Ajax turned to the rhino, not wanting to know what would happen if they encountered one. “Thank you,” he smiled as he took a big bite. Niko grunted and piled a couple of eggs onto another rock. 
 
    The egg was very fibrous. It had a texture similar to celery, but not as moist. The flavor was pretty bland. The colors and the aroma had deceived him—he had been expecting something more. He got to the center of the egg and took a bite. Red liquid oozed from the center. 
 
    “Oh my goodness!” Ajax exclaimed. His mouth was on fire, and his eyes started to tear up. “Water!” he croaked, trying to look around for the pack Neely had been carrying. 
 
    The rhinoceros started laughing big belly laughs. 
 
    “Here,” Neely said. “This is better than water.” She handed him something gray and squished. It oozed a milk-like substance in his mouth. The liquid had a slightly bitter taste, but it eased the burning in his mouth almost immediately. 
 
    “Guess the boy can’t handle the heat,” Niko laughed. 
 
    Ajax wiped his eyes with his sleeves. He had eaten a pepper or two occasionally back home. Nothing compared to the level of spice in the food he had just consumed. He finished the egg, careful to leave the rest of the center untouched and avoid any more of the red liquid. He observed the others all devouring the eggs as they would a piece a fruit. Even Spots ate an entire egg with no problem. 
 
    Niko was the first to rise. “We’d better get going.” He looked to Neely. “What direction are we headed?” 
 
    “Fez resides to the east,” Neely answered as she was stuffing the last few fruits from the trees into her pack. 
 
    Spots settled on Neely’s shoulder. “Let us know if we approach anything dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ll keep a close watch.” 
 
    The rhino claimed his normal place in front, followed by Neely and then Ajax. 
 
    The heat became intense very quickly in the desert. There were hills and hills of sand. Hiking was slow-going and tiring, climbing up and down the massive dunes. 
 
    Ajax saw something resembling a cactus. It was green and twisted with bright red spines sticking out of it. Neely cautioned them to give it a wide berth. The spines were venomous and would shoot out if something came too close. 
 
    “Why is this called the Screeching Desert?” Ajax asked after a few hours of walking. “It seems so quiet to me.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it remains that way,” Niko grunted. 
 
    Spots flew over and landed on Ajax. “This is the home of the sandworm,” he explained. “They are lightning fast, and almost fly over the sand. When they catch the scent of their prey they screech until they acquire it.” 
 
    “We don’t want to come across one. Their bite is deadly,” Neely added. 
 
    Ajax was glad he had a sword, although he hoped he would never have to use it. It was still comforting nonetheless. 
 
    At the end of the day Ajax was thrilled to be stopping. His energy had all been spent and he was excited to be sleeping on the sand, which he assumed would be softer than the ground. 
 
    He had scarcely finished a long drink of water when he heard it. A long high-pitched shriek filled the sky. 
 
    Niko pulled out his ax. Ajax jumped up, pulling his sword from its sheath. 
 
    “Neely, get between us,” Niko ordered. “Of course it would choose now to strike, as the light is beginning to fade.” He shook his head, disgusted. 
 
    Neely moved in between the big rhinoceros and Ajax. Ajax tried to look brave as the screeching continued to get louder. 
 
    “Now would be a good time for some of that magic, Sorcerer,” Niko called. 
 
    Ajax pulled his medallion out of his shirt. It had protected him before; there was no reason to imagine it wouldn’t again. But even if it did, what about Neely and Niko? Spots could probably fly away, but Ajax needed to help them if he could. After all, they were out here putting themselves in danger because of him. 
 
    The screeching was so loud now, Ajax had to fight to stand up and not drop his sword to cover his ears. 
 
    The sand began to be kicked up in the distance. Something was moving fast and coming straight for them. Suddenly a head appeared over the sand dune. Ajax stepped back, almost falling. 
 
    Worms in his world were small and relatively thin. The longest he had seen was a couple of inches. Looking at the gigantic snake before him, Ajax realized he needed to start asking more questions. That is, if he lived through this. 
 
    The monster hurtling before him held his head about ten feet from the ground. Ajax guessed he was about thirty feet long. He looked down at his sword. It looked more like a toothpick in comparison to the size of the serpent. 
 
    The worm reached Niko first. It lunged at him so fast, Ajax’s eyes could barely register it. The rhino spun, shoving Neely out of the way with one arm while slicing into the neck of the snake with the other. 
 
    The monster reeled back and hissed loudly, then continued screeching. Niko’s ax had barely done a thing to the giant creature. 
 
    The sandworm swayed from side to side. Ajax moved in front of Neely. “Run!” he told her, taking a stance beside the rhino. 
 
    The serpent shot forward toward Ajax. He began to dodge to the side, but the snake must have gotten close enough. Just as before, when Prince Blake had reached for the pendant, a force exploded out, throwing the creature back. 
 
    The snake fell back, dazed. 
 
    “Quickly!” Niko shouted, running forward and slashing madly at the serpent. 
 
    Ajax followed suit, striking close to its head. 
 
    The sandworm reeled back and swung its tail, knocking the rhinoceros into the air. He flew about twenty feet and came crashing down hard, stirring up a cloud of sand in the process. 
 
    Ajax heard Spots fly by. He wasn’t certain with the noise coming from the snake, but he thought the ladybug mumbled something about the serpent being too big. 
 
    He glanced at Niko. He didn’t appear to be moving. The snake struck quickly, seeing Ajax distracted. 
 
    The medallion protected him a second time, sending the serpent flying. 
 
    The creature seemed to be more prepared the second time and recovered much more quickly. This time, however, instead of moving back to face Ajax, the monster headed straight for the rhino lying limply on the sand. 
 
    The light was fading fast. Ajax could barely make out the outlines of the sandworm and the lump of Niko. He quickly tried to think of something to do. The image of the pinecone shooting up in the air flashed in his mind. 
 
    He clasped the medallion and held it forward, then he pushed his other hand, palm facing the creature. He envisioned the snake jetting upward and yelled, “Up!” 
 
    The sandworm shot up and out of sight; a moment later it came hurtling down. It smashed into the sand, causing a small whirlwind of smoke. Ajax waited for the dust to dissipate. The monster was twitching. He rushed to the head and hacked his sword into his neck. After several good whacks, the head was severed off. 
 
    Ajax collapsed onto the sand. The screeching was finally silenced. Spots flew over, lighting up. 
 
    “Where’s Niko? Neely?” Ajax asked, rising to his feet and sheathing his sword. 
 
    “Niko’s this way,” the bug replied as he flew. Ajax hurried behind him. “Neely, all’s clear!” Spots called. 
 
    Kneeling down beside the rhino, Ajax rested his head down on the beast’s chest and listened. “He’s breathing and he has a heartbeat.” He sighed in relief. Niko was covered in scratches and bruises were already beginning to form. 
 
    Neely came and knelt beside him. She shook the big rhinoceros gently. He moaned, but didn’t regain consciousness. 
 
    She opened a vial and poured a green liquid down his throat. “By morning we should know if he is going to be alright.” 
 
    “You all get some rest. I’ll keep watch tonight,” he offered. After seeing how fast a sandworm could move, he didn’t want to be caught off guard by one. 
 
    “We will take it in shifts,” Spots insisted. 
 
    “Ok,” Ajax relented. “Get some sleep, I’ll wake you in awhile.” 
 
    He heard Spots snoring almost immediately, and wished he had the ability to fall asleep as quickly. Neely took a little longer. 
 
    Exhaustion washed over Ajax. He had never been in a real fight before, and now that the adrenaline had left his system he was spent. It took every ounce of strength to force himself to remain awake. After what seemed like a few hours he woke up Spots. 
 
    “Your shift, buddy,” he yawned. 
 
    Spots opened and closed his wings and flew up a few inches, then landed. Ajax wondered if that was the bug’s equivalent to stretching. 
 
    Ajax lay down on the sand. Sleep found him quickly that night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XI 
 
      
 
    It took Leif a couple of hours to march to the town and back. While he was gone, Niv doted on Sky. She stroked him, rubbed his ears, and flattered him. She had noticed flattery seemed to get her everywhere with him. So much so, that he even permitted her to ride him. 
 
    She was riding him around the cave, laughing, when Leif came back. 
 
    “Wow!” Leif said as he looked at the scene he had stumbled onto. “You never let me ride you,” the elf complained. “You told me it was undignified.” 
 
    Sky stopped and Niv slid down. He looked embarrassed. 
 
    “Well, you told him to keep me safe. Sky thought I should practice in case we needed to rush out of here. He didn’t want me to accidentally step in sinking grass, or run into any other number of hazards that I, as a foreigner, could have easily succumbed to.” She turned to Sky and winked. “Sky is very dutiful. He didn’t want to let you down.” 
 
    “Yes, you told me to protect her,” Sky piped in. 
 
    Leif gave Niv a questioning look. 
 
    She noted the bundle in his arms. “Are those for me?” she guessed, changing the subject. 
 
    He looked down at the pack, having forgotten about it for a moment. “Oh, yes. Here.” 
 
    Niv accepted the package. She looked down at her dress. It was a mess. “So, where can a girl take a bath around here?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Leif asked. 
 
    Niv folded her arms. Surely, they had baths here. “You know, water, to get cleaned up.” She motioned cleaning her arms the best she could while holding the bundle. 
 
    “No, I understand what a bath is, but you do not appear dirty to me.” 
 
    Niv smiled. “Well thanks, but I feel dirty. I need to rinse off before I put clean clothing on.” 
 
    Sky had reverted to his medium size. “I’ll go see if I can find any water close by.” 
 
    The elf shrugged. “Okay.” 
 
    A few minutes later the hoosula returned. His fur was dripping and his face was sullen. “Well, I found a small pond.” He shook his fur out. Niv stepped back to avoid getting wet. “The branch I was on broke,” he griped. 
 
    “Thanks for looking,” Niv smiled meekly. She stepped towards him and knelt down. “You are still the most handsome cambriar I’ve ever seen.” She ruffled the fur on his head. “So brave and daring.” 
 
    He puffed up, looking proud. “This way, Nivara,” he scurried out. 
 
    Leif chuckled. “Well, you certainly have a way with him. I have never seen him come around so quickly. He enjoys sulking.” 
 
    “A lady has her methods,” she teased. “Flattery will get you everywhere,” she winked. 
 
    The elf tried to mimic her gesture. He closed his eye and was barely able to keep the other one open. “What does this mean?” Leif asked. 
 
    Niv laughed. “Keep practicing. It’s called a wink,” she explained. “It’s merely a little sign friends do with each other. It means you’re sharing something with just that person.” She turned to find Sky. She followed him through the woods. The hoosula climbed a tree and soared from one branch to another. She had been right about the extra skin. It made wings for Sky to glide on. 
 
    The elf followed behind unobtrusively. 
 
    Niv made Sky and Leif wait a little ways from the pool. She bathed quickly in the cool water and then opened the bundle. 
 
    She was stunned to find pants and a shirt. Niv had never worn them before, nor had she ever seen another maiden dressed in the same attire as a boy. 
 
    Not wanting to put her filthy dress back on, she pulled on the pants and blouse. The pants were black and loose on her; luckily, there was a purple sash she used to hold them up. 
 
    The top was bright red. It was plain and longer than she was used to seeing. It hit her mid-thigh and had long sleeves, but was surprisingly lightweight. There was no collar and it had a square opening for her to push her head through. 
 
    Niv rang her hair out and brushed through it with her fingers as best she could, feeling blessed her hair never tangled too much. Her mother had always attributed it to how fine Nivara’s hair was. 
 
    Niv whistled when she was ready and Sky and Leif made their way to the pond.  
 
    “It fits you fairly well,” Leif noted. “I was not sure.” He leaned down and filled his water skin. Then he scooped up a few handfuls.  
 
    Sky drank straight from the pond. His fur was almost dry now. He scurried up and sat on Niv’s shoulder. “Are you sure we should bring her there? Isn’t that dangerous for him, too?” the cambriar asked. 
 
    Leif scratched his head. “It is certainly a risk. I would also be breaking my oath.” He sighed. “But I feel that he will understand. We never envisioned this happening. I do not know where else to take her.” 
 
    Niv put her hands on her hips. “Bring me to whom? And do I get any say in this?” 
 
    “To the other portal jumper.” Leif spoke as if he were committing the ultimate betrayal. 
 
    “Wait, you know where the Prince is?” she clarified. “But you nev—” 
 
    “No,” the elf interrupted. “He came here long ago. Maybe ten years.” He shrugged uncertainly. 
 
    Niv’s mouth dropped open. Someone entered the portal ten years ago. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Far from here.” Leif pointed ahead. “Through the Lonely Sands, past the Never Ending Night, and finally into the Chasm of Sky.” 
 
    “Where? I don’t understand what any of that means,” Niv sighed. 
 
    The elf picked up a stick and drew a rough-looking map in the dirt. There were odd names such as Stinking Bogs and Death Lake. “We will head in this direction,” Leif explained, showing her the route they would take. 
 
    “Okay,” Niv sighed. It sounded like a long journey. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    Leif took the lead. He told her they would be out of the Sinking Jungle in a couple of hours. 
 
    The wilderness was hot, but the new material Niv was wearing kept her cooler than she had thought it would. 
 
    Niv snacked on some blue grape-looking things as they walked. At first, they had seemed so peculiar. They were juicy, but had a nutty flavor to them. She would eat one and then toss one up to Sky who was still perched on her shoulder. Niv had made a mess of their game at the start, overshooting Sky completely. But as they continued to hike her aim had improved and he would catch two out of three. 
 
    “Blueberries are my favorite,” Sky insisted, licking his lips. 
 
    “Blueberries, huh? Those are an entirely different fruit where I’m from,” Niv explained. 
 
    Sky scurried onto the top of her head and hung his head down, looking upside-down at Niv’s face. 
 
    “Where are you from?” he enquired. “I mean what’s it called? Is it anything similar to the Sinking Jungle?” 
 
    Niv tried to move her head so she could look at Sky right-side up, but he slid off. She caught him before he fell completely. 
 
    “Oops. Sorry,” she apologized. “Well, there are a lot of trees where I’m from. There are many kingdoms. I don’t know if anyone even knows them all.” She set Sky back on her shoulder. “I come from Rastella.” Niv could see sand in the distance.  
 
    “We are almost to the Lonely Sands. We need to be cautious. They are called the Lonely Sands because if you enter with two, you leave with one.” 
 
    “That sounds ominous,” Niv shuddered, shielding the light from her eyes with a hand. She scanned the horizon, looking for something perilous, but didn’t see anything. 
 
    “We need to keep our eyes out for scorpibugs.” 
 
    Niv wondered if they were anything resembling scorpions. 
 
    Leif continued. “They are almost invisible. They blend into the sand very well,” he explained. “If one stings you…” he shuddered, “you will not be able to move. Then it calls others and you are slowly eaten to death.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Niv said sarcastically. 
 
    “Lovely?” Leif asked. “I suppose this word must have a different meaning in Rastella. It is not lovely. It is a very bad thing.” 
 
    Nivara nodded. She thought it was easier than trying to explain sarcasm to the elf. 
 
    “Scorpibugs have a distinct smell,” Sky interjected. “They smell like dead fish. If you smell something rotten, let us know.”  
 
    “Also, the heat gets very intense in the Lonely Sands,” Leif added, handing a piece of cloth to her. “Wrap this around your head to protect it from burns.” 
 
    Niv covered her head and draped the remaining fabric across her face so that only her eyes showed. 
 
    They hiked a few hours before the light started to fade. Niv’s muscles were burning. She had never seen sand before, other than in books. It was described as being soft, which it was. However, she had never imagined that walking in something soft would be so much work. The sand wasn’t flat either, as it appeared in paintings of the beach. This sand was hilly. She hiked up and down for hours, working muscles she didn’t realize she had.  
 
    Leif laid out a blanket with cheese and bread. They ate quickly. No one felt like talking much.  
 
    “Get some rest,” the elf suggested as the stars began to appear. 
 
    “You too,” Nivara yawned. She went to sleep on the blanket with Sky cuddled up beside her. 
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    “Don’t move,” a voice warned calmly, waking Niv out of a deep slumber. 
 
    She froze obediently but opened her eyes slowly. A few inches from her head was what Niv could only assume was a scorpibug. It shimmered and was the same color as the sand.  
 
    She couldn’t believe the smell hadn’t woken her. It was exactly as Sky had described; it smelled comparable to dead fish that had been sitting out in the sun for days. 
 
    The scorpibug was about the size of a small watermelon. It started shaking its tail and turned, locking eyes on her.  
 
    Niv shifted slightly, startled by its blood red eyes. It swung its tail down at lightning speed. 
 
    Niv closed her eyes and scrunched her body up like an egg. She waited, expecting to feel a sharp stinging pain, but it never came. 
 
    Leif ran over to her and shook her. “It is alright. You are safe,” he spoke soothingly. 
 
    Niv sat up hesitantly. She looked around and saw the scorpibug a few feet away with an arrow protruding through its midsection. 
 
    She threw her arms around him. “Thank you!”  
 
    Sky ventured closer to examine the bug. “Whew,” he whined. “It smells worse than the Stinking Bogs.” He prodded the shell gently with his paw, careful to avoid the pincers and tail. “I can’t fathom how your arrow pierced through the armor. It’s even thicker than I imagined.” 
 
    Leif walked over. “I did not assume it would,” he explained, as he cautiously sliced off the tail, burying it deep in the sand. “I was just hoping the momentum from the arrow would knock it off Niv.” 
 
    He pried off the shell and removed his arrow. “Well at least we have breakfast now.” He smiled, slicing the meat out of the hull of the scorpibug. 
 
    “We are going to eat that?” Nivara asked skeptically. 
 
    Sky scampered over to Niv. “It’s rumored to be very tender and tasty.” He licked his lips. “Also, it’s extremely hard to come by.” 
 
    Leif cut the meat up and then offered some to Niv. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to cook it?” she asked, aghast.  
 
    He looked around. “Do you see any wood?” the elf asked. “Stones?” he rolled his eyes. “Perhaps you start fires differently where you’re from.” 
 
    Nivara sighed. Her stomach wasn’t rumbling yet, but she knew it would be soon if she didn’t eat. She reluctantly picked up a chunk of the raw grayish meat.  
 
    She shut her eyes and tried to imagine she was eating anything else. Sky had been right. It didn’t taste half bad, but the squishy, rubbery texture was enough to make her gag. 
 
    Nivara swallowed and took a sip of water, trying to settle her stomach. 
 
    “It tastes delicious,” Leif said, enjoying another chunk of meat. 
 
    Sky devoured another piece. “I could eat this every day,” he agreed. 
 
    The elf offered her another hunk. 
 
    She waved her hand. “I’m fine. Thanks.” 
 
    After the scorpibug had been consumed, the group set out on another long day of traipsing through the desert.  
 
    “Where does the light come from?” Niv asked, looking up at the sky. 
 
    Leif paused and looked in the same direction. “What is your meaning?” 
 
    “Where’s the sun? The source of the light.” 
 
    He shrugged. “This is just how it has always been. I do not know what a sun is. After the darkness departs the light appears. How do day and night work in your world?” 
 
    Niv kept walking. “There is night and day, and at night we have stars...” except not pink, she thought, “but we also have a moon. It’s round and whitish. That’s how we get light at night. Day looks the same, but we have the sun. It’s an orangish-yellow round ball in the sky. It produces the light and the heat during the day.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” was all Leif said. 
 
    They marched for a few more hours. Niv never saw any plant life nor any water. She did once think she faintly smelled rotten fish.  
 
    They had stopped and Leif and Sky had made a quick search of the area near them, but didn’t find any more scorpibugs. They assumed one of the few breezes had carried the scent towards them. As they were sitting for a quick break and some water, the ground began to rumble beneath them. 
 
    “Run!” Leif screamed.  
 
    Sky took the lead, and Niv followed quickly behind him. Leif readied his bow with an arrow, and ran behind, glancing back. 
 
    Sand was swirling in the spot they had been sitting. Suddenly an enormous creature burst through the sand. 
 
    “It’s a sandworm!” Leif cried. 
 
    Niv glanced back. The worm was massive. It seemed to have heads at each end. It reared one of its heads back and spit a purple goo. 
 
    “Do not allow the goo to touch you! It’s an acid!” Leif yelled as they continued to run. 
 
    They dodged to the right and left as the purple substance was fired in their direction. 
 
    “It’s gaining on us!” Niv shouted. It wasn’t as fast as she imagined. But it didn’t seem to be tiring. “I can’t run at this pace…” Niv panted, “for much longer.” 
 
    Sky started to shimmer and shake as he ran. In a moment, he returned to his large form. He stopped. “Quick, hop on!” 
 
    Niv jumped on first. Leif climbed on behind her. The worm was upon them. It reared up and dove towards Sky, mouth gaping open, divulging rows of sharp teeth. 
 
    “Go!” Niv yelled.  
 
    She could feel the wind from the worm barely missing them. 
 
    Leif shot an arrow at the beast, but it seemed to have no effect. 
 
    “Aim for the eyes!” Niv instructed, noticing for the first time four eyes lying flat on the sides of the worm’s face. 
 
    “Okay.” Leif notched another arrow and fired quickly, just as the worm was lunging towards them again. The arrow buried itself deep into the bottom right eye. The creature roared and began throwing its head around in a wild craze. It flailed around, stirring up a whirlwind of sand before diving back down into it. 
 
    Leif slung his bow back over his shoulder. “I believe we are okay now,” he announced. 
 
    Nivara shook her head. “Keep running if you can,” she urged the cambriar forward. “I’d rather be sure. Let’s put as much distance between us as we can.” 
 
    Sky panted, “I can run a little longer.” 
 
    They ran for another ten minutes until Sky began to slow his pace.  
 
    “I feel spent,” he huffed. 
 
    Leif and Niv slid off his back, and he reverted to his smaller size. 
 
    Niv scooped him up as she would a baby. “You were amazing.” she leaned down and kissed him on top of his fluffy head. “You saved us. Relax, I’ll carry you.” 
 
    The running must have taken a lot out of him because it wasn’t long before he was sleeping in her arms. 
 
    “I can take a shift if you wish,” Leif offered. 
 
    “I’m okay for now,” she smiled, “but I will let you know.” 
 
    “By nightfall we will reach the borders to the Never Ending Night.” Leif said. 
 
    “What exactly is that?” Niv asked. It didn’t sound very appealing. 
 
    “It is a very dark place. Light does not penetrate its borders. If I lit a torch and stepped into the Never Ending Night, it would extinguish itself.” 
 
    “But why?” Niv asked. 
 
    “No one knows, it simply does,” Leif explained. 
 
    Niv placed her hand on his arm. “How will we make it through to the Chasm of Sky if we can’t see?” 
 
    “We will stick to the edges of it and follow Sky. Smaller creatures’ eyes are different; they see better in the dark. It will still be slow-going. Even to Sky it will be difficult to see, but at least we will not be entering blind,” Leif explained. He took out his water skin and offered it to Nivara. 
 
    “Thank you.” She took a few sips and passed it back. “Are there any dangerous bugs or giant worms in there?” she trembled. 
 
    Sky awoke just as they were arriving at the border. Niv could see a dark fog in front of them. It was black as night, and she couldn’t see anything past it. 
 
    “We are here already,” the hoosula noted as he began to stretch. 
 
    “How far will we have to travel in the dark before we get to the chasm?” Niv asked nervously. “And how can we follow Sky if we can’t see him?” 
 
    Leif dug into his pack and pulled out a thin rope. “We will have to connect ourselves and listen to his directions. It is a forest of complete darkness. It will be slow-going, moving around trees, climbing up and down ravines. The task will not be an easy one.” 
 
    “Alright,” Niv said tentatively.  
 
    “Let us camp here for the evening,” he suggested. “I do not want to arrive at the chasm in the night. If we misstep…” He used his fingers and had them stroll off his hand and fall. 
 
    Niv’s eyes widened. “I think that’s probably a good idea.” 
 
    The elf pulled out some hard bread and a dried sausage. He sliced them and divided them up between the three of them. 
 
    “I wish we had some more scorpibug,” Sky complained as he chewed on the bread. 
 
    Niv ate happily. Anything was better than that gray meat from this morning. The bread and sausage tasted wonderful. 
 
    Leif laid out the blanket and Niv and Sky curled up together. He sat down and set his bow and arrow on his lap. 
 
    Niv sat up. “Did you stay up last night?” she asked, the realization finally dawning on her. 
 
    “Yes. Someone needs to keep watch.”  
 
    “Let me,” she offered, standing up. “You rest. It should be my turn.” 
 
    “No, it is fine. Elves do not need much sleep,” he informed her, motioning for Niv to sit back down. “I typically only nap a few hours each week. I will be fine for a few more days.” 
 
    “If you’re certain,” Niv replied, yawning. 
 
    Leif smiled, and Niv laid down on the blanket and went to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XII 
 
      
 
    Home. Blake was beginning to accept that he would never see it again. His wrists and ankles throbbed. The ropes were tight but he could deal with that. What he really wanted was the gag removed and a few swallows of water. 
 
    Rough hands grabbed him out of the back of the cart, shoving him onto his feet. It was difficult to stand. His whole body ached.  
 
    Turk and a second elf each grabbed the Prince under an arm. 
 
    Myder called to them from a doorway. “Hurry up!” 
 
    Blake was dragged down a passage. Even exhausted and in pain, he could tell this place was nicer than any he had seen before. It had to be the leader’s residence. The floors shined and floor-to-ceiling windows lined the hallways. 
 
    Myder pushed open a thick door. There was a richly dressed elf seated at a long rectangular table, surrounded by all manner of cuisines. He held a golden goblet, and looked up, annoyed. 
 
    “This better be good,” the elf moaned, already looking bored. He set his glass down and stood. 
 
    Turk sliced the gag off of the Prince’s mouth, and the second elf roughly pushed Blake towards Striker. The Prince tried to keep his balance but stumbled forward on his knees. He moved his jaw from side to side, feeling a little relief at being able to close his mouth again. 
 
    “He’s a portal jumper,” Myder piped up eagerly. “I brought him straight here, Striker.” 
 
    Striker bent down, examining the Prince. He pulled at Blake’s clothes, touching them as little as possible. Then he yanked Blake’s chin up so that he could look in the Prince’s eyes. “Is that so,” he said, more of a statement than a question. “Are you a jumper?” 
 
    Blake hesitated. The elves seemed to fear Striker; would it be safer to be honest or play dumb?  
 
    Suddenly, the elf lifted his hand and smacked the Prince hard across the face. He yelped and fell flat onto the floor. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” Striker raised his voice in anger. 
 
    “Yes,” Prince Blake answered, touching his lip tenderly. When he pulled away he noted blood on his fingertips. 
 
    “And are you a sorcerer?” Striker demanded. 
 
    Blake looked up, cowering before the elf. “No,” he answered.  
 
    “We shall see,” the leader smiled eerily, and then turned to the other elves. “Clean him up and throw him in the dungeon for now.” 
 
    Turk and the other elf advanced quickly, jerking the Prince to his feet. 
 
    “Come on,” the other elf grumbled gruffly as he yanked Blake forward. 
 
    The Prince stumbled down the hallway. They led him down a dark and seemingly endless staircase. There was very little light and it smelled like filth. They dragged him past several doors with barred windows. A black tentacle shot through between two of the bars. 
 
    It brushed against Blake. He shuddered. 
 
    “Do that again, and I’ll slice it off,” Turk growled at the doorway. 
 
    After passing several cells, they stopped in front of one. 
 
    The second elf pulled out a ring of keys. He tried several until one finally unlocked the metal door. It creaked loudly as it swung open. 
 
    Turk sliced through the ropes that bound the Prince’s feet and wrists. Then he tossed him into the cell. 
 
    Blake stumbled forward and landed on his knees. The door slammed closed behind him, leaving him in a small prison that was barely big enough for him to lay down. He could stretch his arms out and touch the walls with his palms face down. He was surprised that the cell was clean and had a small window. There was a bucket in the corner. The Prince hoped it wasn’t for what he imagined. A fresh pile of straw adorned the corner and that was the grand total of his amenities. 
 
    Suddenly the door swung open. A small green creature with a dozen eyes brought in a bucket of water, a rag, and some soap. “Clean yourself up,” he commanded. He set a pile of clothing next to the bucket before slamming the door and disappearing. 
 
    Blake stared at the soap and rag. He was covered in dust and was dirtier than he had been in his entire life. However, the thought of just blindly obeying the elves seemed wrong. He pondered standing up to them and being the defiant Crown Prince, but his need for cleanliness won out. He scrubbed himself down the best he could with his limited resources, then pulled on the pants and shirt he had been left. 
 
    The material was thick and itchy. He squirmed around in his clothes, trying to get comfy. The Prince knew he always dressed in more expensive and colorful fabric, but he never realized how uncomfortable the dull-colored peasant material was. 
 
    He saw movement in the corner as something scurried by. Blake tossed the water in the corner and flipped the bucket over it. 
 
    “Hey, let me out of here!” squeaked the tiny little creature. 
 
    “Who are you?” the Prince asked. 
 
    “A captive, same as yourself,” he cried. 
 
    Blake lifted the bucket up a couple of inches. A fluffy brown mouse skittered out. 
 
    “I’m Stupid,” the mouse said. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” The Prince was certain he had heard the rodent correctly. 
 
    “My name is Stupid,” he repeated. 
 
    Blake shook his head. “That can’t be your name.” 
 
    “It’s all I’ve ever been called. I used to be Striker’s cambriar.” 
 
    “That’s so mean. I can’t call you that,” the Prince insisted. 
 
    The mouse creeped forward. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Blake.” He tapped his index finger on his chin. “Hmmm. How about I call you Squeak?” 
 
    The mouse thought about it for a moment. “I believe I like it.” 
 
    The Prince sat down on the dungeon floor and Squeak scrambled up on his knee. 
 
    “So, you mentioned you were Striker’s cambriar. What’s that? Is that a job?”  
 
    “That’s what I am,” Squeak clarified. “I am a cambriar. I shift shapes.” 
 
    “Shift?” 
 
    “I can transform into any animal I see,” he explained. “But I can only do it once. So right now I am a mouse. If I change into another animal then I can never turn back into a mouse again. Striker made me shift all the time. He wanted me to be his personal slave. He finally settled on a langabeast. But after I changed it didn’t feel right, so one day I changed into a mouse, and he banished me here as a punishment. I am to remain here until he can imagine a new beast for me to transform into.” 
 
    The Prince sighed. “Wow, I’m sorry. That sounds terrible.”  
 
    “Why were you imprisoned?” the mouse asked. 
 
    “I don’t really understand,” Blake shrugged. “I came through some sort of portal. I’m not from this world. Apparently, I am in high demand over here.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” the mouse nodded. “Striker has an ancient relic from long ago. It changes color when the portal is breached. Someone is posted night and day to watch it. About a decade ago was the last time that I knew someone entered.” 
 
    The Prince leaned forward. “That cannot be. Who came through?”  
 
    The mouse shook his head. “No one knows. Striker sent out forces of elves, but the jumper was never found. They assumed he succumbed to one of the many perils of this world. I heard whispers from the guards that the portal had been breached twice recently.” 
 
    “Twice?” the Prince asked enthusiastically. “Maybe my father sent people after me. But one person wouldn’t be much assistance,” he added sullenly. 
 
    “Are you a sorcerer?” Squeak asked. 
 
    The Prince rubbed his wrists. “No. There is no magic where I am from…well aside from the portal itself.” 
 
    “There has to be,” he squeaked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you know about the prophecy?” the mouse asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure if it’s the same thing you are talking about.” He rubbed his aching throat. What he wouldn’t give for a glass of water. “I only heard it once, but I have a pretty good ear. I believe it went…” he paused, attempting to recall the words, “when the blood of the first returns to his home, the battle for power will begin to unfold. Search for the dragon or all will be lost, as the monster escapes to wreak havoc untold. Or death covers the realms and forever takes hold.” 
 
    The mouse snorted. “Yes, but you got the ending wrong. ‘And balance restored by the sorcerer’s hand or death covers the realms and forever takes hold.’ 
 
     “The elves want power, and they know the sorcerer can reopen the portal from this side. Currently you can only enter from your side of the portal. The elves want to seize control of your world. They have hunted down and killed all the sorcerers on this side, torturing them, hoping to force one into fixing the portal, but none were ever able to repair it. Now they are trying to find the sorcerer from your world who can repair it, since none of the ones in our world could manage it.” 
 
    “But I don’t have any magic,” the Prince replied. 
 
    The mouse lowered his voice to a whisper. “Don’t let them find out. You will be worthless to them, and therefore disposable in their eyes.” 
 
    “I need to get out of here.” Blake stood and began feeling the walls, looking for some hidden way out. 
 
    “It’s no use, I’ve looked. Besides, where would you go if you escaped? Every elf would be searching for you.” 
 
    The Prince paused. “Maybe. But what if the person who entered the portal ten years ago didn’t really die? Perhaps he’s out there hiding. What if I can find him, or at the very least, disappear as he did?” 
 
    “I have a brother,” the mouse began. “He was gifted to Striker’s son, Leif. He told me once that Leif was helping someone he oughtn’t.” 
 
    The Prince leaned down. “And you assume it is the portal jumper?” 
 
    “I’m not certain but the timing fits, so I suppose it’s possible. It would be totally crazy and dangerous if Leif had really done that, knowing his father was searching for the jumper.” 
 
    “So maybe Leif can assist us?”  
 
    “No.” The mouse shook his head. “He ran away with my brother. I don’t know where they went.” 
 
    “Well, at least we have a plan,” the Prince smiled. 
 
    “Plan?” Squeak asked, surprised. 
 
    “Yes. Escape, find Leif, and then find the portal jumper.” 
 
    The mouse laughed. “That’s insane. Do you know the odds of doing even one of those? Not to mention all three.” 
 
    “What have we got to lose?” Blake shrugged. 
 
    The mouse sighed. “Find us a way out and then I’ll answer.” 
 
    The Prince checked every nook and cranny of the room and found nothing. They had one window. In time it might be possible to chisel around the entire frame and knock it out, but then they would be in a courtyard with nothing but walls stretching possibly fifty feet up on each side. 
 
    Squeak told him it used to be used for entertainment. A hundred years ago prisoners fought each other to the death. 
 
    If only Squeak were bigger, stronger, Blake thought. 
 
    “So, can you transform into something else?” Blake asked. 
 
    “If I haven’t changed into that animal before. Why?” The mouse asked, looking at him curiously. 
 
    “And can someone simply describe the animal to you?” he probed, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Squeak shook his head. “I have to see it, either in person or a drawing if it’s good.” 
 
    “I believe I may have a way to get us out of here,” the Prince pondered, looking around. He picked up a piece of straw and tried to draw in the dirt but the straw kept breaking. He took the bucket and broke off the handle. It was metal, but he could bend it. He didn’t tell Squeak, but the Prince wondered if the animal had to be real, or if he could draw anything. It took Blake a few times to get the sketch accurate to what he was picturing in his mind. He drew an elephant, but instead of a trunk, the Prince drew a big thick block on the front of his nose, like a battering ram. Blake pointed to his sketch. 
 
    “Do you think you can change into this?”  
 
    Squeak ambled around the image, examining it from every angle. “I can give it a shot. What’s it called?” 
 
    “Umm…” he hesitated. “It’s an elephant.” 
 
    “Elephant,” the mouse repeated. “It looks strong.” 
 
    “It is. But don’t shift into it yet,” he cautioned. 
 
    Squeak looked confused. “Why? I think it could knock down this wall.”  
 
    The Prince nodded in agreement. “That’s what I believe, but then how do we get out of the courtyard? We might be able to plow through more walls, but eventually the elves would advance on us with weapons.” 
 
    “Ah,” the mouse said. “So maybe something that flies.”  
 
    “And preferably something I can ride, or that can transport me,” the Prince added. 
 
    He kept trying to rack his brain for something big enough, but he couldn’t think of anything. Even if he did make something up like he had with the elephant, it wouldn’t necessarily mean it could fly. Sure, he could add wings to anything, but the Prince didn’t know enough about the mechanics to be certain it would fly. Perhaps the body would be too heavy for the wings, or would not be able to support his added weight. 
 
    “What about a dragon?” Squeak suggested. 
 
    “Dragons are real?” the Prince asked in awe. 
 
    “Of course. They’re mentioned in the prophecy, aren’t they?” He laughed. 
 
    Blake rubbed his eyes tiredly. “I just thought it was a metaphor or something.” 
 
    “So, I could change into an elephant and then a dragon,” the mouse squeaked excitedly. “I always wanted to be a dragon, but I assumed Striker was afraid. He never wanted me to transform into one. I think because of the whole blowing fire thing and how hard their scales are, almost impenetrable…it frightened him.” 
 
    “Okay,” the Prince nodded. “This might actually work.” He looked outside and it was still light out. He had lost all sense of time in this new world. “How soon until it’s dark out?” 
 
    The mouse grinned. “Good idea. Dragons have excellent night vision.” He ran over to the window. “Lift me up so I can see.” 
 
    There was no sun. The Prince wondered how the mouse would be able to tell the time without any light source, but he obeyed. He bent down and laid his hand flat. Squeak crawled on and he carefully raised his hand so that the mouse could look outside. 
 
    “It will be soon,” the mouse noted. 
 
    They discussed their plan once more, looking for any holes in it. 
 
    As the light began to fade, Squeak told the Prince it was time. 
 
    He skittered to the middle of the room. “Blake, get in the corner and try to take up as little room as you can.” 
 
    “Right.” He flattened himself against the wall. 
 
    Squeak turned once more. “Ready?” he confirmed. 
 
    “Yes,” the Prince said uncertainly. He had butterflies in his stomach. He was about to jump on a dragon and try to outrun some scary-looking elves. 
 
    “Ok. Here goes,” Squeak warned. 
 
    The little mouse started to glisten as his body began to grow. The whole process was astonishing. Within a minute he had shifted from a small brown mouse to a giant elephant with a huge square ram for a nose. 
 
    Blake’s face was painfully smashed into the wall. The cell was too small for him and this big animal. He tried to tell him to hurry but couldn’t move his mouth. 
 
    Squeak bumped into the wall. “I don’t imagine we thought this through. Maybe if I had room to run, but I have no room to move, let alone build up any momentum. And did I mention I’m claustrophobic?”  
 
    Blake tried to respond but was unable.  
 
    “I am starting to freak out here,” Squeak cried. He started frantically tossing his head back and forth. The cell began to shake. “This might work after all,” Squeak called. He continued moving his head side to side and when the momentum built up he slammed his nose into the wall.  
 
    Plaster and small chunks of wall began to fall. 
 
    The sight of the debris gave Squeak hope. He became more frantic, tossing his head sideways and then slamming it into the wall.  
 
    A huge chunk of the outside wall broke off. Some of the other prisoners started cheering. Squeak could almost stick his head through. He rammed his face into the wall a final time, bringing half the wall down with him. 
 
    He strutted out into the courtyard. “Come on,” he called to Blake. 
 
    The Prince hurried behind him, rubbing his jaw. “I hear guards coming! Hurry!” Blake called. 
 
    Squeak began to shimmer again as he shifted forms. This time the transformation was even faster. The Prince attributed it to the fact that Squeak was already in a much larger body.  
 
    The elephant transformed into a gigantic black dragon. He had red tips on his wings and his belly was a matching color. “Get on,” he shouted as a few elves began to file into the courtyard. 
 
    Blake climbed onto the back of the dragon awkwardly. He placed his legs in front of the wings, hoping they would hold him on so he wouldn’t fall, and then wrapped his arms around Squeak’s neck. 
 
    “Stop them!” an elf yelled.  
 
    Arrows began whizzing past them.  
 
    Squeak started flapping his wings and slowly began to rise. A few arrows hit Squeak but ricocheted off his tough scales. 
 
    “Keep going,” Blake hollered. “We’re almost out.”  
 
    Another arrow soared by Squeak’s head.  
 
    “Ahh!” the Prince screamed, squeezing tighter around the dragon’s neck. 
 
    Squeak flapped faster, until he finally crested the walls. He spread out his wings and glided over the town, leaving Striker’s estate in the distance. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Squeak asked, not being able to see what had happened. 
 
    “Just find us somewhere safe to land. I’ll be okay.”  
 
    Elves and creatures of all kind stopped what they were doing and stared, pointing up at the sky as the dragon swooped over. 
 
    The light was fading fast. Soon it would be dark and they wouldn’t be so obvious. 
 
    Squeak flew a while after the darkness had set in. He landed by a large pool of water on the outskirts of the Lonely Sands. 
 
    Blake fell to the ground. “Ohh,” he whined.  
 
    There was an arrow penetrating straight through his arm.  
 
    “It looks bad. I’ll have to pull it out and then close the wound,” Squeak informed him. 
 
    “Do you have physicians here? Someone that can stitch me up?” he enquired as he tried to sit up. 
 
    The dragon leaned forward. “I think I can stop the bleeding, but it will be painful.” 
 
    The Prince grimaced. “Please do it.”  
 
    Squeak found a small stick and handed it to the Prince. “Bite down on this.” 
 
    Blake obeyed.  
 
    Squeak grabbed the arrow with his teeth and pulled quickly. 
 
    The Prince screamed. 
 
    The dragon tossed the arrow to the side. “Sorry,” he apologized. Squeak looked around and picked up a stone. Arching his head back he blew fire and heated the rock. 
 
    Blake’s eyes widened; he took the stick out of his mouth. “I don’t like where this is going.” 
 
    Squeak picked up the glowing red stone. “It’s the only way.” He reached forward with it. 
 
    Blake put the stick back in between his teeth and closed his eyes. 
 
    Agonizing pain shot through his arm as the rock seared his skin shut. 
 
    “AHHH!” he yelled. 
 
    “Ok, halfway there, now I just have to do the other side.” 
 
    The Prince’s eyes widened. He was about to protest when Squeak pressed the hot stone to the other side of his arm. 
 
    “UGHHH!” he cried until blackness overtook him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XIII
  
 
    Sweat ran down Ajax’s cheeks, jogging him out of a deep slumber. The heat of the day was already intense. He rubbed his eyes and turned to where he heard Neely murmuring. A smile pulled at the corners of his mouth as he saw Niko sitting up and complaining about Neely fussing over him. 
 
    “I’m fine,” the rhino grunted. “Takes more than a whack with a tail to do me in.” 
 
    Ajax shook off his cloak, knocking the sand off of it. He strolled over to Niko. “I’m glad to see you’re okay.”  
 
    The rhinoceros stood up. “Alright, now that the human is finally awake we can get started.” 
 
    Ajax turned, rolling his eyes. He had hoped fighting side by side with the rhino might have softened the rhino’s perception of him. Apparently not. 
 
    Neely led the way with Spots flying beside her. 
 
    Niko tapped Ajax on the shoulder as he started to follow. 
 
    He turned and waited for the rhino to speak. 
 
    The rhinoceros stomped his hooves a few times and cleared his throat. “You did good, boy,” he commended him quickly, then mumbled something under his breath that might possibly have been a thank you, and strode off. 
 
    Ajax stood there, stunned. After a moment, he hurried to catch up with the group. They walked in silence, listening for any sounds from sandworms. Ajax noticed Niko glancing at him from time to time, but now his look was more curious as opposed to his previous hostile glares. 
 
    “Keep alert. According to the instructions Fez provided me we should be coming upon his residence soon.” 
 
    They hiked over a few more dunes and spotted a dome hut. Ajax wondered what it was made from. It resembled sand, but he had no idea how it was held together. From a distance, this house would be very easy to overlook—it camouflaged itself beautifully.  
 
    There were several of the twisty cacti around his residence. A couple didn’t have spines.  
 
    “We need to wait here,” Neely announced. “Spots, I don’t know the range of these plants. Fly ahead and see if Fez is home. I would feel more at peace if he guided us in.” 
 
    Ajax stopped as the bug flew to the house and started shouting through the door. It swung open after a moment and an animal emerged. The creature looked to be akin to a relative of the turtle in the loosest sense.  
 
    It was a golden-brown color, easy to blend in with the sand. He had a thick shell similar to that of a turtle, but it was covered in thin sharp spines, resembling those of a cactus. He was thin and lanky.  
 
    He walked slowly and gracefully, almost dancing between the plants until he reached their group. 
 
    “Neely,” the tort greeted. “I was beginning to doubt that you’d ever make it out this far. How long has it been? Forty years?”  
 
    Neely smiled and did an odd embrace with her arm. “You have a good memory, Fez, my dear. Forty-two according to my calculations.” She turned to Niko and Ajax. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought along some of my companions.” 
 
    “Well,” Fez said, glancing at his abode, “it will be tight quarters but there’s nothing to be done now.” He motioned them forward. “Come, come. Let’s get out of the heat. Follow my lead.” 
 
    Ajax tried to place his feet exactly where the tort had stepped. He could imagine a hundred red spines shooting towards him. He didn’t know if his medallion would protect him from plant life and was in no hurry to find out. Ajax let out a deep breath once they had made their way through the perilous plants.  
 
    The small home was surprisingly cool inside. Once they had all entered it was rather tight. There were two big flat rocks along with a wooden table in the center of the main room.  
 
    “Take a seat,” the tort motioned to Neely. 
 
    She sat on one of the rocks. Ajax didn’t want to be rude and noticed Niko didn’t move to sit, so he followed suit and stood. 
 
    Fez walked over and took the other seat. 
 
    “So, I take it this isn’t wholly a social visit?” the tort guessed, giving the rhino and Ajax a funny look. 
 
    “I see your wit hasn’t dulled these past years,” Neely smiled. “We are looking for someone and thought you might be able to offer us aid.” 
 
    “You want to bring the sorcerer to Nogard.” 
 
    Ajax stepped forward. “Can you read thoughts, too?” 
 
    The tort laughed for a long moment. “If only it were as easy as that. No young sir, I can’t read your mind as my friend here can.” 
 
    “Then how did you know?” Spots asked. 
 
    Ajax jumped. He hadn’t realized the bug had settled on Niko’s shoulder. 
 
    “That he’s a sorcerer? Cloak gave it away. Dragons scales are the mark of a magician.” 
 
    “Dragon scales?” Niko repeated, picking up the back of the cape and feeling it in his hand. “I think you’re mistaken.” 
 
    “Oh, I can’t see the individual scales; you won’t see them either, Rhino. But you know what I’m talking about,” the tort eyed Ajax knowingly. 
 
    Dragon scales. He had known there was something different about the fabric. 
 
    “What about Nogard? How did you know we were looking for him?” Ajax asked. 
 
    “You came all the way out to find an old tort. You’re looking for someone. And Nogard is a sorcerer trainer.” He shrugged. “Just putting two and two together.” 
 
    Neely leaned forward across the table. “He trains the magicians? That’s new. I’ve never heard that. I only thought he was well known as the seer who made the prophecy.” 
 
    Fez smiled. “Most have forgotten his other role. Especially once the sorcerers were hunted down by the elves. He disappeared and with no one to train, I can see how that part was forgotten over the years.” 
 
    “Do you know where he is?” Ajax enquired. 
 
    Fez stood up and began across the room. “Anyone hungry?” he asked as he picked up a large red melon. 
 
    “I could eat,” Niko answered. 
 
    “I’ve been alive a long time,” Fez began as he sliced the melon. “I’ve even crossed paths with Nogard twice.” 
 
    “Really?” Neely replied, clearly surprised. 
 
    The tort nodded, but didn’t turn around. He scooped up the sliced fruit and set it on a platter. 
 
    “Last time I saw him…” Fez paused as he offered some of the fruit to Niko. 
 
    The rhinoceros picked up two big slices and tossed them into his mouth. Fez offered a piece to Ajax, but he was too eager to find out what the tort knew to eat anything. 
 
    “He said he spent most of his time in the mountains of Rafa.” Fez set the platter on the table between himself and Neely and sat back down. “I remember something about the highest peak…” He took a bite out of the melon and swallowed. “This was about twenty years ago. I’ve no idea if that still rings true today.”  
 
    Neely looked deep in thought as she nibbled on a slice. 
 
    Ajax turned to face Niko. “How far are the mountains from here?”  
 
    He shrugged. “Probably no more than a couple of days, but that’s not the problem. The range itself is huge, with perilous cliffs and rockslides. It would take weeks, if not months, to search them all and this is on twenty-year-old information.” 
 
    Ajax allowed the weight of this news to sink in. Weeks, months. He couldn’t ask this of his friends. It was too much. They had lives and things to do. Wouldn’t it look suspicious if they disappeared from their ship for several weeks? He would have to go on his own from here.  
 
    “A hard march north of here will get you to the foot of the mountains in a day,” Fez corrected. 
 
    “Thank you for the information,” Ajax said. “It was a pleasure meeting you.”  
 
    Neely stood. “I feel that we should stay the night here.” She turned back to her acquaintance. “If it wouldn’t be too much of an inconvenience?” 
 
    “No,” Ajax disagreed forcefully. “I’m going on my own from here. You have already done so much for me. I know you have your own lives to get back to. I can’t put you in anymore danger.” He moved towards the door, but Niko stepped in his path. 
 
    “We are not going to abandon you. We all know the risks,” he grunted. 
 
    Spots fluttered over. “You’re stuck with us, lad.” 
 
    Neely took his hand. “There is no going back,” she acknowledged. 
 
    He thought about just nodding his head and then slipping out while they were sleeping, but Neely’s shocked expression reminded him why that wouldn’t work. 
 
    Her face relaxed and she went and rejoined her friend. 
 
    Neely and Fez conversed for a while. They spoke about their journeys and the time that had passed between visits. 
 
    When the evening rolled around, the tort served them a cactus soup and they started finding spots on the ground to rest for the night. 
 
    Ajax assumed Neely must have shared his thought about leaving at night with Niko, because the rhino made his bed blocking the door to the hut. Ajax fell asleep easier that night, feeling blessed to have met and made such fine companions here. 
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    In the morning, they made their goodbyes to Fez and vowed if they had to cross the desert on their journey home that they would stop in again. Fez had been a superb host. He gifted a pack to Ajax, and filled their bags with dried cactus and extra water skins. 
 
    They left before light. The tort had informed them that it would be a hard day of walking and the group was all eager to be finished with the desert. By midday when they stopped to eat, Ajax could see the mountains off in the distance. 
 
    Spots gagged on a bite of cactus. “Ugh. The cactus soup was bad enough, but dried cactus is even worse.”  
 
    Neely laughed. “I still have a couple of dried fish,” she offered.  
 
    “Let’s save them until I am really sick of this plant,” Spots suggested, remembering the large pile Fez had given them. 
 
    Ajax bit a large chunk off. “It’s not that bad. At least I can still feel my mouth.” He laughed, remembering how spicy those eggs had been. 
 
    Niko clapped him on the back. “I can’t wait ‘til you try something with a real kick to it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’ll pass—anything spicier than those eggs would probably kill me.” 
 
    Niko laughed loudly, but Ajax hadn’t been joking. 
 
    The second half of the day passed slowly. No matter how far they hiked the mountains didn’t seem to get any larger.  
 
    Ajax finally began to simply look at the feet in front of him, so that when he finally looked up, he could tell they were making progress. 
 
    “Do you have seasons here?” Ajax asked. Seeing their confused expressions, he elaborated. “Alterations in the weather. Does it ever get cooler, or does it rain or snow?” 
 
    Neely nodded. “Two times a year it gets so cold you cannot exit your home.” 
 
    “That’s it?” he confirmed incredulously. “Just two days? What about rain?” 
 
    Spots flew over to join the conversation. “It rains now and again. But it is not the rainy time for a few more weeks.” 
 
    “What about snow?”  
 
    “What is snow?” Neely asked. 
 
    Ajax pointed to the mountains. “Where I am from if the rain gets cold it changes to a white color. It covers the tops of mountains. It is wet and slick. Sometimes it can be hard.” 
 
    Niko laughed. “How can water be hard? Your world is too strange,” he chuckled again, shaking his head. 
 
    The closer they got to the mountains, the more nervous and eager Ajax became. The seer had to be there. If Nogard could see the future, perhaps he could tell him where Axel, Niv, and the Prince were. It was hard to imagine that he might soon be reunited with his brother. 
 
    When they reached the edge of the mountains, Ajax realized how foolish it had been to get his hopes up. The mountain range before him was hundreds of feet high, and miles long. He thought back to Niko’s comment about it taking months, and felt that he had been completely off. Years came to mind when Ajax looked at the immenseness of the range. 
 
    “Let’s camp here for the night,” Niko proposed. 
 
    “Or you could accompany me and be my guests.” 
 
    Ajax turned to see an enormous green dragon standing before him. He stumbled back. “Run!” he called to the others. 
 
    Instead of running, Neely walked up to the dragon. Niko and Spots followed her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ajax yelled. “Get back!” 
 
    The rhino looked at him. “You fought a sandworm, but you’re scared of one man?” He shook his head. 
 
    “What man?” Ajax asked, looking up at the big creature who was getting closer. 
 
    Spots flew over to Ajax. “What are you looking at?” he questioned, looking in the same direction as his friend. 
 
    Neely ignored Ajax. “You wouldn’t happen to be Nogard?” she guessed. 
 
    “You found me,” the dragon smiled. 
 
    Ajax stepped forward hesitantly. He took his medallion out and held it up. “Don’t harm my friends,” he implored as he cautiously stepped forward. 
 
    “Oh, little wizard, how confused you must be. Come, there is a cave not far from here. We will discuss things; all will be made clear.” He winked. 
 
    “Put the medallion away,” Neely insisted. “You’re being rude and acting crazy.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s not crazy,” Nogard began. “To make things easier, I will return to my true form.”  
 
    Niko pulled out his ax. “Dddrragon,” he stuttered, wielding his weapon hesitantly above his head. 
 
    Neely stepped back. “It’s a dragon.” 
 
    “Now you can see him?” Ajax asked, confused. 
 
    The green monster spun around, swishing his tail barely above their heads. “If I wanted you dead, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. Come, I don’t wish to discuss important things in the open.” 
 
    “How do we know you are really Nogard?” Ajax asked defiantly. 
 
    The dragon laughed. “You know, when I first came up with it, I thought it was rather obvious. I really didn’t think I’d fool anyone. But so far, no one has figured it out. Sometimes simple is the easiest solution.” The dragon pointed to a cave about a half mile away. “That’s where I’ll be if you decide to believe me.” He started sauntering in the direction he had pointed and then called over his shoulder. “And to answer your question, spell Nogard backwards.” He laughed and continued walking. 
 
    Ajax sat pondering to himself. Nogard. D…R…A…G…O…N. DRAGON. He shook his head. Nogard was a dragon. And the dragon had been right, it did seem so obvious now. 
 
    Neely laughed. “Well, I think it’s safe to say we found him.” 
 
    The rhino stepped forward. “Perhaps, but is he trustworthy? He seems a little off to me.” 
 
    “Probably from living out here all desolated,” Spots guessed. 
 
    Ajax stepped forward. “I have to go. If he has knowledge of my brother or Niv…” he paused, “or even Blake. Then I have to risk it.” 
 
    Niko nodded. “Ok, let’s go.” 
 
    “You don’t hav—” 
 
    “We get it,” Spots interrupted. 
 
    Neely put her arm around him. “I am not going to forego my one chance to converse with a dragon. I thought they were all extinct.” 
 
    Ajax looked at his companions. “There is no turning back after this.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Niko called out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XIV
  
 
    A gentle touch woke Niv out of her slumber.  
 
    “Niv,” Leif whispered. 
 
    It was still dark outside, and Niv felt very groggy, so she didn’t feel as if she could have slept long.  
 
    “I saw something,” the elf began. “Not far from here, maybe a mile or two. It was a light. I am going to go check it out.” 
 
    Niv shook her head. “If it’s that far away let’s just leave it undisturbed.”  
 
    “I cannot. It could be elves searching for me or you. We may need to enter the forest sooner than expected.”  
 
    Niv started to reach for her bag. “Then let’s depart now,” she argued. 
 
    He shook his head. “I do not want to risk getting to the chasm in the dark unless it is our only option.” He placed his hand on her arm reassuringly. “I am very skilled at avoiding detection, even from another elf. I will return soon.”  
 
    He jogged off into the distance, leaving Niv alone with the slumbering cambriar.  
 
    Falling into a deep chasm wasn’t very high on her to-do list, but being captured by elves was even lower. She hoped he was wrong. Especially after hearing how sick Leif’s father had been in his treatment with Sky. She looked at the hoosula, sleeping soundly, unaware of the possible danger headed their way and envied him. 
 
    Time seemed to stand still. After what felt like hours she saw movement in the distance. But the dark figure seemed much bigger than Leif. 
 
    The shadow grew even larger as it approached. 
 
    Niv shook Sky. “Wake up,” she whispered. 
 
    He stretched. “Is it morning already?” he yawned, opening his eyes. “Um. No.” 
 
    “Shhh!” she whispered. “Something huge is coming.”  
 
    Sky jumped up. “Where’s Leif?” he asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Not here. He went to check out something he saw and never came back.” 
 
    The cambriar scanned the area. “It’s a dragon!” he exclaimed, forgetting to be quiet. 
 
    “A dragon? Are you kidding me?” Nivara asked. 
 
    The blue creature started to shimmer and transformed into his larger size. 
 
    “Climb on,” Sky whispered urgently. 
 
    Niv pulled herself up onto the back of the blue hoosula.  
 
    Sky looked back one more time and paused.  
 
    “There is a human with the dragon, and someone else,” he replied, straining to see in the dark. 
 
    Niv patted the side of his neck. “Let’s go! They are getting closer.” 
 
    “Just a moment, there is something about the way the other one is walking.” He paused. “It’s Leif.” 
 
    Niv felt relief flood through her, but it only lasted a moment. There was still a dragon approaching quickly. 
 
    The elf noticed Niv and Sky ready to sprint off, and jogged towards them. “It is all okay,” he called. “Sky, I found your brother!” 
 
    Sky’s eyes widened. “The dragon?” he confirmed. 
 
    “Sky?” the dragon asked hesitantly. “Is it really you, brother?” 
 
    “Yes!” Sky ran forward. “What do I call you, brother?”  
 
    The dragon stopped in front of the hoosula. Niv slid off feeling as if she was intruding on a special moment. 
 
    “Call me Squeak.”  
 
    Niv wiped away a tear. She remembered Sky telling her how he was procured as a baby. It was so sad he didn’t even know his brother’s name, he was acquired so young. 
 
    Another tear ran down her cheek as she gazed happily at them nuzzling up to each other, the love so apparent in their eyes. She hoped they would never be separated again. 
 
    “Nivara?” a voice called. 
 
    Niv turned. “Prince Blake?” she asked, stunned to see him really in front of her. 
 
    She offered a curtsey, and he ran towards her and embraced her.  
 
    “I can’t believe you came for me,” Blake smiled, relieved. 
 
    “Your Highness, of course I came for you. Ajax was going to follow, too, but something must have happened.” 
 
    The Prince released her. “If I see him, he’s a dead man. How dare he strike a Prince?”  
 
    Niv grabbed his arm. “Ajax didn’t hit you,” Niv began. 
 
    Blake shook her off. “He hit me and pushed me into the portal.”  
 
    “No, it wasn’t him,” Niv argued. “Remember the shining object he was concealing? It did something. It protected him. Ajax was as stunned as you were.” 
 
    The Prince shook his head. “There is no reason to discuss this now. It’s pointless; we are two worlds apart.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry, Your Highness.” 
 
    Leif walked up and stood between them. “I thought you told us your name was Blake?” he said accusingly. 
 
    Blake looked chagrined. “It is.” 
 
    Leif turned to Niv. “Then why does she call you ‘Your Highness’?” 
 
    “He’s the leader where I come from,” Niv began. “His given name is Blake, but as a form of respect we address him as ‘Your Highness’.”  
 
    Leif glared at Blake. 
 
    “Nivara, would you please just call me Blake? It’s easier. I am not in charge in this world. You should get used to it anyway. We are betrothed now. How can we ever really connect if we stay so formal?” 
 
    “Yes, Your—” Niv began, “I mean Blake.” It felt so peculiar to be so casual with him. 
 
    “You two are to be mated?” Leif asked. He looked to Niv and ignored the Prince. 
 
    Niv nodded. “Yes, someday.” 
 
    Leif didn’t look happy. 
 
    In the darkness Nivara hadn’t noticed right away that the Prince’s arm was bandaged. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked, cautiously touching his arm, and checking the wrapping. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Blake winced slightly and pulled his arm back. “It hurts…a lot. They don’t seem to have physicians here. I was shot with an arrow. I could do with some water.” 
 
    “An arrow?” Niv gasped, wondering who would be shooting at him. She offered the Prince their water skin. 
 
    “It’s a story for another time.” He took the water and guzzled it all down.  
 
    Leif watched as this man drank every drop of their provisions. He stepped forward, his body blocking Niv’s view of the Prince. “Are we still going to the Chasm of Sky?” 
 
    She sidestepped him so that she could see Blake. 
 
    “We were on our way to meet the only other person who has entered through the portal. What do you think?” 
 
    The Prince walked over and took Niv’s hand in his. “That’s who Squeak and I were looking for. Yes, let’s go. How do we get there?” 
 
    Leif seemed annoyed at Blake’s disregard for the others. That was all the water they had. He hadn’t even offered any to the dragon. Nor had he checked to see how Nivara was faring through all of this. 
 
    “Well,” the elf said, moving towards the big black dragon. “Now I say we fly. What do you think, Sky?” 
 
    “Sounds better than marching through Never Ending Night,” he agreed. “Squeak, are you up to flying us to the chasm?” 
 
    The dragon stepped forward and looked at each member of the group. “I think I can take you in shifts. I fear I’m not strong enough to carry everyone at once.” 
 
    Sky nodded. 
 
    “Bring Nivara and Sky first and then come back for Blake and me.” 
 
    “Nivara isn’t going anywhere without me,” the Prince commanded, pulling her back possessively. 
 
    Leif turned around, glowering at him. “Our world is dangerous. It is not a good idea to leave you both by yourselves. Someone from this world should be with you. There is a greater chance you will die if left unattended and if nothing else, you will stand out more.” 
 
    The Prince began to protest but Niv stopped him. 
 
    “We should listen to him. He has saved my life before,” Niv rationalized. “I’ll go first with Sky.” 
 
    “I should stay with you to protect you.” The Prince explained. “It’s my duty.” 
 
    “They have kept me alive thus far. Trust them,” Niv insisted. 
 
    “I believe it will be safer too,” Squeak added. 
 
    Blake nodded, reluctantly in agreement. 
 
    The dragon knelt down and Niv climbed on, setting Sky, who had shifted back to his favorite size, on her lap. She leaned over and grabbed Squeak’s neck. “Are you okay Sky? Am I smashing you too much?” 
 
    “I’ll survive,” he answered. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” the dragon called as he started to rise. “Here goes,” he warned before flying into the darkness. 
 
    “Wow!” Niv exclaimed. “I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “Good thing we are flying now,” Sky added. “We should pass through the darkness quickly and if we overshoot we won’t fall to our death.” 
 
    Niv was glad they had a ride; the darkness was disorienting. She couldn’t imagine having to travel in this for hours. It really was pitch black. Her eyes never adjusted. There didn’t seem to be the even the tiniest amount of light. She imagined this was what it felt like to be blind. 
 
    She didn’t think they had flown for too long before Squeak announced they were almost through.  
 
    “It’s getting lighter ahead,” the dragon noted. 
 
    Niv looked forward but couldn’t see any light yet. A few moments later they were out of the darkness. It was still nighttime. The stars were still out.  
 
    “There’s not a lot of space down there,” Sky called, looking down from the neck of the dragon. 
 
    “I believe I see a place I can land,” Squeak called. 
 
    He swooshed down in a circular motion, lowering slowly and cautiously. There was only a small clearing and then a thin ledge that ran alongside the chasm.  
 
    Squeak landed carefully. “Keep to the east,” he warned. “At least if you misstep it will simply be into darkness instead of off a cliff.” 
 
    Niv and Sky scurried over as far as they could without stepping into the greater darkness. 
 
    “I’ll be back with Blake and Leif,” the dragon nodded. “Stay safe.” 
 
    Squeak flew back through the darkness. As he was flying, a thought occurred to him. How would he find Leif and Blake? It was easy to fly into the darkness and then merely fly to the west until they emerged from it. But now that he was flying back, how would he know when to fly out of the darkness? 
 
    The dragon flew for a little while and then decided to fly to the south. 
 
    After flying for a while, Squeak realized he had turned too soon. He began to panic that he would be lost in the darkness forever. Finally, he emerged from the Never Ending Night. Squeak landed and looked around. Leif and Blake were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    He took flight again and flew back in the direction he had come, remaining in the light but hugging close to the darkness. As the blackness curved, Squeak followed it. Finally, off in the distance he saw his two friends. 
 
    The dragon flew down and smiled. “Let’s go.”  
 
    Leif helped the Prince climb on first, then followed behind him. With Blake’s injured arm, the elf wasn’t sure he would be able to hang on to the dragon. He positioned himself behind the Prince to insure his safety.  
 
    “Are you certain you can lug us both? We are bigger than Sky and Niv,” Leif asked. 
 
    Squeak nodded. “You are heavier, but the flight isn’t a long one.” 
 
    He flapped his wings and they began to rise. 
 
    The flight was fast.  
 
    Nivara waved as they approached. 
 
    Squeak landed, and they both dismounted. 
 
    “So, what now?” the dragon asked, looking out across the chasm.  
 
    It was light now. Niv stepped up to the edge and looked down. It was so deep she couldn’t see the bottom. She gulped and stepped back. 
 
    Sky ambled up alongside her. “What are those?” He pointed off in the distance with his paw. 
 
    She held up a hand to block some of the light. “I’m not quite sure. They look almost like towers. But how tall would they have to be?” she wondered, shaking her head. 
 
    Leif stepped beside her. “I imagine your eyesight is better than you give yourself credit for. Those are the Twin Castles.” He pulled Niv back a little. “Sometimes the ground can give way. It’s better to be safe.” 
 
    Nivara shuddered. “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    Prince Blake came over and stood beside them. “How did they build them?” 
 
    The elf shrugged. “It is some kind of magic.” 
 
    “Is that where the jumper resides?” Blake guessed. 
 
    Leif nodded.  
 
    The Prince scratched his head. “So how do you get there if you don’t have a dragon? 
 
    “There is a bridge. It appears once a day for about an hour.” Leif turned to Niv. “I need to go first by myself.” 
 
    The Prince snorted. “What happened to leaving us alone?” 
 
    The elf pointed to Sky. “You will not be alone.” He looked to Niv. “I am already breaking my pledge. The least I can do is give him a few minutes’ notice.” 
 
    Niv placed her hand on his shoulder. “I understand. Go, don’t worry about us.” 
 
    He flew away on Squeak, leaving the others behind. 
 
    “What is it with the elf?” Blake demanded. 
 
    Niv looked confused. “What do you mean? He told the man in the castle he would never tell anyone about him. He just needs to explain.” 
 
    Blake waved her off. “I don’t mean that. He acts as if I am a villain and dotes all over you, Nivara.” 
 
    “He’s only a friend. Leif doesn’t know you.” 
 
    “I don’t like the way he touches you,” the Prince commented. “Or the way you touch him, for that matter.” 
 
    Niv balked. “Really? He’s my friend, and just wants to protect me. I would be dead if it weren’t for him.” 
 
    “Well I’m here now. Maybe you should explain things to him. Next time he touches you, I’ll make sure he never does it again.” 
 
    Sky started shaking and grew to his large size. “Maybe he doesn’t appreciate how you act as if you own Niv. You only think about yourself.” He stepped closer to the Prince and growled. “Leif is honor-bound; Niv saved his life. Watch your step, Blake,” Sky threatened. “You mess with Leif and you mess with me.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, offended.  
 
    “Don’t threaten Leif,” Skye snarled. 
 
    “I only meant I would speak to him.”  
 
    Niv stroked Sky. “Okay, let’s everyone calm down. We are all friends here. Right?” 
 
    The cambriar looked at her. “If you say so.” 
 
    “Sky,” she scolded like a mother would a young child. 
 
    “Okay,” Sky said, looking away. He shimmered as he shifted back down to his medium size. Then he scampered up Nivara’s shoulder and started nuzzling her, giving the Prince death stares. 
 
    Blake sighed and threw up his arms, storming off to the other side of the clearing. 
 
    “You don’t seem very fond of the man with whom you are mated,” Sky noted.  
 
    “It’s complicated,” Niv replied softly. “Just be kind.” 
 
    The sound of flapping from the distance made Sky’s ears perk up. “Here comes Squeak.” 
 
    The dragon landed gently on the sand. “Nivara, Blake, are you ready?”  
 
    Niv looked at Sky. “Take Blake first. I will wait with Sky.” 
 
    “No,” the Prince argued. “I’m not leaving you alone.” 
 
    “I won’t be by myself and I’ll be a few minutes behind.” 
 
    Squeak interrupted. “It’s a short flight. I suppose I can carry all three of you.” 
 
    The hoosula scampered over. “Are you certain, brother?” 
 
    The dragon nodded. 
 
    Niv helped the Prince climb on first, and then climbed on behind him with Sky in her arms. 
 
    “Are you sure you can manage okay, Squeak? We can take it in turns.” 
 
    Squeak flapped his wings a couple of times. “I’ll be fine.” He jumped off and plummeted a few feet before his flapping brought them back up. 
 
    Niv felt her stomach jump up to her throat. She breathed a sigh of relief once he started gaining altitude. 
 
    They landed on a large stone roof. Leif was talking with someone but she couldn’t see the jumper’s face yet. 
 
    She slid down the side of Squeak. Sky leaped to the ground and Nivara turned to help the Prince off.  
 
    Leif and the stranger turned as they approached. 
 
    The Prince froze. “Axel Maxwell!” he gasped. 
 
    Axel bowed immediately. “Your Highness.” 
 
    Leif grabbed Axel and pulled him up. “Why do you drop to the floor for him?” 
 
    “He is my Prince; he will be my King,” Axel clarified. 
 
    Prince Blake pointed to the others beside him. “This is Nivara, Sky, and I guess you met Squeak.” 
 
    “Niv!” he cried out excitedly, stepping closer and embracing her, swinging her around in a circle.  
 
    She laughed. “Ok, yes, it’s me.” 
 
    Axel set her down as he laughed. He didn’t notice the Prince gawking at them. 
 
    “Wow, let me look at you. Last time I saw you,” he held his hand up demonstrating her height, “you were just a girl.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Now you are a beautiful woman. Are you and Ajax—” 
 
    “Still neighbors,” Niv interrupted. “Yes, although we haven’t seen each other much the last couple of years. Portal keeper training.” She raised an eyebrow. “Now I know where you disappeared to.”   
 
    “How are my parents?” Axel asked anxiously.  
 
    Niv placed her hand on his arm. “They are in good health.”  
 
    “I miss them so much,” he lamented. “Did they think I just deserted my post and my family?” 
 
    Niv looked away. She turned to Leif, avoiding the question. “You mentioned Axel had been here ten years, but it has only been two.” 
 
    “Two years?” Axel asked in disbelief. “Niv, I’ve been here ten.” 
 
    The Prince examined him. “You do look a lot older,” he noted. “But Nivara is correct. You went missing two years ago. What happened?” 
 
    “Come inside and I’ll explain everything. You must be weary and hungry.”  
 
    “And in need of a bath,” Niv added. 
 
    Axel laughed, wrapping his arm around Nivara as they strolled inside. 
 
    “It’s hard for me to fathom that you are really here. Let me show you to a room. I have a lot of space here. “ 
 
    The Prince walked behind them. 
 
    Leif noticed that Blake didn’t seem particularly cheerful. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XV 
 
      
 
    The cave was surprisingly bright inside. Ajax stepped in first, trying to be brave. They had found Nogard, but he was a dragon, and that in itself was a little unnerving. But the seer held answers, and that is what Ajax needed. 
 
    The entrance to the cave was narrow and not very tall, barely big enough for Nogard. The path twisted downward. Ajax kept expecting it to get darker, but it never did. 
 
    The corridor took them to a large cavern. The dragon was waiting expectantly. 
 
    Ajax started forward. “Why was I the only one that could see that you were a dragon?”  
 
    Nogard stepped towards them and swung his tail at him.  
 
    Ajax started to duck. 
 
    “Relax. I am answering your question.” The dragon pointed to the medallion with his talon. “That trinket under there does more than you have considered.” 
 
    Ajax reached under his shirt and pulled out his medallion. 
 
    “It reveals that which is concealed. I can take two forms; this is my true form, but I can also appear as a human. In time, and with work, you can learn to see both.” 
 
    Ajax looked at his medallion. He remembered seeing the fabric for his cloak at the tailor’s shop on his first visit. It wasn’t until the second visit that he noticed the scales. He had the pendant with him that time. 
 
    “Look, little sorcerer, maybe it’s better if we speak in private,” the dragon suggested. 
 
    “My name is Ajax Ma—” 
 
    “Maxwell, yes I know.”  
 
    Ajax stepped back, startled, and then remembered he was a seer. 
 
    The dragon laughed. “I don’t need to look into the future to know who you are. The moment you stepped through the portal your blood called to me.” 
 
    “What? My blood?” Ajax shook his head. 
 
    The dragon snorted, nearly blowing them over. “Enough questions. If you want more answers I will only speak to you in private. There are things that cannot be shared with outsiders.” 
 
    Niko turned to Neely. “How are we outsiders? Ajax is the one from another world.” 
 
    “Whatever you can say to me, you can say in the presence of my friends,” Ajax demanded. 
 
    Yawning, the dragon turned around. “This isn’t a negotiation.” He headed slowly to the corner of the room, curled up, and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Forget it!” Ajax snapped at Nogard. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” He turned to Niko. 
 
    The rhino nodded and they started to exit the cavern. 
 
    “Don’t be foolish,” Neely cautioned, placing her hand on his arm. 
 
    “He’s talking in riddles. Maybe he just wants you to leave so he can eat me.” Ajax heard a chuckle that turned into a cough coming from the corner of the room. 
 
    “I trust that he is telling the truth. If he wanted to harm us, he could have easily swallowed me whole earlier. We came all this way. He is very old and wise. Don’t let your pride get in the way of finding your brother.” 
 
    The dragon had been scrutinizing them with one eye opened. He shut it quickly when the sorcerer spotted him. 
 
    It seemed as if he were being toyed with and he didn’t appreciate the feeling. Ajax growled, kicking a rock. He took a deep breath. Nivara and Axel were out there somewhere.  
 
    “Alright, I will listen to what the dragon has to say,” he sighed. 
 
    Niko grunted. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    Spots flew onto the rhinoceros’s horn. “Me neither. But I agree with Neely. We came this far. We need to explore every outlet.” 
 
    Neely leaned forward and kissed Ajax on his cheek. “Keep your wits about you.” She winked. “We will wait outside.” 
 
    Ajax nodded, and they filed out of the cavern. 
 
    “Okay. I’m alone.”  
 
    The dragon sat up. “I know you are angry. I am trying to protect you, believe it or not.” 
 
    Ajax pointed down the path. “From them? They are my allies.” 
 
    “Master Maxwell, you are so young. Let us pretend for a moment that in my two thousand years I might have acquired a bit of insight.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Ajax acknowledged begrudgingly. “My companions have proven their trust to me. You are a stranger.” 
 
    Nogard paused. “There is some wisdom in that. Just remember you sought me out, not the other way around.” 
 
    Ajax kicked another small rock. “What did you mean about my blood calling to you?” 
 
    “When I was young, there were many dragons. They lived in peace in these very mountains,” he said, swinging his tail around the cavern. “The elves...” he began. “Oh, I see you have already heard about their greed for power…And I think one of our first lessons will be about shielding your mind…Oh, you’ve already been cautioned by Neely.” 
 
    “Can you get out of my head?” Ajax asked in frustration. 
 
    “No,” the seer replied simply. “Not yet anyway. Now, where was I?” he hummed to himself. “Ah yes, the elves. Well, even back then they desired power. They wanted our skin for their armor and they wanted to find a way to steal our magic. In a fair fight, the dragons would have easily won. But the elves were more evil and merciless than anyone imagined. They came at night and took the eggs. They threatened to destroy them if we didn’t surrender and give ourselves up. They spared ten dragons who took the eggs and hid them. The rest of my species sacrificed their lives to be slaughtered in order to save us. 
 
    “The remaining dragons placed a spell on the eggs. The eggs would sleep until there was peace in this world once again. The ten dragons made a pact with the humans. They would share their magic with them, creating the first sorcerers. In return, the humans would help use their magic to keep the elves in check. Each dragon linked itself to a human bloodline. I was linked to the Maxwell line. We share the same blood. As part of the ritual we infused dragon and human blood together, each taking a part of the other. 
 
    “That’s why I can sense you. The moment you stepped through the portal, I knew. In time, you can learn to sense me.” 
 
    Excitement flooded through Ajax. “Then you know where my brother is?” he asked, coming closer. 
 
    The dragon shook his head. “I can’t sense people in your world.” 
 
    The sorcerer grasped the dragon’s front leg. “No, he’s here,” he maintained enthusiastically. “Look for him, tell me where he is.” 
 
    “I regret to have to tell you this, but there is no one else of the Maxwell bloodline here.” 
 
    Ajax pushed off the dragon. “You’re wrong. I know he is here. I saw him in my dreams. The medallion…” he said, pulling it out, “showed him to me. Axel is here,” he claimed defiantly. 
 
    “That wasn’t a dream. You were actually here, or your spirit was. I don’t know what to tell you. The man you saw may be here, but he is not of the Maxwell bloodline. Of that there can be no doubt.” 
 
    Ajax stumbled back and sat on the ground. He had to be. The dragon was wrong.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nogard apologized. 
 
    “Can you assist me in finding him? And Niv? And…” Ajax paused, “the Prince too,” he added as an afterthought. 
 
    “Why would you want to find Blake? If you found Niv, you could depart here with her. Then things could go back to how they used to be, if the Prince were out of the picture.” 
 
    Ajax paused; of course that was what he wanted. 
“No. I mean, yes, I want my friendship with Niv back. But I can’t abandon Prince Blake in a strange world. That is so wrong. He’s a good person and has shown me kindness.” 
 
    The dragon nodded, but said nothing for a moment. 
 
    “Yes, I can find them, but you need training first.” 
 
    “No, I merely want to reunite with them and go home,” Ajax replied. 
 
    “Which home?” 
 
    Ajax paused, contemplating all that Nogard had just told him. “You mentioned you linked with a Maxwell.” He gazed up at the dragon. “I’m not even from my world?”  
 
    “Well your ancestors weren’t,” the dragon corrected. “You will need magic to get home. Powerful magic. It’s in your blood and the amulet helps to magnify it, but you need training or you will never return home.” He cleared his throat. “There is a prophecy.” He began reciting, “When the blood of the first returns to his home, the battle for power will begin to unfold. Search for the dragon or all will be lost as the monster escapes to wreak havoc untold. And balance restored by the sorcerer’s hand or death covers the realms and forever takes hold.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly how I heard it,” Ajax asserted, reflecting back to his version. 
 
    “Well, since I am the one who made it, let’s stick with my version.” Nogard bent his head down so he was eye-level with the sorcerer. “Ajax, you are the one in the prophecy. When the blood of the first returns to his home. Your ancestor was the first Maxwell, and you carry his blood in you. Now you’ve returned to the home of your heritage. You found me. I can guide you.” 
 
    “This prophecy can’t be about me. I’m no one special. I wasn’t even supposed to be the portal keeper,” Ajax argued, scratching his head. “I thought the dragon needed to be destroyed before it wreaked havoc. I can’t even understand the prophecy, let alone fulfill it.” 
 
    Nogard laughed. “You thought I was the monster.” He shook his head. “If I had a prophecy foretelling my death, I think I’d keep it to myself.” 
 
    Ajax laughed. “I guess you’re right.” He thought back to all he had learned since he arrived. “The elves are the monsters.” 
 
    The dragon smiled. “They won’t stop until they destroy everything. They already murdered all the sorcerers on this side of the portal. You are the only hope both of our worlds have.” 
 
    Ajax took out his amulet. “I think you’re wrong. I don’t have any magic. Only this does.” 
 
    “It’s in you too,” the dragon contended, pointing at Ajax’s heart. “The amulet is nothing to anyone else. It simply enhances what is already inside. Every Maxwell who has possessed it adds their blood to it, making it more powerful with each generation. You should do the same.” 
 
    “You want me to put my blood on it?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    “It shall strengthen the power of the amulet. “ 
 
    Ajax shook his head uncertainly, but unsheathed his blade. Why did everything have to involve blood? He glanced at his hand, expecting to see a scar from when he cut his hand during his oath to the King, but there was none. He ran his palm across the blade, wincing at the pain.  
 
    “Your blood contains magic which speeds up your healing—that’s why there was no scar,” Nogard replied, reading Ajax’s mind. 
 
    “Wow,” he said, his eyes widening. “Now I just…” Ajax looked down at his bloody hand. 
 
    “Simply let it drip on the amulet.” 
 
    Ajax placed the medallion in his uninjured hand and allowed his bloody hand to drip onto it. With each drop of blood that hit the surface, a glowing light appeared and the blood was absorbed. 
 
    “I can feel the power in this,” Ajax insisted, looking up at the dragon. “Every time I touch it. Why can’t anyone else use it?” 
 
    “Its magic is tied to your blood. No one can steal it from you. You could give it to someone, but it can’t be removed against your will,” the dragon explained.  
 
    The memory of the Prince reaching for it and the chaos that had ensued as a result flashed into his mind.. 
 
    “Then why would I need to keep it a secret? I mean, if only I can use it?” Ajax asked.  
 
    “One, you are not as powerful without it. That’s why it calls to you, once you are close enough that it senses you. Second, the amulet protects you. If someone wants to kill you it is much simpler if the pendant is removed.”   
 
    This was all so complicated. Ajax couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to kill him. 
 
    “Are you ready to start training?” 
 
    Ajax put his medallion back under his shirt. “Now?” 
 
    “You have more pressing matters than saving humanity?”  
 
    He shrugged. “Okay.”  
 
    “Let’s start by taking off the amulet.” 
 
    Ajax stepped back. “Was that your plan the whole time? Get me to take it off so you can pilfer it…or eat me?” 
 
    Nogard snorted. “You are really preoccupied with the thought of getting eaten. It is wise to be hesitant, but not very prudent given our time is limited.” 
 
    The dragon mumbled something that Ajax didn’t understand, and the amulet floated off his neck and landed around Nogard’s. 
 
    “Liar!” Ajax shouted, scooting back. “You said no one could remove it from me.” 
 
    “I didn’t lie,” the dragon replied in a half-frown. “However, there are always exceptions to every rule. My blood runs through the amulet and Maxwell blood runs through my veins as well. So, I can pick it up, but it only helps enhance human magic. Yours is a diluted version of what I was naturally born with. That is why I came up with the medallion—to enhance it.” 
 
    Ajax backed up and considered making a run for it. 
 
    “Wait!” the dragon called, unclasping the amulet from his neck. “As a sign of good faith, I will give it back to you. Just set it in the corner away from you. Your training won’t get far if you don’t learn how to do magic without it.” 
 
    Ajax slowly tread forward, expecting Nogard to pounce on him, but nothing happened. 
 
    He snatched the pendant from the dragon and stepped back quickly. When he saw the creature make no attempt to move, he set the medallion down, and kicked it to the side before taking a seat on the ground. 
 
    “Good,” the dragon nodded. “You are not as foolish as I was expecting a young human male to be.” 
 
    Ajax wasn’t sure if he should take that as a compliment or not. 
 
    “Let’s start with protecting your thoughts.” 
 
    Ajax reached for his head. “Yes, it would be delightful to have some privacy again.” 
 
    Nogard paced around him. “Try closing your eyes.” 
 
    He was a little hesitant to do this with a huge dragon looming over him, and now without the medallion he was vulnerable. But since Nogard had had ample time to devour him, and hadn’t yet, Ajax closed his eyes. 
 
    “The first step is to feel when someone is penetrating your thoughts.” 
 
    Ajax tried to clear his mind and listen.  
 
    “I don’t feel anything.” 
 
    The dragon whipped Ajax on the back of the head with his tail. 
 
    “Hey!” Ajax yelled, scrambling to his feet. 
 
    “You didn’t assume it was going to be as easy as feeling that, did you?”  
 
    He rubbed the back of his head and sat down again. 
 
    “It’s subtle,” Nogard began. “When you see a pretty young lady, the first thing you do isn’t ask her to marry you.”  
 
    He kept circling, Ajax could feel the vibrations on the floor. 
 
    “No, you begin slowly,” the dragon went on. “You compliment her, maybe pick her some flowers. I am not going to attack your mind. I am going to peek in a little at a time, so that hopefully, you don’t notice.” 
 
    Ajax thought about Niv and wondered where she could be. He felt the tiniest irritation and focused on it. 
 
    Nogard stopped. “Good. Now the more you practice the easier it will be, and soon you’ll be able to detect a foreign intruder without even thinking about it. The same shall occur once you learn how to block the intruder.” The dragon turned and headed for another corridor. “Lesson’s over for today. Come back tomorrow.” 
 
    Ajax stood up, brushing dust from his backside. “That’s it?” 
 
    The dragon laughed. “It’s funny how things change. First, I had to fight you to get you to stay, now I can’t get you to leave.” He motioned with his head to the pathway Ajax had arrived through. “Go, before your friends assume I made you my supper.” 
 
    Ajax hurried to the exit and then stopped suddenly. He ran to the corner and retrieved his amulet. Then he stopped. 
 
    “Why didn’t it call to me when it was off my neck?” Ajax asked as he slipped it back under his shirt. 
 
    “You just noticed that? This is a place of training. The room is spelled to block certain enchantments. It would be a little distracting to try to train with that medallion calling your name every few minutes.” 
 
    He nodded. “Thanks,” he added hesitantly and then headed to find his companions. 
 
    The light was barely beginning to fade as he stepped outside the cave. 
 
    Niko ran up to him. “Are you alright?” 
 
    He patted the rhino on the arm. “Yes.” It was amazing how his attitude towards Ajax had softened since fighting the sandworm. 
 
    Neely walked over and gave him a big hug.  
 
    Spots flew over and landed on Neely’s shoulder. “How did it go? You’re still alive, so that’s a plus. You weren’t in there very long. Did you find your brother and friends?” he asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “Not yet. But Nogard vowed he would assist me. And what do you mean? I was in there for hours.” 
 
    Neely shook her head. “We’ve only been out here a few minutes.” She pointed up at the sky. “See, the stars are not even out yet.” 
 
    Ajax’s stomach began to rumble. He couldn’t believe that no time seemed to have passed outside the cave. “Do we have any of that cactus left?” 
 
    “Ugh.” Spots spit on the ground. “Take it all.” 
 
    They all laughed. Ajax gave them a recap of the discussions with the dragon, but he left out the amulet parts. He wasn’t sure why. He trusted his friends, but Nogard had been alive a long time. It couldn’t hurt to keep a few things close to the vest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XVI 
 
      
 
    Soap and water provided a glorious feeling. The tub was an added bonus. Niv combed through her hair and was grateful for another pair of clean clothes, even if they were pants and a blouse again.  
 
    There were plenty of rooms in the tower. Nivara was on the second floor from the top. Apparently the castles had always been uninhabited. The sky bridges were a secret that Striker had kept hidden. He liked keeping the beings of his world separated. That was one reason for his langabeast obsession. Few creatures possessed the ability to fly, giving him more power, as the elves were the only species that could safely traverse their entire world. Striker had thought about making his home in the towers but decided it wasn’t extravagant enough. So he built Elf City instead. All this was according to Sky. 
 
    Nivara thought all that was ludicrous. She had a bed fit for a king, and had never stayed in anything so luxurious. There was a knock on her door. Niv set the comb down and hurried over to answer it. She opened it slowly and was surprised to see Axel there. 
 
    “May I come inside?” he enquired, looking over his shoulder as if someone were following him. 
 
    It was breaking all the rules of propriety for her to have a man in her room, but then again, she wasn’t in her world. 
 
    “Sure,” she said, opening the door wider. After all, she had spent the last few days alone with an elf. Well, an elf and a cambriar. She wondered what her parents would think. 
 
    “I regret my intrusion. I know this is not very proper of me,” he apologized as if reading her thoughts, “but I wanted to speak to you for a few moments in private.” 
 
    Niv smiled reassuringly. “It’s fine.” She patted his arm.  
 
    “It’s just that you seemed so jumpy when I mentioned Ajax. I was wondering why.” 
 
    Niv sat on the bed and motioned for Axel to join her. “If we’re going to tarnish my reputation, we might as well go all the way,” she teased. 
 
    “Niv!” Axel exclaimed. “I have no intention…I was cautious…no one saw me. The Prince is having his wound tended to.” 
 
    “You and Ajax have that in common,” she laughed. At his confused expression, she explained, “You can’t tell when I am teasing you or not.”  
 
    He sat on the bed, leaving a few feet between them. 
 
    “You know Ajax took your place as the keeper?” Niv confirmed. 
 
    Axel nodded. “I assumed he would.” 
 
    “Well, the Prince had never seen the portal, so he took me to see it.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “He took you to see the all-secret portal?” Axel asked, clearly stunned. 
 
    “We are betrothed.” 
 
    Axel jumped off the bed. “You are going to marry the Prince?” He looked around the room frantically. “I ought not have come here.” 
 
    Niv stood up and grabbed him by both shoulders. “It’s fine, just calm down.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Let me finish. So, we went there, and Ajax had some kind of magical amulet. He didn’t know much about it or what it did, but when Blake—” 
 
    “Blake?” Axel balked. 
 
    “He told me to call him that while we are here. I know,” she agreed, holding up her hand. “It felt really peculiar at first. But really, if he is going to be my husband someday, shouldn’t I call him something other than ‘Your Highness’?” She shrugged. “Well, Blake reached for it, and some force exploded out of it and knocked the Prince through the portal.” 
 
    “What? How did you get here?” 
 
    “I went through and Ajax was going to follow, but after I entered, I waited in the jungle and he never came.” 
 
    “Wait, let me get this straight. You stepped through into the Sinking Jungle?” Axel confirmed. 
 
    Niv nodded.  
 
    He moved back to the bed and let himself fall onto the mattress, lying flat on his back.  
 
    Niv hurried over to his side. 
 
    “Niv, when I entered through I stepped into the middle of Leif’s bedroom.” 
 
    She let what Axel had told her sink in. The portal did not open in the same place each time. Ajax could be here, somewhere. 
 
    “Maybe it only changes each day. We need to ask Blake where he entered,” Niv said, pulling Axel off the bed. 
 
    He walked to the door slowly. 
 
    “Axel, the Prince believes Ajax hit him and pushed him through the portal, so I would avoid mentioning his name.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” he argued. “My brother would never do that.” 
 
    Niv nodded. “I know.” 
 
    She had Axel wait to exit until she had checked the passage.  
 
    A few seconds later there was a tap at the door. 
 
    Niv hurried and swung the door expecting to see Axel, assuming that he had forgotten something.  
 
    But to her surprise Sky was sitting on her doorstep. 
 
    He stepped in, not waiting for an invitation. “Are you ready for breakfast?” he asked, not turning around. 
 
    Niv shut the door. “Almost.” 
 
    Sky paced around. “What was Axel doing in here?”  
 
    Niv froze, then moved closer to the cambriar, kneeling beside him. “Sky, you can’t mention that to anyone.” 
 
    “I think he’d make a better match than Blake.” Sky raised an eyebrow and gave her half a grin. 
 
    She shoved him. “It’s not going to happen.”  
 
    “Well it’s to your detriment; you could do so much better,” Sky replied sullenly. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a big hug, then a peck on top of the head. “I love you Sky. You are so sweet, always looking out for me. But give me your word that you won’t mention Axel being here to anyone, even Leif.” 
 
    He waited a moment. “Fine,” he huffed. “But I’d do a better job of being sneaky next time. I saw Axel when he turned the corner and he about jumped out of his skin when he saw me. He isn’t the type that can carry on a secret rendezvous without being caught,” Sky warned. 
 
    “It was a one-time visit. It’s not like that, I promise.” She ruffled the fur on the top of his head. “Now let’s go find something to eat.”  
 
     Sky had already explored the two upper floors, so he led Niv to the dining area. 
 
    There was a large square table in the center of the room. Torches lined the walls and there were several candelabras on the table. 
 
    Niv heard a commotion coming from one of the doors. She moved to see who was coming and something started to slide under the door.  
 
    Niv jumped as a flat creature slid in and then slowly began to get bigger and bigger. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Sky assured her. “It’s a deflater. Axel mentioned there was one in the tower.” 
 
    The deflater appeared almost human, but had a long tail and longer, pointier ears. Niv realized that she was female, once the creature was back to her original size. 
 
    She was beautiful and had long black hair with a light wave to it. Her eyes were a turquoise blue. She wore a lavender blouse with black pants. 
 
    “My apologies,” the deflater said, covering her mouth. “I forgot how odd that seems to someone who’s not from here. Axel reacted the same way the first time he witnessed it. Of course, now he’s used to it.” She stuck her hand out. “I’m Sinda.”  
 
    Niv shook her hand. “I’m Nivara.” 
 
    “Did I do it right?” she asked excitedly. “The shaking of the hand, I mean.” 
 
    Niv laughed. “Yes. You were perfect.” 
 
    Axel and the Prince strode in together. 
 
    Axel walked over to Sinda, kissed her on the cheek, and wrapped his arm around her waist. 
 
    “I see you’ve already met my wife, Sinda,” Axel beamed. 
 
    Niv’s eyes widened. 
 
    The Prince’s mouth gaped open for a split second before he recovered and stepped forward, the picture of a diplomat. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Two more deflaters slid under a door. They were much smaller looking than Sinda had been in her flattened state. Niv watched curiously as they re-inflated themselves. 
 
    One was a little girl with dark brown hair and brown eyes, and the second was a boy with short black hair and turquoise eyes. 
 
    The girl appeared to be about three. The boy was older, possibly six. Their ears weren’t pointy like Sinda’s but they both had long tails. 
 
    Axel pointed to them. “These are our children, Edwin and Veda.” 
 
    “Wow,” Niv said. She glanced down, embarrassed, not meaning to have spoken that out loud. 
 
    Axel pulled out a chair for his wife. “It has been ten years, Niv.” 
 
    She turned red. “It’s only been two for us,” she reminded him. “It’s so shocking to see you have a child older than the time that has passed.” Then she looked to Sinda. “You are absolutely beautiful, as are your children. I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    Sinda smiled back an easy, genuine smile. “It’s fine. I have made plenty of gaffes trying to learn about his culture. When you have two worlds blending there are bound to be a few bumps.” She squeezed Axel’s hand. 
 
    “She is being too generous,” he disagreed, sitting beside her. “All the gaffes were on my part.” 
 
    He waved to his children. “Edwin, Veda, bring out the food please.” 
 
    The kids rushed out of the room and returned a few minutes later carrying two large trays each. Niv moved to help them, but Axel stopped her. 
 
    “They are much stronger than we are, and have exceptional balance.” He smiled proudly. 
 
    Edwin set a platter of fruit on the table, as well as one filled with purple- and black-spotted fried eggs. Veda brought a tray of breads along with a tray of cheeses.  
 
    The boy raced back to the kitchen and returned with two pitchers. One was filled with something green and the other was held an orange liquid with blue speckles. 
 
    Niv eyed them both speculatively.  
 
    “The green is an acquired taste,” Axel winked. “I’d go with the orange. It’s very light and sweet.” 
 
    She poured the juice Axel had suggested in her goblet and then scooped a little of everything onto her plate. 
 
    Leif arrived last. “Sorry, I did not realize everyone was already down here.” 
 
    “Take a seat.” Axel gestured to an empty chair on the right of Nivara. 
 
    The elf sat down and began to serve himself. 
 
    “Oh, and Niv, they have no concept of spicy here. Don’t eat anything the red liquid from the egg touches.” 
 
    Not seeing any liquid, she assumed the eggs were similar to those back home, and avoided puncturing the center. 
 
    She wondered if he was just teasing her because everyone else seemed to devour the eggs without the slightest hesitation. However, since everything her had told her thus far seemed accurate she decided not to press her luck. 
 
    After everyone was mostly through eating, Axel pushed his plate back. “Your Highness, I was wondering, where did you come through the portal?”  
 
    He finished chewing what was in his mouth. “Just Blake, please. I have no authority here.” 
 
    “You’re still my Prince. I swore an oath,” Axel reminded him. 
 
    Prince Blake rolled his eyes. “Then consider it a royal command.” 
 
    “Blake,” he said awkwardly, “where did you come out?” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair. “I’m not sure exactly…some sort of desert.” 
 
    Axel gave a quick look to Niv. 
 
    Sky polished off several plates of food, and then loaded another one. 
 
    Niv pulled his plate away. “How can you eat so much?” she asked in dismay. 
 
    He pulled the tray back. “This is for Squeak,” he claimed. “Now will you kindly help me carry it up to him?” 
 
    Niv felt bad that she hadn’t even given a thought as to where Squeak was. Of course, he was too big to fit down here. 
 
    “Certainly.” She picked up the tray only to realize it was quite heavy. Sky had piled it high. After seeing how much he had put away in his tiny body, she wondered if this would even make a dent in his brother’s hunger. 
 
    Trying not to appear the weak little female, she hefted the tray as high as she could. 
 
    “I shall come too,” Leif offered. 
 
    Prince Blake started to stand. 
 
    “Blake, tell me. What is it like to rule so many people and have their lives in your hands?” Sinda asked. “Axel has tried to explain to me about royalty, but I still do not understand why one person should get to make the choices for everyone.” 
 
    He sat back down and smiled at Sinda. 
 
    Niv made it through the doors and thought her arms were going to break. When the door shut behind them, Leif cocked one of his eyebrows up. 
 
    “Heavy?” he guessed, smiling widely. 
 
    “Oh heavens, yes.”  
 
    He took the tray from her quickly. She moved her arms up and down, trying to restore the feeling in them. 
 
    He laughed. “Just curious, how far do you imagine you would have made it?” 
 
    Niv shoved him playfully. “Honestly, it would have been a miracle if I made it a few more steps. I can’t believe Edwin carried two of these with ease. Axel wasn’t exaggerating his ability.” 
 
    Sky watched them impatiently, tapping his paw on the ground. “My brother has yet to eat. But go ahead, keep talking,” he said sarcastically. 
 
    “Sorry Sky,” Niv apologized, pouting sufficiently. 
 
    “It’s fine. But hurry,” Sky said, scampering ahead impatiently. 
 
    Two long flights of stairs took them out to the dragon on the roof. Niv shook her head to herself. She didn’t know what she had been thinking trying to carry the platter all by herself. 
 
    Squeak turned around at the sound of them approaching. 
 
    “I’m famished.” He pointed away from the entryway. “Can you set the platter over here? For some reason, in this body I enjoy my food well done.” 
 
    Leif set the tray down and stepped back, holding his arm out in front of Nivara in a protective stance. 
 
    “I knew you’d be hungry,” Sky said, scooting back to stand next to Nivara. 
 
    The dragon arched his head back and threw a giant flame over his plate. It only lasted a few seconds but when he was finished, the meal before him was completely charred black. 
 
    “Delicious,” Squeak complimented in between bites. 
 
    “Would you like some more?” Niv asked when he had finished 
 
    The dragon shook his head. “No, thank you. This hit the spot.” 
 
    Nivara laughed, pointing to the hoosula. “How can a big dragon be full after one platter, and you ate three times as much?”  
 
    Sky climbed up the dragon’s back. He looked at Squeak. “Are you sure you’re my brother?” 
 
    The dragon shook his back, knocking his brother off. “Some of us have manners,” he smiled. 
 
    Nivara walked over to the railing and gazed across at the other castle. She wondered who lived there. Could Ajax be there? Could it be that simple? 
 
    Another hand appeared on the railing. “So where do we go from here?” 
 
    She looked up at Leif and sighed. “Doesn’t Axel know anything?” 
 
    “I have not asked, but I doubt it,” he said, shaking his head. “He took a wife, started a family. It seems to me that he gave up on ever returning.” 
 
    A tear ran down her face. “So that’s it. I’m stuck here for good.” 
 
    He reached his hand up and wiped her tear. “You are leaking,” he noted, looking at the wetness on his finger. 
 
    Niv sniffed. “It’s a tear. It happens sometimes when I’m—” 
 
    “Sad,” he finished. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “We could still look for the seer. He can see into the future. Perhaps he knows something.” 
 
    Niv gave him a small smile. It was sweet that he would try. “Do you know where we’d start?”  
 
    There was a long pause as Leif fidgeted with his shirt hem. “I am not sure,” he answered honestly. “I heard his people came from the mountains. I would suggest we start there.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed. She moved to head back inside, but he reached out and stopped her. 
 
    “Nivara, I do not want to give you false hope. This would be a shot in the dark.” 
 
    She patted the hand that had grasped her arm. “I know, but any hope is better than none.” 
 
    She went back down the stairs and found the others had moved to a bigger sitting room.  
 
    “The other tower is deserted,” Axel was explaining.  
 
    “We will have to explore it tomorrow,” the Prince said, nodding. He smiled as Nivara walked over and sat on the sofa beside him. 
 
    “I think I’ve found us a home,” Blake said enthusiastically. 
 
    Niv spun around quickly. “What do you mean, a home?” She stood up and turned towards Axel. “We have a home.” 
 
    Blake stood, and tried to calm her. “I understand how upsetting this is. I want to return to our world too, but Axel tells me there is no way.” 
 
    “I refuse to believe that. We can’t just give up,” Niv contended, looking between Axel and the Prince. 
 
    Leif entered through the doorway and took a seat in the corner. 
 
    The room fell silent. The elf looked around, wondering what he had intruded on. 
 
    Blake took Nivara’s hand in his. “It’s not giving up. It’s moving on.” He gestured towards Axel. “Axel investigated for years and never found anything.” 
 
    “But what about Ajax?” Niv exclaimed. 
 
    The Prince stepped back. “What about him? He is back safely in Rastella.” 
 
    “We all came out of the portal in different places. Ajax would have come after us. I know it,” she said, emphasizing the last three words. “He must be here somewhere. We need to find him.” 
 
    The Prince paused a moment before shaking his head. “He’s not here.” 
 
    “He is,” Niv argued defiantly. 
 
    “No, he’s not,” the Prince spoke softly. “I know you want to have faith in him, to trust that your neighbor was loyal and brave, but he is not here. Ask the elf.” 
 
    Niv turned to Leif. 
 
    He put up his hands. “I do not know what he is talking about.” 
 
    “Squeak mentioned that Leif’s father has something that tells him when the portal is breached. He said it only lit up on two occasions.” Blake placed his hand on her shoulder. “Two times, Nivara. Not three. Ajax was a cowardly boy who committed treason.” 
 
    Axel stood. “That’s a lie! Ajax was brave. He would have come through.” 
 
    The Prince seemed shocked at the outburst. “Tell them, Leif.” 
 
    The room was silent; all eyes fell on the elf. He squirmed in his seat. “I do not know Ajax. But I am sure if Niv believes he was a stand-up man, then he was. But yes,” he looked away, “my father has such a device. I do not know exactly how it works. He kept it hidden from most elves. I just know it somehow notifies him if the portal is used.” 
 
    Blake pulled Nivara into a corner of the room. “I’m sorry. I know he was your friend. But we are stuck here. I don’t want to be, but if this is our reality then I think we should start living it.” 
 
    Niv stepped back and gasped. “I am not moving into the castle with you. We are not supposed to be wed for four years.” 
 
    He looked strangely at Niv. “I am not saying that we get married today. Only that we start planning. Here I could actually court you like a normal person. I know, I’m not a Prince here,” he explained. “Our life would be different. I can’t offer you much. But it’s what our parents wanted,” Blake said earnestly. “Shouldn’t we see where this takes us? Does being here change things for you?” he prodded. 
 
    “Alright. As long as we still take our time.” She tried to smile.  
 
    “Good. So tomorrow Axel will take us to explore our future home. Then we can start really getting to know each other. We can stay here and never leave again. We will be safe in the other tower, just as Sinda and Axel have been,” the Prince announced, looking toward the Maxwell son. 
 
    Axel gave a small bow. “Of course, Your Highness.” 
 
    Niv stepped back. “Tomorrow?”  
 
    “Yes. Why wait?” 
 
    “I can’t tomorrow. I want to find the seer. I want to give it this last try to see if there is a way to get home,” she announced loudly. “I am not ready to give up yet.” 
 
    “But we don’t even know where to start,” Blake explained. 
 
    “Leif does,” Niv smiled, motioning him over. 
 
    The elf stood up awkwardly. “Um, yes. I have an idea of where to look.” 
 
    “We’re leaving tomorrow,” Niv said, grabbing Leif and pulling him over next to her. 
 
    “Tomorrow?” The Prince regarded the elf unhappily. 
 
    Leif looked at Niv—her eyes seemed to be urging him to agree. “Yes. Tomorrow is the best time to depart. We need to get to the mountains before the stormy season comes.” 
 
    “Fine. I understand if you need to do this one last thing. Axel, pack up some supplies for me. I will go see what clothing I want to bring.” 
 
    “You do not have to come. Stay here and relax,” Leif insisted. 
 
    The Prince gave him a look full of disdain. “I am coming.” 
 
    Sky slipped in as the Prince stormed off. 
 
    “What did I miss?” he asked. 
 
    “Apparently we are leaving tomorrow. We are heading to the Mountains of Rafa,” Leif explained, looking at Niv, waiting for a reason that made sense.  
 
    “We barely got here,” Sky complained. “Why not rest a while?” 
 
    Leif looked at Nivara expectantly. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to go take a nap. I’m exhausted,” Niv replied, excusing herself. 
 
    The elf watched her leave and shook his head. 
 
    Axel strode over. “What was all that about?” 
 
    Leif shrugged. “I do not know.” 
 
    “If you are leaving tomorrow, I shall accompany you. The mountains are dangerous.” 
 
    “And your wife and children?” 
 
    He shook his head. “They shall remain here.” 
 
    “I must go pack,” Leif excused himself. Sky followed him. 
 
    Instead of returning to his own room, the elf strode straight to Nivara’s room and knocked on the door. 
 
    The door flung open, startling Leif. Niv looked down the hallway, making sure the coast was clear, and grabbed the front of the elf’s shirt, hauled him quickly into the room and shut the door behind her.  
 
    Sky barely managed to dash in also without getting his tail smashed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XVII 
 
      
 
    Ajax slept like the dead. He wondered if it had something to do with all the time that seemed to have passed, but didn’t actually pass, in the cave. He woke up, feeling a gentle shaking. Ajax opened his eyes, but didn’t see anyone near him. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re invisible too,” Ajax yawned, unimpressed. 
 
    Spots flew over. “Who are you talking to?” 
 
    “No one,” he answered quickly; he had thought for a second that the dragon was playing a game with him. 
 
    It was already bright outside. Neely and Niko were off in the distance playing with sticks. As Ajax observed them for a moment, he realized the rhino was teaching Neely how to fight. He rubbed his eyes and then set his palm face down on the ground as he leaned back. He felt a slight tremble beneath his hand. 
 
    As he was beginning to stand up, Nogard came barreling out of the cave and towards them. “Get in the cave, all of you!” he barked. 
 
    Ajax yawned. “I thought we needed to train in secret?” he asked, stretching. “Now everyone is invited?” 
 
    The dragon headed back towards the cave. “You may be a foolish boy after all.” He whipped his tail in the opposite direction. “There is an army of elves upon our doorstep. Feel free to engage them on your own.” 
 
    Nogard broke into a run.  
 
    Ajax grabbed his things and followed behind, stumbling as he took his first step. He rushed into the entrance of the cave and turned to look back as the others were doing. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we go deeper inside?”  
 
    “I placed an enchantment on the entrance. It will appear as though it’s a wall of the mountain.” 
 
    “We left some of our things, and the fire pit is there. The elves will know someone was here,” Neely lamented 
 
    Nogard nodded. “Yes, but one can hope that the elves will search and then give up as they always do.”   
 
    Within ten minutes the area was swarming with elves armed to the teeth.  
 
    “What are they searching for?” Ajax enquired. 
 
    “You,” Niko grunted. 
 
    The elves began to set up camp in the same spot that Ajax and his companions had been. 
 
    “Looks as if we’re trapped for now,” Spots noted. 
 
    Nogard spun around. “I must go clear my mind and see what visions come to me. Have Neely assist you with your training, down in the cavern we used yesterday.” 
 
    They surveyed the elves for a while longer and then it was Neely who pulled them away. 
 
    “Let’s start your training. It’s probably not smart to ignore the council of a seer.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ajax agreed reluctantly, looking once more at the elves running around like ants. 
 
    The sound of his footsteps echoed as Ajax made his way to the center of the cavern. He took off his medallion and set it beside him. 
 
    Neely sat across from him. “What exactly am I supposed to do?” 
 
    Ajax closed his eyes. “Just try to read my mind. Let me know if you can’t.” 
 
    They practiced for hours. Ajax noticed a slight difference in how it felt when Neely tried to read his mind as opposed to the dragon. He was becoming quite skilled at recognizing an intrusion, but he still had yet to be able to block it. 
 
    “Ugh!” Ajax groaned, putting his head in his hands. “This isn’t working.” 
 
    Spots flew over. “You seem so calm when Neely is trying to read your mind. Try using some emotion. Force her from your mind.” 
 
    If only it were that simple, he thought. 
 
    Ajax closed his eyes. He felt an inkling from inside his mind. He imagined a massive wall pushing her out and threw all his force behind it. 
 
    “I’m not getting anything,” Neely applauded. 
 
    “Good job,” Niko smiled. 
 
    Ajax opened his eyes. “Let’s try it again.”  
 
    It was a lot harder to block Neely with his eyes open and with all the distractions around the room. Spots kept flitting from one person to the next, humming some song. Niko was sharpening his ax in the corner of the room, and Neely had begun to make funny faces at him once she realized it would divert his attention from the task at hand. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” he said sternly, attempting to keep a straight face. 
 
    She responded by sticking her tongue out. 
 
    Practicing was exhausting. Ajax’s head was pounding by the time they called for a break.  
 
    Spots threw his piece of cactus across the room. “I am not that hungry,” he said matter of factly. 
 
    “Hey, I would have eaten that,” Ajax complained. 
 
    They heard a noise in the distance. Niko sprung to his feet, wielding his ax in his hand. 
 
    Nogard stepped into the cavern, and the rhino relaxed.  
 
    “How has the training been progressing?” 
 
    Ajax smiled. “Pretty well,” he proclaimed proudly. 
 
    The dragon chuckled. “Really?” 
 
    Suddenly Ajax felt a penetration into his thoughts. He tried to push it out as he had with Neely but he couldn’t. 
 
    “You’re afraid of spiders,” Nogard chuckled. 
 
    “Stop that,” Ajax blushed. “It was so much harder. It felt very different than having Neely in there.” 
 
    “As it should. I have magic and she doesn’t. If I wanted to interrogate you, I could appropriate every bit of information you have and then some. Keep practicing.” 
 
    “Why did time not seem to pass when I was here yesterday, but when the elves got here I could see them moving around as if time wasn’t affected?” 
 
    Nogard gave him an impatient look. 
 
    “Magic?” Ajax guessed. 
 
    The dragon winked at him. 
 
    Niko stood. “What did you see, Seer?” he probed in his usual gruff manner. 
 
    The big green beast settled in the middle of the room. “I have looked into the future,” he began, “and things concern me.” 
 
    Ajax stopped practicing and shifted his attention to Nogard.  
 
    “What things?” Neely asked, leaning forward slightly. 
 
    “When I look into the future, I don’t see a nice clear picture from beginning to end. I see images, sometimes short visions, or occasionally words come to my mind, like the prophecy,” the dragon explained. “After spending the last few hours in meditation, I have seen many things. More elves are coming to the mountains. This is just the beginning.” He closed his eyes and paused for a moment. “I saw scenes of torture, death and destruction, not only here but in your world as well…I saw Nivara dead in a white gown, with an elf standing over her, holding the bloody blade,” he said slowly. “There were other images and flashes, but they were too quick.” 
 
    Ajax had already stood and was sliding his amulet underneath his shirt. “Then we have to go. Now.” 
 
    The dragon stood. “Slow down. Rushing into things will only get everyone here killed.” 
 
    The sorcerer took a step forward, and unsheathed his sword. “I won’t sit here and do nothing.” 
 
    The dragon slammed his tail down, startling everyone. “Foolish boy, will you ever listen?” he huffed angrily. He paused and took a deep breath. “There are over a thousand elves scouring the mountains. We need a moment to consider a way to get everyone out. They don’t have a medallion like you do,” the dragon snorted, pointing his tail at Ajax’s chest. “Or do you plan on leaving them here to fend for themselves with an army outside?” 
 
    Lowering his sword, Ajax looked to his friends. “No, of course not.”  
 
    “Then if you would sit down and give me a moment, I may have an idea.” 
 
    The dragon shimmered as he transformed back into a human.  
 
    “Did you just shift into a human?” Ajax asked. 
 
    “Yes, can you see me?” Nogard enquired, surprised. 
 
    “Not now, but for a moment. You were tall and thin, with short black hair. When I beheld the image, it was of a young man.” 
 
    Nogard nodded. “Your mind is getting stronger, changing into a sorcerer’s mind.” 
 
    The plan was laid out before the group. They would wait for nightfall. The dragon would cause a gigantic storm to come, forcing the elves into their tents. With any luck, they would be able to sneak through without being caught.  
 
    “So, we wait until nightfall.” Niko pulled out his ax and tested the sharpness of the edge. 
 
    “There is one thing. I can create a storm easily enough, but once it begins I cannot control it. I can start it and end it, but once it commences it simply becomes a normal, unpredictable storm. I can control the level of strength, but it shall need to be pretty fierce if we want the elves to stay inside their tents.” 
 
    “You will just have to move quickly,” Neely said. 
 
    “You mean we,” Ajax corrected. 
 
    Neely shook her head. “I can’t go.” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” he insisted. 
 
    Spots flew over and landed on Neely’s shoulder. “She really can’t. Once Neely gets wet she will revert to her other form, unable to move without a large body of water,” the bug clarified. 
 
    “I’m not leaving you here,” Ajax declared firmly. “We shall come up with a solution.” 
 
    As night approached Ajax still hadn’t come up with an idea. He walked up to the mouth of the cave and stared out as the light started to fade. He put up the hood of his cloak, glad he finally had one. His cloak! Ajax ran back into the chamber where the others were waiting. 
 
    “Neely, how wet do you have to get before you transform?” he enquired impatiently. 
 
    “Saturated, but if there is a storm I will absolutely get wet.” She patted his arm. “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    He reached up and unhooked his cloak. “Here. It won’t cover you entirely because I’m not as tall, but if you hold it closed while you run, it will keep you fairly dry.” 
 
    Neely looked at the material skeptically. “I can’t take the chance,” she apologized. “It’s not safe for you. If I change, I know you won’t abandon me, and then everyone is in danger.” 
 
    He pushed the cloak into her hand. “It will work, I assure you. Water won’t seep into the material.” 
 
    Nogard cleared his throat. “He’s right. Dragon scales are airtight. Nothing shall get through them.” 
 
    After inspecting the cloak thoroughly, she turned to the dragon. “Do you swear?” 
 
    He nodded. “I give you my solemn oath.” 
 
    She flung the cloak over her shoulders and fastened it. It didn’t cover her entirely, but with the hood on, it would probably keep her from getting completely drenched. 
 
    “Okay.” She hugged Ajax. “Thank you. I was a little nervous about being left alone.” 
 
    “I would never have abandoned you,” Ajax vowed, squeezing her hand lightly. 
 
    Nogard stood and stretched his back. “It is time,” he announced. 
 
    The more Ajax concentrated, the more he could see the dragon in his human form. 
 
    “Spots, come sit on my shoulder.” Neely called. “The cloak may be a little stuffy, but you’ll be dry.” 
 
    The ladybug flew over and landed lightly. “Thank you.” 
 
    Ajax and Niko headed up the path first, followed by Nogard and then Neely and Spots. 
 
    The stars were out and the night was clear. 
 
    Nogard muttered an incantation, and dark clouds quickly began to roll in from all around. Lightning flashed across the sky and rain began to pelt down to the ground. 
 
    The elves ran to their tents frantically as the heavy rains put out their campfires. Wind whipped at the tents wildly as they struggled to tie them down securely. Within a couple of minutes none of the foul creatures were visible. 
 
    “I think that’s intense enough,” Ajax said, looking out at the storm with a little concern in his voice. 
 
    Nogard stepped out first. “Keep close. My eyesight is better than yours. Run fast,” he cautioned. “Don’t stop for anything.” 
 
    The thunder clapped loudly overhead. The dragon led. Ajax lingered as Niko and Neely followed. He held down the rear, wanting to make sure no one was left behind. The rain stung his skin as he ran. He yearned for his cloak, but was glad he had it for Neely to borrow. The wind sliced at them. It was strong and nearly knocked them over a few times. Ajax could barely see the footsteps in front of him. By the time they stopped, he was out of breath and the storm was still raging loudly. 
 
    “We’re through the camp.” Nogard shouted into the storm, but the wind carried most of his voice off to the south. “I will call off the rain when we get a little distance between us.” 
 
    Ajax grabbed his side as they continued to run. He had a small stitch that continued to grow as he pushed himself forward. He collapsed to his knees, panting, when Nogard finally stopped. The storm dissipated as quickly as it had begun. Neely was hunched over, trying to catch her breath. Niko seemed unaffected by the run. 
 
    “Where is Nivara?” Ajax enquired after he had caught his breath. 
 
    “Remember, I just see images,” the dragon gently reminded him. “There were clouds and towers.” 
 
    “So, we are headed to the Chasm of Sky,” Neely answered. 
 
    Ajax looked towards the rhinoceros. “Back all the way we came and then some,” Niko grunted. 
 
    “Great,” Ajax smirked. “And I thought I was through with the stinky wax and giant worms.” 
 
    Ajax peered down, realizing they were already on sand. With the storm thrashing around them, he hadn’t noticed the change. He placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “Sandworms are not particularly fond of dragons. They give us a wide berth,” Nogard informed them. “We ought not have any trouble from them this trip.” 
 
    “Even in your human form?” Ajax questioned. 
 
    “I’m still a dragon, no matter the mask I wear.” 
 
    They marched throughout the night. Nogard had seen more elves coming, but he was unsure of the timing. He wanted to get them into the forest and undercover as soon as possible. 
 
    As the stars began to fade, the dragon called for a rest. “Take a quick break, but then we must continue.” 
 
    True to his word they barely stopped enough to eat a quick meal. Ajax wasn’t sure which was worse, to keep going or stopping for such a brief respite. After sitting for the few moments, he could feel all the aches in his muscles. They had been loose before but after the quick break, they had become tense and stiff. 
 
    After a long, hot, and humid day of hiking the group finally reached the edge of the forest. 
 
    Neely reached for her pack and sighed. “I forgot, our things were left out when the elves took over our camp.” She frowned sullenly. “I don’t have the wax.” 
 
    Nogard patted Ajax on the back. “I’m sure the sorcerer can cast a spell to keep us from dozing off.” 
 
    Ajax pointed at himself. “Me? I don’t know how to do a spell.” 
 
    “Try,” the dragon said encouragingly. “Envision something you want and make it happen.” 
 
    They had used wax before when they had ventured into the slumbering forest. The only thing in the vicinity was sand and leaves. Ajax picked four green leaves off the nearest branch. He imagined them smelling worse than the wax, and muttered “stink,” not knowing any fancy incantations. He felt the power radiating from within. Then he started to gag. The stench was overpowering. 
 
    Nogard nodded his approval.  
 
    Ajax passed out the leaves. “Spots, you’ll have to stick close to one of us.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” the ladybug asked. “You all stink,” he teased as he landed on Niko. 
 
    Ajax took his leaf and tied the stem into a knot around the same chain his medallion hung on. He looked at Nogard. It was getting easier and easier to see his human shape. Although he appeared young, just older than Ajax, there was something in the way he carried himself and in his expressions that made him seem wiser and more mature than he appeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XVIII 
 
      
 
    Leif almost fell flat on his face, tripping over his feet, unprepared for her sudden abruptness. 
 
    Nivara held a finger to her mouth, motioning for him to be quiet. 
 
    The elf stood up and straightened his shirt. “What is going on with you?” he asked, slightly perturbed.  
 
    She threw herself on the bed dramatically, sprawling her arms out. “Did you hear him? He wants to pick out our home and then never leave here again.” 
 
    Sky jumped on the bed and smirked. “Well at least you’ll still have your castle.” 
 
    Niv sat up and glared at him. “I can’t believe Blake just wants to give up. It has only been a few days since we entered. He hasn’t even tried to find a way back.” 
 
    Leif came and sat on the other side of the cambriar. “I do not want to defend Blake, but Axel did say he had searched for years.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Niv sighed. “That was Axel, not us. Maybe he missed something. I’m not ready to give up and start courting him like I would have back in Rastella, like nothing has changed. I have a family back home to think of.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll ever be ready,” Sky muttered under his breath. 
 
    She shoved the hoosula, making him fall off the bed. 
 
    “Sorry,” she apologized, covering her mouth. “I didn’t mean to make you fall.” 
 
    He turned his nose up and walked away. 
 
    “What did you mean by your comment, Sky?” 
 
    Sky spun, looking defiantly at Nivara. “You seem so ill-matched for Blake. Has he ever done anything for himself? Did you not hear him ordering Axel around? Here in Axel’s home.” 
 
    “That’s how he was raised. He can be inconsiderate and selfish. Nothing was ever denied to him. But Blake is kind too. I don’t know if I want to marry him...this was arranged by our parents. I don’t know him well enough,” Niv explained. 
 
    “Good,” Leif nodded. “I have never been keen of the way he acts around you. So just tell him no.” 
 
    Niv huffed. “It’s not that easy. It’s expected of us. Maybe one day it might turn into love, but who knows anything at fourteen. I can’t just tell the Prince that.” 
 
    “Sure, it is easy. I will do it for you,” the elf replied, leaping off the bed and starting for the door. 
 
    She ran in front of the door, throwing her body across it, blocking his exit. 
 
    Leif stared at her like she was being ridiculous. 
 
    “You can’t say anything. I know you are just trying to help, but my world is very different from yours. At least I have four years to figure things out. It’s not just about me, I have to consider my family and all of Rastella.” 
 
    Leif raised an eyebrow.  
 
    She stepped forward, lowering her defensive position. 
 
    “He’s a Prince.” 
 
    “So?” Leif said. 
 
    She shook her head. “Your father Striker—” Niv began. 
 
    “Do not call him that,” he interrupted angrily. 
 
    Niv stopped. This was the first time she had seen the elf truly angry. “I’m sorry. I thought that was his name.” 
 
    He stepped over to the bed where Sky was lying and rubbed the hoosula’s stomach. “It is Striker, his name I mean. Do not call him my father,” he shuddered. “We are nothing alike.” 
 
    “Okay,” Niv said. She headed back over towards the bed. “I just meant, people do what he says. He leads and either out of fear or obligation the elves obey him. The King wants us to be wed someday.” 
 
     “So your parents do not care about your happiness?” Leif questioned, scratching his head. 
 
    “Of course they do. My family just believes this is the path I need to take to achieve it.” 
 
    “Your world is confusing.” He sighed. “Nivara, I am on your side. Remember that.” 
 
    She reached forward and gave him a hug. 
 
    “I’m on your side too,” Sky piped up. 
 
    She laughed and hugged him too. “I know. Thank you.” She kissed the hoosula and sighed.  
 
    “Do not worry. Hopefully the seer can help us.” Leif stood and offered her his hand. “Come, let us go see what the stores in this place are stocked with. It is a long journey to get to the mountains.” 
 
    She took his hand and he pulled Niv to her feet. 
 
    The passage was uninhabited. They followed Sky’s nose and he led them to the pantry. 
 
    There were several packs on the counter. Niv assumed Axel had left them out for their use. She took one and placed some dried meats and fruits in it.  
 
    Leif found some cheese and nuts, so she added some to their supplies also.  
 
    The elf filled two skins with water from the pump in the storeroom. They both wondered how far down the pump would have to go before it hit any water. 
 
    The remainder of the day passed quickly. After traveling so much over the past couple of days, Niv was exhausted. She went back to her room and slept most of the day. She was awakened by a soft knock. 
 
    The bed was so comfortable. Niv hugged the pillow. She still felt groggy and wasn’t ready to get up. There was a second knock. She pushed the pillow to the side and slowly made her way to the door. 
 
    She opened the door slowly, surprised to see the Prince. 
 
    “Pr—,” Niv began but stopped herself. She stood up straighter and her hand flew automatically to her hair. “Blake. Sorry, I barely woke up. What can I do—”  
 
    “I just wanted to see how you were doing,” he said, taking her hand in his. “We haven’t really had a chance to just talk or be alone.” He brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I just wanted to make sure you are okay. I know this world is so different from ours.” 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably as he looked deep into her eyes. This was the most affection he had showed her. She thought he was about to kiss her but was saved from finding out when Sky pranced down the hallway. “Dinner is ready.” He smiled at Niv, ignoring Blake. 
 
    She looked at the Prince and gave him a small smile. “I guess we shouldn’t leave everyone waiting.” 
 
    “Ladies first,” he said with a small bow. 
 
    Niv stepped forward and mouthed the words ‘thank you’ to Sky. He winked and jumped up on her shoulder, right as the Prince was reaching for her. 
 
    Blake stopped and stared at the cambriar. 
 
    The table in the dining area was already covered in a surplus of dishes when they arrived. Axel and his family were standing behind their chairs waiting for their guests to arrive. Niv glanced around the room but didn’t see the elf. The Prince pulled out her chair for her and sat beside her. Sky jumped into the seat on her other side. 
 
    Leif entered through the door when everyone was beginning to dish up. 
 
    “Last again,” the Prince noted. 
 
    “My apologies,” Leif said to the group. “I took a tray up to the dragon, so he wouldn’t be the last to eat again.” 
 
    “That was so thoughtful,” Niv smiled. 
 
    Sky stopped loading his plate just long enough to thank Leif for thinking of his brother. 
 
    Niv tried a purple vegetable that tasted similar to a potato, and also took something resembling a bird. It didn’t taste close to chicken. It was quite sour and mushy. She made a mental note to avoid anything that resembled fowl. 
 
    “Blake, how is your arm mending?” Sinda asked as she poured herself something red and bubbly. 
 
    The Prince reached up and touched his arm where the arrow had been. “It is healing better than I could have hoped. Thank you for the ointment. I wish we had medicine that effective back in Rastella. It is just a little tender to the touch, nothing more than a bruise now.” 
 
    The deflater smiled, seeming pleased. 
 
    Axel brought out a small platter of black rocks at the end of the meal. “Niv, you have to try these.” 
 
    She picked one up and knocked it on the table. “Um. It’s a rock.”  
 
    “Trust me,” he winked, offering the tray to the others. 
 
    Flipping it over in her hand, she examined the rock. It was small, so she popped the entire thing in her mouth. The texture changed immediately. It was soft and creamy and tasted exactly like chocolate. 
 
    “Oh my,” she said after she swallowed the last of it. “That was amazing.” 
 
    Leif offered her the plate again. “Have another.” 
 
    Since there were still plenty on the tray, she took a second. This time she savored it, closing her eyes and letting it melt on her tongue. It was wonderful. 
 
    “What is it?” Niv asked after she finished the delicacy. 
 
    Sinda reached for another one. “It’s—”  
 
    Axel tried getting his wife’s attention, waving at her to stop, but she was oblivious. 
 
    “—the dung from a yerna.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Niv said, turning green and covering her mouth. She ran quickly out of the room, bolted up the two flights of stairs, and barely made it to the railing before everything started coming up.  
 
    A hand touched her shoulder and a clean rag was set gently into her hand. Niv wiped her mouth and leaned against the railing, sliding slowly into a sitting position.  
 
    Blake knelt in front of her, offering her a skin of water. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Niv took a few sips. “My stomach still feels off. But I’m sure I’ll be fine. I just need a minute before I try to make it back to my room.” She handed him back the water. “I’ll be fine. You can go back in.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I must have a weak stomach. I’ve always been this way. My father learned early on that he couldn’t talk about the colts being born, or anything even remotely related to the birthing process if I was in the room.” 
 
    Blake pushed a hair out of her face. “You’re beautiful,” he said, looking at her in awe. 
 
    She looked away, embarrassed. “Sure,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    It was dark outside and the stars were shining. Blake moved over and sat next to her, leaning back against the wall. He merely sat, not speaking, simply being there for her. 
 
    “Nivara,” the Prince began, pausing briefly, “I know I was raised very different from you. I see the way the elf and the blue squirrel look at me,” he sighed. “I don’t mean to be so self-centered. It’s just hard when my whole life I was raised to have everything at my beck and call. Will you help me? Let me know when I am acting…well, like a Prince.” 
 
    “Sure,” Nivara agreed, trying to smile. She took his hand and squeezed it gently. 
 
    They sat together in silence, and when Nivara felt up to it, Blake accompanied her back to her bedroom. 
 
    “We can stay here another day or two. We don’t have to rush off in the morning.” 
 
    Niv forced a smile. “I’ll be fine by then. I need to sleep.” 
 
    He nodded, “Good night.” 
 
    She stepped inside her room and he shut the door behind her. Niv began to crawl into bed when she noticed the door wasn’t closed all the way. As she moved back to secure it, a blue head popped in. 
 
    “Umm, you realize your door was open.” He stepped in and closed it with his back leg. “Were you expecting someone?” 
 
    “No,” she smirked, climbing into the big bed. She yawned. “Sky, I’m tired. Did you need something?” 
 
    He jumped on the bed. “Well, as a matter of fact yes,” he said seriously. “You’ve ruined me.” 
 
    She closed her eyes dismissively. “And how is that?” 
 
    He huffed. “After spending these past days with you…well…now I can’t sleep without your…snoring,” he said. 
 
    Niv sat up. “I do not snore!” 
 
    He laughed. “Yes. You. Do. But it’s a quiet cute snore, not an obnoxious loud one.” 
 
    She threw out her hands and laid back down. 
 
    “So, I guess I will just have to go to bed in here.” 
 
    She turned towards him. “Oh really.” 
 
    “Yes,” he appeared hesitant. 
 
    “Alright. Get some rest, I’m exhausted.” 
 
    Sky grinned and scooted over next to her. She wrapped her arm around him and kissed him goodnight, smiling to herself as she closed her eyes and drifted to sleep, feeling the hoosula purring in her arms. 
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    “Niv. It is time to get up,” a faint voice called, but she wasn’t completely awake. 
 
    Sky stretched and yawned, shifting his position and jostling Niv from a deep slumber. 
 
    She opened her eyes slowly and nearly fell out of her bed. Leif was standing next to her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Niv said angrily. “You nearly scared me to death. Try knocking.” 
 
    “I did,” Leif explained. “I knocked three times. You must have been in a deep sleep. Then I opened the door and called to you from there. When that still did not arouse you, I came closer. I would not have bothered you, but we need to depart. The bridge shall be visible soon and it will be quicker to walk than wait for Squeak to transport us all.” 
 
    “Oh,” Niv jumped out of bed quickly. 
 
    Sky rolled over. “I’ll stay here and keep the deflators company,” he yawned. 
 
    Leif shrugged. 
 
    Niv got ready quickly and grabbed her pack. When she reached the door, she turned and said goodbye to the hoosula. 
 
    Sky jumped up. “Wait, I didn’t think you’d really leave me.” He rushed over and jumped up on the elf, looking at him accusingly. 
 
    “You said you were going to remain here,” the elf said defensively. 
 
    “When have I ever not accompanied you in the past fifteen years?” 
 
    He petted the cambriar. “There is always a first time.” 
 
    They made their way to the roof. The Prince, Axel, and Squeak were already waiting. Niv stepped over to the railing and gazed across the cavern. “I don’t see anything.” She looked all around, searching for the bridge. 
 
    Leif walked over and pointed. 
 
    She squinted. “Nothing.” 
 
    He gently grabbed her chin and adjusted the direction of her gaze. “It is not obvious to behold. If you see a tiny shimmer…the bridge is almost transparent.” 
 
    She searched intently, and finally her eyes caught sight of something. “I believe I see it.” 
 
    “Everyone’s here—let’s go. The bridge won’t last long,” Axel announced. 
 
    That was a lovely thought. Niv imagined what would happen if they were still on the bridge when it dissolved, and then quickly shoved the idea to the side. 
 
    Axel took the lead. He had the most experience on the bridge. He jumped nimbly onto it and took the path on the left. 
 
    Prince Blake pushed in between Nivara and the elf. “Are you ready? Are you certain you are feeling better?” He placed his hand over hers on the railing. 
 
    Niv adjusted her pack. “Yes. You go first.”  
 
    There was about a foot of empty sky between the tower and the bridge. 
 
    Blake hopped over it and stood to the side, waiting. 
 
    Trying to avoid looking down, Niv took a giant step across the chasm. Once firmly planted on the bridge, she let out a sigh of relief. Sky launched himself over from Leif’s shoulders, and then the elf quickly joined them. 
 
    Blake followed in the direction of Axel, who hadn’t felt the need to wait for the group.  
 
    Squeak flew over after they had all made it onto the bridge. 
 
    The bridge was sheer, but visible. Niv made the mistake of looking down as she took her first step and a sudden wave of vertigo washed over her. She wobbled slightly and felt a strong hand steadying her. She wished she had taken a ride with the dragon. 
 
    “Thanks,” she smiled at Leif. 
 
    He urged her forward. “If we were not standing on something that could vanish at any moment I would tell you to go slowly and not worry about the time. But that is not the case. We need to hurry. Keep your eyes forward and I promise I shall not allow you to fall.” 
 
    Niv stepped slowly but began to make her way forward. She could see Blake and Axel had made it across already. 
 
    Sky jumped off of Leif impatiently. “We are never going to make it.” He rushed forward past Niv. 
 
    She couldn’t believe the cambriar was abandoning her. She tried to go faster, but glanced downwards accidentally and the dizziness hit again. 
 
    She felt fur brush up against her. “Quickly. I would rather not die today,” Sky said urgently. 
 
    Niv peered up to see Sky had transformed into his large size. 
 
    “Hurry!” he repeated. 
 
    She climbed on and closed her eyes as he ran across the chasm. She could hear Leif on his tail. As he began to slow down she felt arms wrapping around her and pulling her from Sky’s back. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Blake asked as Nivara opened her eyes. 
 
    The bridge was still there. But as soon as Niv had the thought, it disappeared. 
 
    “That was cutting it too close,” Blake said, checking her to make sure she was alright, as if she’d fallen or had some sort of injury. 
 
    “I’m fine. Really.” She wrapped her arms around Sky. “My hero once again.” 
 
    “This is beginning to feel like a non-stop task,” the hoosula teased. 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” the Prince added. 
 
    Sky gave him a confused look. 
 
    A container of smelly yellow goo was passed to her. Axel instructed her to rub it under her nose. 
 
    Nivara did as the others had done. The stench was atrocious. When everyone had applied a generous amount, they started their march into the Slumbering Forest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XIX 
 
      
 
    The enchantment worked a little too well. The potent stench was overwhelming. Ajax wondered how much longer he could endure it. At first, he believed he would eventually get used to it, that the smell would begin to fade, but as the hours passed, the odor was as pungent as ever. 
 
    Ajax was thankful for all the fruit trees that were abundant in the forest. Cactus had been starting to get little tough to get down. A modification in his diet was happily welcomed. He reached up and picked a fruit that he had tried before. It was similar to an orange without having to do the work of peeling off a thick rind first. He pulled off a piece and enjoyed the burst of refreshing juice as it squirted in his mouth. 
 
    A tiny intrusion pushed on Ajax’s brain. He glanced towards Nogard, shutting him out, and the dark-haired man smiled back in approval. 
 
    “Will you teach me how to do that? To read minds?” the young sorcerer asked. 
 
    The dragon didn’t answer for a moment, and Ajax decided the answer was no. 
 
    “What is the purpose of your desire to learn this skill?” he finally asked. 
 
    Ajax shrugged. “I don’t know. It might come in handy some time. If evil elves want to seize control of my world, it might be beneficial to see inside their minds, maybe get an inkling of their plan.” 
 
    “Or to see into Nivara’s thoughts? Or Prince Blake’s?” he probed questioningly. “It would be easier to hate the man taking your friend away if you knew his deepest, darkest secrets.” 
 
    Ajax shook his head, stunned. “I would never do that.” He eyed Nogard solemnly. “I know how it feels to have my privacy encroached upon. I would never do that.” He emphasized the word ‘never’. “If it meant saving lives yes, but not for anything less than that.” 
 
    “Alright,” he consented. “We can give it a try. It has been several hundred years since I tried this with someone. Let me see if I can remember how to make myself vulnerable.” 
 
    Nogard stopped for a moment and closed his eyes. After a minute, he opened them. “Neely?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, should we—” 
 
    “Not yet.” He waved away her comment. “Permit the sorcerer to have a go first.” He continued walking. 
 
    “So, what do I do?” Ajax asked, frustrated. 
 
    He shrugged. “Push forward. I haven’t ever thought about how I do it, it just comes naturally to me.” 
 
    Ajax looked to Neely. “I can’t help. I don’t do anything. I just hear things; I can’t make them stop,” Neely said. 
 
    He grumbled something unintelligible under his breath. They marched through the woodland, pausing occasionally for a quick respite or drink from the water skins. All the while Ajax tried to penetrate the seer’s mind. 
 
    “Sliver,” Ajax said, suddenly excited. “That’s really your name.” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    This small success motivated the young sorcerer. He thought back to Spot’s earlier advice and pushed forward with all his mental capabilities. He saw a flash of Sliver watching as a female dragon was slaughtered by several elves. The dragon appeared to care for her very much—Ajax could see the anguish on Sliver’s face. 
 
    Suddenly he felt a force whip through his mind with such strength that he stumbled, falling to his knees. Ajax knew he had been shut out. 
 
    “That’s private.” Sliver spun around furiously. Although he still appeared in the shape of man, the growl that ripped through the air was anything but human. 
 
    The whole forest seemed to go silent. Everyone froze, eyeing the dragon and sorcerer cautiously, keeping their distance. 
 
    Ajax stepped back slowly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    Sliver sighed. “No, it’s not your fault. I didn’t realize how powerful you were. I’m the one who let my guard down. I was unprepared to share that very personal, painful time in my life.” 
 
    The others began hiking again as the tension dissipated. 
 
    “I understand. My apologies,” Ajax repeated. 
 
    An awkward silence hung in the air as they continued their trek. He knew the lessons were now over, he didn’t need to ask. 
 
    After an hour or so, Ajax spoke up hesitantly. “Who was she?” he probed, prepared to jump back out of the line of fire if needed. 
 
    The man ran a hand through his hair. “It has been over a thousand years since I have talked about her.” He waited a long time before answering. “She was Sophronia, my little sister,” he added quietly. “I tried to trade places with her. She should have been one of the ten spared. I think because I begged for her life, the elves took more pleasure in killing her.” He looked away. 
 
    Even after a thousand years the pain appeared fresh and raw. It was difficult for Ajax to look at the dragon. 
 
    “That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.” He thought of the elf holding the bloody blade over Nivara in the vision. Ajax didn’t know what he would do if something happened to her. 
 
    “This looks to be a good place to rest for the night,” Niko announced, calling the group to a halt. “It is safe. We can remove the leaves now.” 
 
    After a long day of hiking, Ajax gleefully discarded his and put it in the bottom of his pack. There was a lingering odor, but it was nothing close to the stench he had endured the last several hours. 
 
    As the stars began to appear in the sky, the group began to turn in for the night one by one. Ajax stayed up, wondering about his friends and about Axel. He knew he’d pay for the lack of sleep in the morning, but his anxiety for their well-being was stronger than his ability to relax soundly. When he closed his eyes the image of a bloody knife hovering over an unmoving Nivara entered his thoughts. 
 
    The sound of a breaking twig in the distance startled Ajax. He shot up and look around at the others. Everyone was still sleeping. Ajax strained his ears as he heard whispering to the north of their camp. The strangers were too far for him to make anything out. 
 
    Rising soundlessly, he touched his medallion to make sure it hadn’t somehow fallen off. He crept forward, stepping around his slumbering companions, and felt something around his ankle. He turned and saw that Sliver had grabbed it. He held his finger to his lips and then rose silently. Ajax felt more confident having the dragon with him. 
 
    They tread through the forest slowly and quietly in the direction of the voices. A voice up ahead mentioned taking the first watch. 
 
    Ajax took another step forward, not realizing there was a branch under the leaves and it snapped. The voices suddenly stopped, and Ajax and Sliver froze. Ajax held his breath waiting.  
 
    Suddenly an elf sprung through the foliage, an arrow notched and aimed at them, followed by a big blue creature that seemed to be a mix between a ferret and a squirrel, only the size of a horse. At the sight of the elf, Sliver roared furiously and ripped through his human façade into that of the terrifying dragon. He lunged forward at lightning speed, slicing the elf across the chest with his strong, sharp talons. The elf gasped and fell to the ground. 
 
    “It’s a dragon!” the blue creature shouted. 
 
    Suddenly, another dragon rushed out from behind the trees. 
 
    Sliver reared up to attack the elf again when the new dragon flew in front of the elf in a protective stance. 
 
    Ajax contemplated this new creature. There was something off about this new black and red dragon. It didn’t feel right. 
 
    Two humans rushed in behind the other dragon. Ajax recognized them immediately. It was Axel and Nivara. Not only were they both alive and unharmed, but they were together. He had finally found them. He was flooded with emotions, ranging from relief to sheer joy. 
 
    Sliver reared back, ready to cover them in a wave of hot flame. 
 
    “Stop!” Ajax yelled, running forward. 
 
    Sliver paused as the sorcerer ran, scooping Nivara up in his arms. “You’re alive!” he exclaimed. 
 
    He set her down quickly when he saw something move out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    He took a step back from her and bowed quickly as Prince Blake approached. Then he turned and smiled at his brother. He was about to embrace Axel, finally after all this time, when Nivara let out a sharp scream. 
 
    Ajax turned to see Niv running over to Leif. Blood was pouring from his wounds. “Leif! Somebody help.” 
 
    Ajax rushed forward. “He’s an elf. They’re evil. Leave him be.” 
 
    Nivara turned angrily. “He’s my friend. He saved my life. He is not evil.” She peered back down at Leif. He tried to speak but was unable. 
 
     “Can you do something?” the sorcerer asked, turning towards Sliver. 
 
    The dragon spun away. “I will not offer aid to an elf. That is the one I told you about in my vision with Nivara. He kills her.” 
 
    Ajax looked back. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” she cried. “Ajax, cure him. Use some magic! Do anything!” 
 
    He turned, torn. “Nivara, the dragon is a seer. He saw the elf kill you.” 
 
    She walked over and placed a bloody hand on Ajax’s shirt. “Trust me. Please,” Nivara pleaded. “He is wrong. Leif would never do that. Please, I am begging you to help him.” 
 
    The elf started convulsing. 
 
    “Hurry!” she urged. 
 
    Sky walked over. “He is like no elf I have ever seen. He is kind and loving. I was a slave and he saved me.” 
 
    “The elf saved my life as well,” Ajax’s brother added. “I would have died many years ago had it not been for Leif.” 
 
    Ajax rushed over to the elf. He looked up at the blue creature and then at Nivara. “I don’t know if I can do anything, but I shall try.” He grasped his medallion and thought about the elf’s wounds healing themselves and muttered the word ‘heal’. He felt power pulsing through him, but nothing happened. 
 
    The elf’s complexion changed to a paler shade and his breathing began to slow. 
 
    “I can’t. I’m not strong enough,” Ajax said sullenly. 
 
    Axel walked over and placed his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Try again. This elf is different. He does not deserve to die like this.” 
 
    Ajax tried again, but nothing occurred. 
 
    He stood up and walked to Sliver. “I know what happened to the dragons was horrible. But it wasn’t this elf’s fault. Please Sliver, if there is anything you can do, help me. We are bonded, you say. Honor that bond by assisting me.” 
 
    The dragon turned around. “In order to aid you I would have to share secrets with these strangers that no dragon has ever disclosed, let alone shown to another living soul.” 
 
    “Please. If Nivara says we can trust them, we can.” 
 
    The dragon sighed. “Very well. I shall do it for your sake. But if they divulge what they see, no place on either side of the portal shall be safe for them.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nivara cried. 
 
    Sliver walked over to the elf. Ajax couldn’t tell if Leif was still breathing. He lifted his front claw and ripped into it with his teeth, letting the blood drip onto the elf. Then he covered Leif in fire. 
 
    “NO!” Nivara screamed, running forward. Ajax restrained her, pulling her back. “Trust him, as you asked me to do for your companions,” he urged. 
 
    Nivara stopped struggling, and after a moment the fire died down. 
 
    She ran to the elf’s side. He wasn’t burnt to a crisp and his gashes had healed themselves. There would have been no evidence they had ever existed had it not been for his torn and bloody shirt. 
 
    “Leif. Leif. Are you alright?” Nivara said, shaking him gently. 
 
    Slowly the elf opened his eyes, and saw the huge dragon hovering over him. He sat up and scrambled half-way into Nivara’s lap. 
 
    “It’s okay. He’s…nice now.” 
 
    The elf patted himself down and found no injuries. “How?” he asked, confused. 
 
    Nivara hugged him. “Who cares, as long as you are alright.” She kissed him on the top of his head and laughed and cried. 
 
    The blue creature was now smaller than he had been and had climbed up onto Leif’s lap, Ajax noted. Turning, he found Axel lingering a few feet away, staring at him expectantly. 
 
    “Axel. I have been waiting a long time for this.” He walked over and hugged his brother. “You’re okay! We thought you had abandoned your post, and us.” 
 
    “No. I would never do that without at least telling you first. I’m so glad to see you!” He stepped back and examined his brother, eyeing him up and down. “You’ve grown into a fine young man.” He patted Ajax on the back. 
 
    “Look, this is my brother. Axel Maxwell. Can you sense him now?” Ajax asked, pulling his brother towards the dragon. 
 
    Sliver shook his head. “Ajax, I told you already. He is not of the Maxwell bloodline.” 
 
    Axel turned to Ajax. “What is this about?” 
 
    “This is Nogard, the seer everyone knows about. He says you’re not of the Maxwell bloodline, but I keep telling him he’s wrong.” 
 
    His brother took a deep breath. “He’s not wrong,” Axel said, shaking his head. 
 
    “What? Of course, you are!” Ajax insisted. 
 
    “No, I’m not. Father and Mother told me before I left for portal training. Mother was married before. She was pregnant with me when a sickness came through the village. Her husband passed.” He looked hesitantly towards his brother. “Mother met Father a few months after I was born, and they were married shortly after. They thought I deserved the truth.” 
 
    “And I didn’t?” he asked, stepping away from Axel. 
 
    “Of course you did,” Axel agreed. “I just never found the right time to tell you. You’re my brother. I was afraid that you would look at me differently after you found out.” He stepped forward. “I regret not telling you sooner.” 
 
    “You think so little of me?” Ajax asked.  
 
    His brother sighed. “I was young. I was scared. Please accept my apologies.” 
 
    Ajax walked forward. “I know I should be angry. Make you suffer slightly. But I’m so glad to see you.” He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around his brother. 
 
    Sliver, still in dragon form, stalked over. “I will go wake the others. We may as well head for the tower, now that we know your companions have a home there.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. He walked over to where Nivara, Blake, Leif, and the two creatures were. “I sincerely want to apologize for everything that transpired back there.” He extended his hand to the elf.  
 
    Leif took it awkwardly.  
 
    “I don’t know what I can do to make up for my companion almost killing you, but I vow to try,” Ajax promised. 
 
    Leif nodded. “It still seems as if I am dreaming. Thank you, Ajax. Niv told me it was you who convinced the dragon to save me.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It was all Nivara. I had heard all the stories about how terrible elves were, and my prejudice clouded my judgment for a moment. My apologies.” 
 
    The small blue creature jumped onto Ajax’s shoulder, startling him. “We forgive you. Your actions were noble, and Niv sings your praises.” 
 
    “Thank you. That is most gracious.” Ajax reached under the creature’s chin and rubbed it.  
 
    The hoosula purred and turned to Leif and Nivara. “I like him.” 
 
    The Prince rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I knew you would, Sky,” Nivara smiled. 
 
    Ajax heard Niko grumbling long before he saw him. As his traveling companions walked into the small clearing, Niko froze.  
 
    “I know you said there was an elf, but I didn’t really believe it,” the rhino mumbled to himself. 
 
    Neely and Spots both stared at Leif.  
 
    “Alright,” Ajax said as both groups stared at each other awkwardly. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    As they walked, Ajax hung to the back of the processional. The Prince remained close to Nivara, leaving him no time to speak with her. He walked instead by Sliver. The young sorcerer left his mind open, wanting to know why the other dragon seemed different, felt wrong. 
 
    “He’s a cambriar,” the dragon answered in a low voice. “He can shift into any creature, but only once, until he finds the body that feels like home.” He pointed to the blue creature Niv had called Sky. “He is also one.” 
 
    Ajax contemplated the two different creatures before him and found it hard to accept that they were the same species. “But I don’t get the same feeling when I look at Sky.”  
 
    “No,” the dragon acknowledged, “but he has found his true shape. That is why nothing is off. I am not sure if he has realized it yet.” 
 
    Ajax looked at Sky again. He was happily perched on Niv now. “Shouldn’t you tell him?” 
 
    The dragon shook his head. “He needs to figure that out for himself.” 
 
    It was midday by the time the group had reached the chasm. The bridge was already gone for the day.  
 
    Axel looked to Sliver. “So, I guess we can take turns riding the dragons across.” 
 
    The seer coughed. “I beg your pardon? Ride me?” He shook his head. “I have never been ridden and never shall.” 
 
    Ajax had a hard time picturing any of them flying on the two-thousand-year-old creature. 
 
    Squeak stepped forward. “It will take longer, but I can manage it.” 
 
    The Prince insisted Nivara go first. Apparently, there had been an incident in her previous crossing. The hoosula rode with her. 
 
    The big black and red wings glided across the chasm. Ajax had never seen a dragon fly. He stood in awe at the beauty and the grace with which it soared towards the tower. 
 
    Squeak returned and took Axel second. 
 
    Sliver stood to the side, observing the others, and snorted. “Alright. Since I have to fly across anyway I shall ferry Ajax and Neely with me.” 
 
    “Can you transport us both?” Ajax asked, looking at the never-ending chasm before them. 
 
    “I am a much bigger dragon and can easily carry the two of you.” 
 
    Neely climbed on first. 
 
    Sliver shifted his wings, getting used to the extra weight. He nodded to Ajax and he climbed on behind her. 
 
    The great green dragon took to the skies; his wings were much bigger than Ajax had imagined. They had always been folded and to the side. 
 
    He landed on the roof, and Neely and Ajax slid off him. 
 
    “Thank you,” Neely replied. 
 
    Being reminded of his manners, Ajax turned back. “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    Ajax noticed Sliver revert into his human form out of the corner of his eye as he searched for Niv. He wanted to speak to her in private before the Prince arrived. 
 
    As he was about to leave the roof and search below, his name was called behind him. “Ajax.” 
 
    Across the roof stood Axel. Ajax paused and waited as his brother hurried over. He was accompanied by a creature that appeared to be the same species as one he had seen on the docks when he had first arrived. 
 
    Axel pulled at the hem of his shirt, looking nervous. “I want you to meet my wife, Sinda,” he said, gesturing to the being beside him. 
 
    “Wow. You’re married!” Ajax said in disbelief. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She was beautiful, he couldn’t deny that, but it seemed a little peculiar; she had a tail after all. 
 
    “Your brother has told me all about you and your family. It is a magnificent honor to finally meet a Maxwell,” she smiled. “Our children are napping now, but you can meet them at dinner.” 
 
    Ajax stepped back. “Children?” He shook his head. “You have more than one?” He was an uncle. His brother hadn’t wasted any time. 
 
    Axel wrapped his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Yes, a son named Edwin and a daughter named Veda.” 
 
    Sinda nudged her husband in the ribs gently with an elbow. “Show him to a room. I am sure he is exhausted after traveling so far. To get here from the Mountains of Rafa could not have been an easy task.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. “Yes, thank you. It was lovely to meet you. I look forward to meeting my niece and nephew later.” He gave a slight bow and then followed his brother below.  
 
    “This one is unoccupied.” Axel said, showing him to a room on the third floor. “The Prince is in the room to your right, and I will put the dragon and rhino across the hall. Do you suppose Neely shall be more comfortable in a room on the second floor next to Nivara? We count from the top since no one knows how many floors the towers actually have because they seem to continue forever.” 
 
    Niv’s on the second floor, he made a mental note to himself. “Sure, that would be fine.” Ajax pretended to yawn. “I may rest for a while if that’s alright with you.” 
 
    “Of course.” Axel hugged his brother again. “We’ll catch up later.” 
 
    Ajax stepped inside and shut the door. He waited a few minutes after the footsteps had faded away and then crept out of his room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XX 
 
      
 
    It was as if he were playing with Axel again like when they were children sneaking out for a midnight treat. Now the goal was to get to Nivara’s room without getting seen as opposed to reaching the cookies. He hoped time had made him better at this game. 
 
    He glanced up the stairwell and was relieved to find it uninhabited. He tread carefully on each step, hoping to avoid a loud creak. The passage was unoccupied and he walked quickly to the first room and tapped on the door. 
 
    After lingering a moment and not receiving an answer, he tried the second door. Footsteps sounded from within the room, and he waited anxiously. So much had ensued since they had seen each other at the portal. It had only been a handful of days but it seemed as if years had passed. 
 
    The door opened, and Ajax could tell she hadn’t been expecting him. Not wait for an invitation, he entered quickly and pushed the door closed. 
 
    “You know, your brother was more concerned with my reputation than you are, apparently.”  
 
    Ajax raised an eyebrow, curious as to why his brother had paid Niv a visit in her private chambers, but he had more pressing matters on his mind. 
 
    “I just needed a moment.” He stepped forward and placed his hand gently on her shoulder. “How are you really? If you’ve had even a piece of what I’ve experienced…well I simply wanted to see how you are holding up.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Talking animals, fire-breathing dragons.” She shook her head. “Ajax, is there a way home?” 
 
    He grasped her hands in his. “Niv, I swear to you, I shall find us a way home. Sliver…” he paused, “he says I’m the key to fixing it. I simply need some time.” 
 
    “Ajax—” she began, but was interrupted by another knock on the door. 
 
    Ajax flattened himself against the wall behind the door as Niv opened it slowly. 
 
    “Prince Blake,” she said loudly. “So glad you made it back.” 
 
    “I only wanted to let you know that the seer says we will be able to get home. It may just take some time.” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s wonderful.” She hoped her enthusiasm seemed genuine since this was her second time hearing it. 
 
    “Also, I wanted to tell you…Well I have a surprise for you. I had something made for you. I will send it up now if that’s alright.” 
 
    “Thank you, that was thoughtful Blake.” 
 
    “I am just trying to think of others more than myself. It is a hard cycle to break. I think it will make me a better king and…husband,” he added awkwardly. 
 
    “What is the surprise?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Just something to make you feel more at home.” He winked and then strode off down the hallway. 
 
    “That was close,” he whispered. “I am not sure how to act around you, now that you are engaged to the Prince. Someday you will be my Queen…” he said, bewildered. 
 
    “I know. It’s all so new and weird to me too.” She sighed. “I don’t know how we can stay friends,” she said honestly. “I have never seen any queens or princesses spending time with another man who is not her husband or betrothed.” 
 
    “Well, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I should leave before someone sees me.” He gave Niv a hug. 
 
    “I knew it!” cried a voice. 
 
    Ajax jumped back. He glanced around and found the hoosula sitting on the bed. He had been so focused on Niv that he hadn’t noticed. 
 
    Niv glared at him. 
 
    Sky jumped off the bed. “I knew there was something going on with the brother.” He glanced at Ajax. “I guessed it before we met you.” He walked over towards them with a smug look on his face. “I’m pulling for you, kid,” he winked. 
 
    “SKY!” Niv exclaimed.  
 
    Ajax walked over next to the blue creature. “There is nothing going on with us. Niv is my dearest friend. Honestly, I won’t deny that she is beautiful, but so is my mother. Niv is my family.” 
 
    The hoosula looked at him for a moment. “Fine, if you say so. But I am still not onboard with you marrying Blake.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ajax said. “Keep the engagement if you want, but don’t marry him if you aren’t in love with him. You deserve to be happy. And perhaps you will fall in love by then, but if not, you should break it off.” 
 
    Niv rolled her eyes. “I have more to think of than just myself. Imagine how the kingdom would look down on me and imagine the shame I would bring my family if I didn’t go through with the wedding. The people would think I thought myself above the Prince. My father works for the King. Do you not think it would affect him and his employment?” 
 
    He thought back to how his family had been treated after Axel had disappeared. It was as if their family had failed the entire kingdom. And only a few people knew about that. If all of Rastella had known it would have been unbearable for his parents. 
 
    Ajax opened his mouth to speak, but Niv spoke first. “This is not a debate. My life, my choice. Now go before someone sees you.” 
 
    “Uh hum,” Sky said, clearing his throat. 
 
    “Someone who won’t keep their mouth shut,” Nivara clarified, glaring at Sky. 
 
    Ajax sighed, but obediently exited the room. Sky followed him.  
 
    They passed by Leif in the hallway. The hoosula’s presence had derailed Ajax’s train of thought and he had failed to be careful leaving her room. The elf didn’t seem to care.  
 
    Leif was carrying a white fabric in his arms.  
 
    “What is that?” Sky asked. 
 
    Leif unfurled the material, and was left holding a white dress. “It’s something human girls wear. Sinda made it before we left. Blake asked her about it. It is called a dress.” 
 
    Seeing the white dress in the elf’s hand made Ajax’s mind jump back to the vision. 
 
    “You can’t give that to her,” Ajax urged. “That’s what she dies in.” 
 
    Leif paused. “It can’t be. The vision was wrong. You said the dragon saw me murder Niv.” His eyes looked earnestly at Ajax. “I would never do that.” 
 
    Ajax forced himself to keep walking. He didn’t know what to think. Could the seer be mistaken? Had Sliver ever been wrong? 
 
    He assumed the hoosula was coming with him, but when he reached the stairwell, Sky climbed up while Ajax went down. 
 
    He shut himself in his room for the remainder of the day and evening. The white dress was all that he could think about. If he destroyed it, would that alter the future? What would the Prince and Niv think if he ran into her room and cut it to pieces? 
 
    Air. Maybe if he cleared his head, he could think straight. Ajax made his way to the roof. It was night already. The dragon called Squeak was sleeping soundly in a corner. 
 
    He wondered how lonely it must be for Sky’s brother to inhabit that form. Why hadn’t the creature shifted into something else so that he could come inside and join the others? Ajax knew the dragon was not the form the cambriar should stay in. It didn’t feel right. But Squeak had been a big help in transporting everyone around the chasm.  
 
    The giant beast snored softly in the corner. Ajax liked Squeak and his brother. They both seemed to have Niv’s best interest at heart. Cambriars seemed to be extremely selfless creatures. He heard a door open behind him and footsteps approaching. For one brief moment, he thought it might be Nivara coming to say that the dress didn’t fit. He peered over his shoulder only to find Prince Blake coming toward him. Quickly, he lowered himself into a bow. Out of the corner of his eye he thought the Prince gave him a peculiar expression, but when he rose, Blake seemed as diplomatic as always. 
 
    “Your Highness, good evening.”  
 
    Prince Blake nodded. 
 
    Ajax ran his hand along the railing, not looking up. “I wanted to talk to you about the gift you gave Nivara.” 
 
    “And why does that have anything to do with you?” the Prince asked, raising his voice. 
 
    Ajax took a step back, caught off guard by Blake’s reaction. 
 
    The Prince sighed loudly. “Wait,” he motioned him forward. “Please, go ahead.” 
 
    Hesitant to begin after the Prince’s outburst, he paused for a moment. “Well Sire, I merely wondered if you had heard about the seer’s vision?” 
 
    The Prince turned to look out across the chasm. “No,” he shook his head. “What wonderful thing did Sliver see?” he asked sarcastically. 
 
    Ajax repeated what the dragon had seen in his vision. 
 
    “Well, I concur with Nivara. The elf acts as if he is her personal royal guard,” he explained, slightly annoyed. “He would never do such a thing.” 
 
    Ajax ran his hand through his hair. “I just don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think either of them will go for us locking the elf up,” the Prince replied dismissively. 
 
    Ajax shook his hand. “No that hadn’t even occurred to me. I only meant perhaps she could wear something else.” 
 
    The Prince stepped back, stretching his arms above his head. “No. I won’t have these visions dictate my life. Nivara trusts the elf. He must have made a mistake, the dragon. I am not going to take away the first gift I have given her. If she is worried and doesn’t want to wear it then that is fine.” 
 
    The Prince headed toward the door he had exited from but stopped. “You mentioned being neighbors with Nivara.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. “That is correct, Your Highness.” 
 
    “I was just curious—how often did you see each other growing up? I am sure you were busy even as a boy—” 
 
    “Every day, for as often as we could. Normally we both had to be dragged inside at the end of every day,” he answered honestly. 
 
    The Prince said nothing, gave no indication on his face to any feelings he was experiencing, and headed back inside the tower. 
 
    Ajax returned to his room, disheartened. He threw himself down on the bed. He had tried to change the future and failed. Niv would wear the dress sometime. He picked up one of the pillows and chucked it across the room. Ajax wanted to force them to make the right decision, but they had to make their own choices. Having had his own taken away from him enough, he knew he couldn’t do that to someone else. Knowing he had the power to change things made it that much more difficult to take the higher road. 
 
    It took a long while for sleep to come to him that night. 
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    A knock jogged Ajax from his slumber. He slowly made his way to the door and smiled after he opened it. 
 
    “You never came to dinner last night,” the boy said. “We wanted to meet you. Are you Uncle Ajax?” 
 
    Ajax got down on his knees. “I am.” He smiled at the boy and girl in front of him. They looked similar to their mother, but he could see some of his brother in them as well. 
 
    “I’m Edwin.” The boy stood tall sticking his chest out. He pointed to his sister. “She is Veda.” 
 
    The young girl hid her face bashfully into her arm. 
 
    “Well,” Ajax smiled. “It’s so good to meet you.” He raised his eyebrow, and eyed the boy. “So who’s faster?” 
 
    Edwin laughed. “Me, of course.” 
 
    “Let’s see if you can beat me to breakfast,” Ajax laughed, jumping up and running past his niece and nephew. 
 
    The little girl squealed in delight, and they both hurried after him. 
 
    Ajax paused at the top of the stairwell, unsure of which way to go, since he had remained in his room the majority of the day yesterday. 
 
    Edwin ran past. “You’re too slow, Uncle.” 
 
    Ajax dashed behind Edwin, letting him stay ahead. They barreled into a room, and Ajax came to a halt, trying to avoid hitting Niv, but didn’t quite stop in time. 
 
    Niv huffed. “If you wanted to make me feel at home, a nice, hot cup of chocolate would have sufficed,” she said sternly, but a smile played at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “My apologies,” Ajax said, pulling her up. “I was racing my nephew. But at least I did see you this time so I am making progress.” He laughed. 
 
    “I won!” Edwin proclaimed triumphantly. 
 
    Veda came in stomping her feet. “It’s not fair. Everyone is faster than me.” 
 
    Ajax scooped her up and set her on his shoulders. “Maybe, but no one is taller than you,” he laughed, running around in a circle. 
 
    Niv laughed and smiled as Ajax ran until he was dizzy. 
 
    Blake walked into the room. “Nivara, I was wondering if you’d like to have breakfast with me.” He looked at Ajax, and then added, “Alone. I found us a chaperone.” 
 
    “Sure, just let me change first.” 
 
    “I’m going to tell Papa that I was the tallest,” Veda sang, running out of the room. 
 
    “And I’m the fastest,” Edwin called as he chased after her. 
 
    The room was entirely empty besides the Prince and Ajax. It seemed so small. 
 
    “I think I will go see how Sliver is doing,” Ajax announced, and turned to head back to his room. 
 
    “Wait,” the Prince called. 
 
    He stopped and turned back. 
 
    Blake looked distraught. He rubbed the back of his neck. He met eyes with Ajax. “Do you love her?” 
 
    “Yes, Niv’s been my best friend for as long as I can remember. But I’m not in love with her, if that’s what you mean.” There was no point in avoiding it. The Prince must have asked for a reason.  
 
    “Then why have things felt different between us since I announced my engagement to her?” he asked. 
 
    Ajax sighed. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen Niv for the last two years. Training has taken up all my time. But she’s family to me. I know we don’t share the same blood, but we grew up together. I guess now that the engagement has come out, I feel like she is being stolen from me. I can’t be alone with her anymore since she is not technically family, and people would get the wrong idea. I wouldn’t want her reputation tarnished in any way.” 
 
    “I see,” the Prince said. “And that’s the only reason.” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, looking at the Prince seriously. “It has just been hard. I knew when I started training to be the portal keeper that I wouldn’t be able to keep seeing her. I didn’t want to lie to Niv. But now that she knows the secret it’s like I’ve lost my best friend all over again. Because if she weren’t engaged to the Crown Prince then nothing would be in our way.” 
 
    “Does Niv want to marry me?” the Prince asked. 
 
    Ajax shrugged. “That’s not a question for me. I don’t know if she even knows. You barely know each other.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to do—get to know her,” Blake said, raking his hand through his hair. “I want us to become friends and hopefully more. We have four years. It just seems like everyone here is against the idea. I feel like everyone sees me as the villain.” 
 
    Ajax patted the Prince on the shoulder. “The others are just not used to our world. Really, does it even matter? Niv’s opinion is the only one that should count.” 
 
    “You’re right. It’s just I see how at ease she is with the rest of you. If our relationship is going to work, she can’t see me as the Prince. I want her to see herself as my equal.” He sighed. “Thanks for being candid with me, Ajax,” the Prince added and then exited the room. 
 
    Ajax assumed the Prince left to have breakfast with Nivara. He walked up to the roof where Squeak was. The dragon was nowhere to be seen. Ajax explored the area. Suddenly the dragon swooped down right above his head.  
 
    “I love flying!” Squeak called down. He glided around the tower.  
 
    Ajax grinned. The dragon’s enthusiasm was contagious. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the dragon plummeted to the roof, landing awkwardly. 
 
    “Are you alright, Squeak?” Ajax called as he rushed to the creature’s side. 
 
    “They’re everywhere. Thousands of them,” Squeak muttered as he shook in terror. 
 
    “Who is?” Ajax prodded. 
 
    “Elves. They are coming, riding on langabeasts. We will be overrun in minutes,” the dragon cried. He hurried back to a corner and huddled into a ball. 
 
    Ajax sprinted down the stairs, unsure of what to do. “Axel! Sliver! Niko! Help! Everyone!” 
 
    He dashed down until he got to Niv’s floor, continuously calling as he searched for anyone.  
 
    Neely and Spots burst into the passage first, followed quickly by the Prince, Nivara, and Sky. A few seconds later Niko, Axel, Leif, Sliver, and Sinda entered from the stairs. 
 
    Ajax tried to catch his breath. “The...elves,” he panted, “are …upon us. They’re here.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Neely asked, looking frantic.  
 
    “Hide,” Leif said. “I shall try and discuss things with my father.” 
 
    “He will kill you,” Sky interjected. 
 
    “He shall kill us all either way,” Leif insisted, patting Sky on the head. “This is our only chance.” 
 
    “I can conceal a few of us. Four, possibly five others besides myself,” Sliver offered. 
 
    Axel grabbed Sinda. “Find the children and go with Sliver.” He kissed her quickly. 
 
    “Take Nivara and Neely too,” Ajax said. 
 
    “No! I’m not hiding while the rest of you are slaughtered.” 
 
    “You’re the one who dies!” Ajax shouted. “Stop being so obstinate and listen to someone else for once in your life,” he pleaded. 
 
    “Please, Niv, go with him,” the Prince urged. 
 
    “Fine,” Nivara consented. 
 
    The dragon, Niv, Neely, and Sinda set out to find Edwin and Veda. 
 
    Leif turned. “Do your best to hide. There is little chance this will work; my father is not kind.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XXI 
 
      
 
    There were a million thoughts running through his brain as Leif took the steps one at a time to the roof. He needed to look tough. Striker despised weakness. He checked to see if his bow and quiver were secure, that his dagger in place, and that his braid was neat and tied back.  
 
    Thousands of elves were coming. Leif could hear thuds above him. Some had already landed. They must be riding langabeasts, which his father had forced the majority of cambriars to turn into. A beast extinct for many years, but strong and with the ability to fly.  
 
    Striker had hunted the cambriars down until he had possession of all their species. They were simply a tool to him, something to wield that would give the elves an advantage over enemies. He was ruthless, and cared only about power.  
 
    The legacy of death his people were leaving behind disgusted him. They had killed most of the dragons, and had done so in barbaric fashion. The sorcerers were all dead, for all his father knew, and the humans who had once lived here were almost extinct as well. Leif guessed there might be fifteen humans left on their world. Now his father had come to wreak havoc again. 
 
    Leif stepped out proudly from the castle. He would not cower before the feet of the almighty Striker as the others of his kind did.  
 
    The leader of the elves was easy to spot. It was simple; just look for the monster with the fanciest attire, the strongest langabeast, and you’d find Leif’s father. 
 
    Striker jumped down from his mount. Leif couldn’t help but notice how beautiful the animal his father had chosen was. It was a good shoulder taller than the other beasts and solid black, not a fleck of white. His wings were majestic and matched his dark coloring.  
 
    There was complete silence as his father strode towards him. “So, this is where you disappeared to. Tell me where they are and bring me the sorcerer and all shall be forgiven.” 
 
    “There is no sorcerer,” Leif lied. “The man you imprisoned is nothing but a mere human. He has no power.” 
 
    Striker raised his hand back and struck his son hard against the cheek. Leif did not move, even though he could feel the blood trickle down from his lip and the sharp stinging across his face. He would not give his father the satisfaction of the slightest movement. 
 
    “You lie.” Striker smiled as if he were happy to know his son could be dishonest. “I know he is here. My spies have sent word that the seer has reappeared. Nogard would only reveal himself if the sorcerer had returned.” 
 
    Leif tried to consider his options quickly. His father did not know about Ajax or Axel—he assumed Blake was the sorcerer. 
 
    Striker waved to two legions of elves. “Search the tower. Bring me anyone you find.” 
 
    “I am the only one here,” the elf lied again, but he knew it was futile. His father would find the others. He would tear the castle apart brick by brick if needed. Hopefully Sliver had successfully concealed the women and children. Striker wouldn’t waste his time with this place once Blake was found. Although he didn’t like to think it, perhaps the best outcome would be for the Prince to be caught and for Striker to leave with him. His father didn’t know about the others. It could buy them time to find a way back to Niv’s world and plan a rescue of the Prince.  
 
    His father motioned around the tower. The roof and railing around the tower were filled to the brim with elves. The cliffs along both sides of the chasm were saturated with langabeasts and riders. There must be something he could do. He might be able to get off three arrows if he was lucky, but that would do nothing in the long run, except anger the elves more. Squeak was surrounded by six or seven elves, all in dragon-scale armor, pointing spears at the cambriar. He was shaking and mumbling something that Leif couldn’t make out. 
 
    A struggling sound could be heard on the stairwell. A few moments later two elves dragged Nivara up the steps as she struggled against them in vain. The soldiers tossed her down roughly in front of Striker’s feet. 
 
    “We found this one running through a hallway,” the elf on the right said. 
 
    “Leave me alone!” Nivara said defiantly as she pushed herself into a sitting position. 
 
    Striker kicked Nivara in the side. “Where is the sorcerer?” he demanded. 
 
    Niv yelped and clutched her side but said nothing. Leif tried to intervene, but was restrained by another soldier. 
 
    Striker turned to look at his son. “This is your last chance,” his father warned. 
 
    Niv turned and shook her head. “Don’t tell him anything,” she urged. 
 
    Frozen, he stood there, unsure of what course of action to take. What was his father going to do? Would he set fire to the tower, burn it all up rather than let a sorcerer survive? The pit in his stomach began to grow as he saw his father’s twisted smile. 
 
    Striker laughed, “Time’s up.” He grabbed a dagger from his belt and plunged it into Nivara’s side. 
 
    “NO!” Leif shouted. 
 
    Niv fell back. Her hands went automatically to the knife jutting out of her side. The white dress she wore started to turn red at a terrifying rate. 
 
    Leif stomped on the foot of the elf holding him back, elbowed him hard, and pushed away. He ran, sliding on his knees across the stones the last few feet and knelt beside her.  
 
    “Nivara,” he said softly. He removed the dagger from her side and then took off his shirt and pressed it into the wound. 
 
    She lifted her head and whispered, “Tell...Ajax…” she began, and then passed out. Her head fell back and Leif used his free hand to catch her. 
 
    Panic began to overwhelm him. Nivara was going to die. Somewhere hidden in the castle was a dragon with the power to save her, but he knew Sliver would never assist him with all these elves around. Not to mention his father never would permit it. In Leif’s whole life, he had never seen Striker do one thing that would ease another’s suffering. 
 
    He could call to Ajax, and let him hold her for a few last seconds. But then they’d be caught and Striker would have everything he always wanted. 
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    A vast weight had been lifted off Ajax’s shoulders once Nivara had agreed to go with the seer. Now he just needed to find a place to hide. Sky and Niko were with him. The Prince, Axel, and Spots were searching the floor below. 
 
    Ajax heard footsteps approaching. They were loud and in unison. It briefly reminded him of the King’s guard and when he would watch them march as a child. They hurried into the dining area and pressed themselves flat against the wall. Niko was on one side of the doorway, ax ready, while Ajax and Sky manned the other. 
 
    He unsheathed his sword quietly.  
 
    The door was just beginning to be pushed open. He looked over to the rhinoceros, who nodded in readiness holding the ax above his head. 
 
    “Oops.”  
 
    Ajax knew the voice anywhere. The door shut and the footsteps receded. What was Nivara doing? She should have been properly concealed by now with the others. 
 
    Flinging the door open, Ajax launched himself into the passage. A dozen elves were heading down the corridor. Three stopped and turned to face Ajax. 
 
    Ajax raised his sword menacingly. “Leave now and never return and I will spare you,” he offered. 
 
    “Help!” he heard Nivara scream. “Let go of me!” 
 
    Laughter filled the corridor as one of the elves pulled out his bow and fired it directly at Ajax’s chest. It shot forward and veered to the right, missing him completely. 
 
    Another elf fired a second shot. This time the arrow pulled to the left. After the second shot sailed by the sorcerer without incident the soldiers started to look worried. 
 
    Ajax raised his hands and imagined the elves flinging into the wall, and suddenly they did. They crumpled to the ground and did not stir. 
 
    Niko stepped out into the hallway with Sky. 
 
    “That was fantastic. I knew I stuck with you for a reason,” the hoosula said, astounded. 
 
    “Let’s go. That was Niv,” Ajax said, jumping over the fallen elves as the rhinoceros and Sky hurried behind him. 
 
    Ajax took the steps two at a time. He saw Niv at the top of the stairwell getting dragged out onto the roof. 
 
    “Let her go,” he demanded.  
 
    Six more of the evil soldiers filed down the stairs. Niko jumped forward and struck down two elves with his ax. Another of the vile creatures swung his sword down at the rhino’s neck. Sky jumped on the elf and bit down hard on his hand. The soldier screamed, dropped his sword, and flung the hoosula against the wall. Sky lay limp on the floor, a pile of blue fur.  
 
    Ajax sliced into the next one, his only thought of Niv. He heard her scream again. He waved his hand at the elves and flung them to the top of the stairwell; they soared up and then dropped two flights of stairs and landed in twisted, unnatural positions. 
 
    He hurried up the last few steps, bursting into the open air. He gasped, horrified as the vision of the seer unfolded before his eyes. Only he saw Leif pull out the knife. That is why Sliver’s vision saw the elf hovering over the body with a bloody dagger. He had never stabbed her; the dragon’s prejudice had made him see the only outcome that made sense to him.  
 
    The roof was filled with elves. Ajax tried to dive towards her and was immediately surrounded by about fifty of the evil creatures. Niko scooted closer to sorcerer. 
 
    “You’re not the human I had imprisoned,” Striker said, confused. “You must be the second portal jumper.” He smiled his approval at his minions. “Well done.” 
 
    “Let them all go!” Ajax demanded. 
 
    “Open the portal and I’ll contemplate it.” 
 
    Everywhere he gazed were elves and what he could only assume were langabeasts—huge winged stallions, slightly larger than he was used to. Their eyes were red, and they had teeth like an alligator.  
 
    “Leave now. I shall give you no other warning. I am more powerful than you could even imagine,” Ajax bluffed. 
 
    A horrifying, wicked laugh came from the leader of the elves. “I do not believe you would have let me progress this far had you that much power,” Striker smirked. 
 
    Ajax tried to think quickly. How could he get them all out of this predicament? The medallion enhanced his powers, and his blood made it more powerful. The dragon had said a few drops was sufficient but would more blood add to his power? 
 
    He pulled out his dagger and sliced a long gash through his hand. He ripped the medallion from his neck, letting his blood cover and saturate it. Wisps of light began to cover and spring forth from the amulet as it absorbed the massive amount of blood. Ajax could feel the surge in power. 
 
    “She’s dying!” Leif called. 
 
    Ajax felt a horror like nothing he had ever experienced. He remembered how Spots had told him to use his emotions. They had helped him block Neely prying into his thoughts. He thought about his parents and how much agony they must be going through, believing both their sons were lost, and the horrors the elves had committed against the dragons, cambriars, and other species. And as he looked at Niv, lying in Leif’s arms, unmoving, covered in blood, a rage built up inside of him. Ajax took the amulet and slammed it into the ground, pushing with every ounce of strength he had and holding on to the one desire to rid this place of all the evil, vile creatures. 
 
    The next thing Ajax knew, he was waking up in a room. He blinked a few times. Everything was blurry at first, but slowly began to come back into focus. A shooting pain coursed through his head. He winced and closed his eyes. His memories flashed back and Ajax tried to jolt up in bed, wondering what had become of his companions, but was hit with a wave of nausea.  
 
    A soft hand touched his chest and pushed him back down. “Relax. You have been through a lot. Your body needs time to recover.” 
 
    Ajax turned and saw Niv sitting in a chair beside his bed. She was no longer lifeless on the floor. She was clean and fresh, and was wearing a black blouse and black pants. 
 
    “How? What happened? I thought you were dead!” The relief of seeing her next to him wrapped around him like a cozy blanket and he breathed much easier. 
 
    Niv stood up and leaned forward. She placed her hand on his forehead, testing him for fever. 
 
    “We can talk about it in a minute. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Niv glared at him. 
 
    He laughed. “My head hurts a little and I feel very tired.” 
 
    She nodded. “Sliver said that sleep would help your body heal faster.” Ajax started to sit up, but Niv pushed him back onto the pillow. “Rest,” she insisted. “Everyone is safe, anything else can wait.” 
 
    Ajax relaxed a little and closed his eyes. “So how long was I out for, a couple of hours?” he guessed, yawning, still feeling weary. 
 
    “You’ve been unconscious for a week. I was beginning to worry that you’d never wake up.” 
 
    Ajax opened his eyes. “Seven days? What exactly transpired up there? Where are all the elves?” 
 
    “Sleep and we’ll talk soon. I should go tell the others you woke up. Everyone has been so worried. We’ve all been taking shifts, hoping you’d wake up, even Blake. I’m just glad it happened on mine.” She kissed him on the forehead and exited the room. 
 
    He couldn’t fathom that he had been out an entire week. He closed his eyes and immediately fell asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XXII 
 
      
 
    The second time he woke to an empty room. He assumed since he had already awakened once, they knew the danger had passed and were no longer watching him in shifts. 
 
    After pouring some water into a basin and washing his face, his strength seemed all but gone. It took resting on the bed for several minutes before he could find the energy to put on fresh clothes. Finally he collapsed in a chair. Having not eaten in a week, Ajax didn’t imagine he could even make it to the door, let alone to the dining hall. 
 
    He waved his hand at the door and it swung open. 
 
    “Ahh!” 
 
    He heard a cry, and Sky peered into the bedroom. 
 
    “If you want my attention, call my name,” the hoosula scolded him. “You nearly scared the fur off me.” 
 
    “My apologies, Sky,” he managed to barely say without smiling. “It seems all my energy has left me. Do you think—” 
 
    “Of course, you need food.” He turned quickly. “I shall return shortly with sustenance.” 
 
    Ajax watched him disappear, glad Sky seemed to be okay. The last time he had seen him, the hoosula had been lying lifeless in the stairwell. He closed his eyes. It felt so odd to be so tired. 
 
    A gentle nudging prodded him. Ajax opened his eyes, surprised he had fallen asleep again.  
 
    Leif stood before him with a bowl of steaming soup. “I thought something light may go down easier.”  
 
    Ajax nodded at the wisdom. “Thank you.” 
 
    He took the bowl cautiously and slowly began to eat, blowing steam off each spoonful. 
 
    “Leif, what happened? I don’t remember anything. Niv wouldn’t answer my questions.” He wondered where she was. He was surprised she had not come back to visit, knowing he was awake. Perhaps she didn’t know, but Ajax doubted that Sky wouldn’t have told her. 
 
    “I do not really know,” he began. “One minute you were threatening my father, and the next…” he stopped, unsure of how to explain it. “It was as if something burst out of you…a big storm...but no one could see it. All the elves were suddenly thrown off the tower. But not only the elves on the roof or the ones perched on the railing. All of them. The ones that lined the cliffs and the ones that were still in the air, too.” He made a sweeping motion with his hand. “It was as if suddenly they were all knocked off.” 
 
    Ajax swallowed loudly. “You mean, I killed them all?” he asked hesitantly. 
 
    “No,” Leif shook his head. “There were many that did fall deep into the chasm. Some were flung far away. I could not see what occurred. But many were able to regain control of their langabeasts, although they retreated. No one dared to come against the tower again. Perhaps if they had seen you were unconscious the elves would have gathered their numbers and come back, but Niko and Sky stood over you.” He paused. “Truthfully, it was utter chaos. Most elves were just happy they were alive and turned tail and ran home.” 
 
    “What about your father?” Ajax asked. 
 
    Leif sighed. “I did not see what happened to him. But I am curious—every elf within the vicinity of the castle was affected. Why was I not thrown into oblivion?” 
 
    “I only wanted the evil elves gone,” he winked. 
 
    A smile pulled at the elf’s lips and he nodded. 
 
    The last bite of soup left Ajax longing for more, but he thought it better to sit and let his stomach settle. He set the bowl beside his chair. “Now tell me what occurred after that.” 
 
    Leif took a seat on the edge of the bed. “After all the dust had settled, Niko carried you downstairs and laid you on a bed along with Sky.” He scratched the side of his nose and then continued, “Then he started to search the castle to let the others know that the elves were gone. He did not have to go far. Sliver had already begun ascending the stairs. He felt you use an enormous amount of power and had a brief vision of the army retreating.” 
 
    “He saw Nivara lying on the ground,” Leif shuddered. “For a moment, I thought we might have a repeat of the jungle. But the dragon paused long enough to tell I was attempting to help. He quickly asked where you were and if you were safe. After I had answered, he healed her. It was amazing. I did not really remember my healing. Too close to the brink of death, I suppose.” He laughed uncomfortably. “I was surprised that I did not have to beg for his aid. But I suppose he knows what she means to you,” he winked. “By the time we came down to check on you, Sky was awake. He was sore for a few days but luckily he’s one tough cambriar.” 
 
    Ajax nodded, taking in all that he had heard. “I still don’t understand how Niv got caught up in all this to begin with. Why wasn’t she with Sliver and the others?”  
 
    The elf opened his mouth to speak, but stopped as Nivara entered. “I guess I will let you explain it to him.” He picked up the bowl and exited the room, but not before she whispered something to him. 
 
    Ajax raised an eyebrow. “Never you mind,” was all Niv said. She fussed over him for a few minutes, making him move from the chair back to the bed.  
 
    “You need to start slow. Relax a few days, eat, regain your strength,” she ordered. 
 
    He knew it was fruitless to argue, so he merely smiled. “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    Niv smiled, and then sat down in the chair beside him. 
 
    “So, did you hear the question I was asking Leif as you entered?” 
 
    “Yes,” she frowned at him. “Some time your curiosity may get you into trouble,” she warned him. 
 
    “Niv?” he asked impatiently. 
 
    “I was planning on staying put, just as you and Prince Blake wanted.” 
 
    Ajax eyed her skeptically. 
 
    “I was!” she protested loudly. “I know it is shocking, but I was. Not because you asked me to, but because Sinda has two young children and I thought if something happened I should be there to help.” 
 
    “So then what changed?” Ajax asked as he started to sit up. 
 
    Niv glared at him. 
 
    “I’m simply trying to adjust my pillow. I’ve been lying down long enough. It would probably do me some good to sit.” He held up his hands. “I am not getting out of bed,” he vowed. 
 
    Niv helped him get comfortable and then continued with her story. “After we left you, Sinda showed us to the children’s bedrooms, but they were vacant. We started checking every room. We searched and searched but didn’t find them. Soon we heard the elves coming. I knew better than to say anything about what I was planning,” she cocked an eyebrow up and smiled mischievously at Ajax, “but they needed more time to find Edwin and Veda. So, I led the elves in the opposite direction. I was the decoy.”  
 
    He would have preferred it if Niv hadn’t put herself in danger, but it’s what he would have done. He loved her for protecting his niece and nephew. 
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    The bed became uncomfortable after a day or two. Niv had confined him to it so that he could regain his strength. In the last two days he ate more than he could ever remember eating. She even tricked him into eating yerna dung. He had flipped the tables on her though because it had tasted amazing, and had not bothered him at all. 
 
    Leif drew a sketch of a yerna for him. It was akin to a snail, only it was the size of a rabbit. 
 
    Most of the time Niv was his companion, though she would occasionally slip out. He took advantage of her last leaving, and got dressed and walked to the door. Now that he had recovered some of his strength he knew his muscles needed to be exercised. 
 
    He opened the door and slowly made his way up the staircase at the end of the passage. By the time he reached the top he was out of breath, leaning against the wall, panting. 
 
    Raised voices caught his attention. He slowly made his way toward the dining hall. 
 
    “Nivara, we need to get home,” Prince Blake was saying. 
 
    “He needs more time to recover,” he heard Niv insisting. “He almost died. He has suffered a lot.” 
 
    “The elves won’t stay away forever. We need to take advantage of their departure,” Blake argued. “I don’t understand why we can’t just ask Ajax and let him tell us how he feels.” 
 
    “NO!” Niv said, raising her voice. 
 
    “Blake is right,” Leif acknowledged. “The elves shall retaliate. They are cunning. I do not know what they will try next, but I do not believe it shall be as obvious as the last attack.” 
 
    “They’ll probably simply send a few over and drop Axel’s children into the chasm,” the dragon said. 
 
    “Hey!” Axel yelled. 
 
    “I do not want that to happen, but that is the fashion of the elves,” the seer replied defensively. “I have lived through it firsthand. Just imagine the most horrible possibility you can and then know the elves will come up with an idea ten times worse.” 
 
    The trek from his room had exhausted Ajax, but he didn’t want his friends to continue this argument about him. He took a deep breath, painted on a fake smile, and strolled into the room as casually as he could. 
 
    “Good afternoon!” He smiled lightly, glancing around the room. Everyone was here. Niko, Neely, and Spots were sitting at the table snacking on something. Sinda and Axel were standing in a circle with Nivara, Leif, and the Prince. Sky seemed to be napping on a chair. 
 
    “Ajax, you ought not be up.” Niv ran and got a chair and pushed it towards him. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said reassuringly. To prove his point he declined to sit, although secretly he was grateful. Now he could rest his hand on the back of the chair and use it to support some of his weight. “What’s everyone discussing?” he asked, feigning ignorance, not wanting them to know he was eavesdropping on their conversation. 
 
    “We were simply discussing when you might be up to fixing…or opening…the portal,” the Prince shrugged. “I’m still not sure how it all works.” 
 
    Niv glared at Blake. “We have plenty of time for that.” 
 
    The seer stepped forward. “You put on quite a show before. I have never seen another sorcerer come close to the power you demonstrated against Striker and his army.” He seemed to look straight through Ajax, and then gave a slight nod. Ajax wasn’t sure if it was meant for him or not. 
 
    “Let’s move this to the table,” the dragon suggested. “After a couple millennia, if I have learned one thing. It’s to rest your feet when you have the chance.” 
 
    Ajax had felt the sweat begin to trickle down his face. Standing for so long was about to do him in. He smiled warmly and followed the seer to the table and gave a silent thanks to be sitting. 
 
    “You all want to go home,” the dragon affirmed. “I am not an expert on portals, but I do believe that they cannot be destroyed. It was your ancestor that dismantled the opening on this side. I think that he somehow made it invisible and had it alter locations daily. That would explain why everyone who entered came through in a different location,” the seer explained. 
 
    “Then how do they get home?” the rhino grunted, tossing something that resembled a walnut in his mouth. 
 
    Sliver shrugged. “That is the question, is it not? Since the spell cast was performed by his ancestor,” he pointed to Ajax, “then I have faith that he can call the portal to him and disguise it somewhere new.” 
 
    “Like in one of the lower levels of the tower?” Neely asked. “No one knows how far down it goes.” 
 
    “I was hoping for something a little more…clever. The best place to hide something is in plain sight. But I don’t know where that would be.” 
 
    Sinda squeezed Axel’s hand. “What does that mean for us?”   
 
    “I’m staying here with you and the children, of course,” Axel said. 
 
    Ajax looked up. “Axel, you can’t. The elves will come back.” 
 
    He waved it off. “I evaded them for ten years, I can do it again.” 
 
    Leif cleared his throat. “That was before they knew you existed. Now they shall never stop looking. Before it was a possibility you died when entering our world. They have now seen that is not the case. It does not matter that they think it was Ajax and not you, the point is they will never cease searching.” 
 
    “My family would be persecuted and feared in our world,” Axel argued. 
 
    “We shall find a way.” Ajax pledged. “Even if we have to leave.” 
 
    “I will issue a royal decree welcoming them to Rastella,” Prince Blake offered. 
 
    “That is kind,” Axel smiled appeasingly. “But a piece of paper will not stop the fear.” 
 
    Sinda caressed her husband’s face. “I suppose it may be the better of two bad options.” 
 
    Axel sighed and nodded. 
 
    “What about the rest of you?” Ajax asked, looking at each of his companions one by one. “Is it safe for you here?” 
 
    “They didn’t see me or Neely,” Spots offered. 
 
    Neely rubbed the ladybug’s back gently. “No, but they knew the seer was here. Chances are that they know about his companions too. They have spies everywhere, and if the seer was seen, we can’t take the risk. Even if they haven’t seen us specifically, if the elves start asking questions to the crew...well, it wouldn’t take long to figure it out.” 
 
    “I fear we must all leave with you,” Niko said grimly. 
 
    Ajax rubbed his eyes. His coming into their world had messed up their lives completely. Now they would have to abandon their home and come into a new and different land. 
 
    “I will figure out a way to make this right,” Ajax said. “I just need to get us home and safe. Somewhere that I can have some peace and not be running for my life. Sliver and I shall come up with something.” 
 
    “We have to. Until there is harmony in this world the dragons will never hatch,” Sliver added solemnly. 
 
    “Then I guess it’s settled.” Sky yawned and arched his back on the chair. “Rastella, here we come.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XXIII 
 
      
 
    The next few days were spent walking around the castle, trying to get his strength to return. Ajax spent many hours conversing with Sliver as they brainstormed ideas for the journey back to Rastella. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” Ajax exclaimed, bursting into the dining hall as lunch was being served. 
 
    Everyone looked at him expectantly. Niko froze midway through reaching for a platter of meat, his hand suspended awkwardly in the air. 
 
    Ajax beamed. He slowed down and walked over to the table. “I know where we can conceal the portal. I have the perfect place, and it’s in plain sight just as Sliver wanted.” 
 
    The seer leaned forward anxiously. “Well? How long are you going to keep us in suspense?”  
 
    “I shall place it at the bottom of the chasm. No one would ever look there.” 
 
    Sky choked on a piece of meat and started coughing. Neely nearly knocked over her goblet, and the others all regarded him as if he were insane. 
 
    Spots flew over and landed on the table in front of the sorcerer. “To clarify,” the bug began, “you want us to jump off the tower and trust that a million feet down we will slide through a portal and into your world?” He turned to the Prince. “Exactly how big is this portal?” 
 
    The Prince stretched out his arms. “Give or take,” he commented. 
 
    “That seems awfully small, when we are jumping from so high.” Niv swallowed loudly. “What happens if we miscalculate and don’t hit the portal?” 
 
    Ajax didn’t answer and let the silence speak for itself. After a few moments, he began again. “Of course, I will have to be careful where I place it. We can use something on the castle as a marker and only jump from that point.” 
 
    “How will we know if your spell worked and the portal is really even down there?” Leif asked skeptically, in between bites of something that resembled pasta. 
 
    Ajax sat down and pulled a plate in front of him. “You sure don’t instill a lot of confidence in me,” he scolded them as he loaded up his plate. “Do you really have such little faith in me? You think that I would have one of you jump to test it out?” He shook his head. “Sliver or Squeak can fly down and even possibly test the portal.” 
 
    “Or we could ride the dragons down and forgo the jumping altogether,” Niv suggested. 
 
    “Right. Good idea.” Ajax felt stupid for not thinking of that himself. 
 
    The group seemed to relax some at this news. They ate the remainder of the meal in silence. After Ajax was finished he called Sliver over to a corner. 
 
    “You stayed very quiet after my announcement. Do you not believe it will work?” He watched the dragon expectantly. 
 
    “I was rather impressed by your ingenuity. Who would voluntarily jump off a cliff? I think it’s brilliant.” Sliver patted the boy on his back. “If I was quiet, it was only because I was reflecting on how I overlooked that.” 
 
    “Sliver,” Ajax began. “Why did the dragon eggs never hatch when the sorcerers ruled? Weren’t things peaceful then?” 
 
    “Yes,” the dragon agreed, “but it was a forced peace. The elves still tested their limits. They pushed back whenever possible. It wasn’t a genuine peace.” 
 
    Ajax scratched his head. “I still don’t understand how the elves were able to hunt down and slaughter all the sorcerers. With my medallion, I am pretty much indestructible.” 
 
    The seer nodded. “Yes, but there are always ways around even the most powerful magic. Poison, for one. The medallion might stop a poison dart, but not a poison berry you fed yourself.” 
 
    Ajax nodded in understanding. 
 
    “And then they could always go for something you care about. What wouldn’t you do for Niv? Your brother?” he asked knowingly. 
 
    “I see.” Ajax shook his head. “It still baffles me that something with no apparent abilities overcame the most powerful beings in your world.” 
 
    “Ah,” the dragon said, holding up a hand. “Don’t let them fool you, they have plenty of abilities. Their skill with the sword and bow is unmatched, and they have plenty of cunning. The elves are ingenious strategists and thrive at war. Underestimating them would be unwise. That was our mistake.” 
 
    Ajax smiled at Niv as she and Niko helped clear the table. “I think I can call the portal. I have been reflecting on it, and I believe I can sense it, similar to how you could sense me.” 
 
    The dragon shrugged. “It would make sense. It is your family’s magic that produced the spell.” 
 
    “I think I can call it here and place it at the bottom of the chasm,” he said, feeling confident. “We should leave tomorrow. The more I hear about the elves, the quicker I feel we ought to depart.” 
 
    The seer nodded. “Until tomorrow. I must go meditate and peer into the future. Perhaps I may see something that shall benefit us in the days to come.” 
 
    Niv came to join them just as Sliver was leaving. 
 
    “What were you two discussing over here huddled in the corner?” She eyed him suspiciously. 
 
    Ajax shrugged. “I merely wanted to know what he thought of my plan.”  
 
    They headed downstairs together.  
 
    “We are going to leave tomorrow,” he announced as they reached his room.  
 
    “So soon?” Niv asked, astonished. “Are you sure you’re up to it? It hasn’t been that—” 
 
    “I’m fine now,” he interrupted. “I give you my word. No more light-headedness. I don’t pant walking up a flight of stairs. I am ready.”  
 
    He waved his hand and the door opened. 
 
    She huffed. “Is it really that much faster than simply pushing it open?” 
 
    He laughed. “No, it’s just becoming second nature. I have been practicing a lot. I could probably do it without even waving my hand.” He stepped inside. “Are you coming in?” 
 
    Niv hovered barely outside the doorway. “I hardly think that’s proper.” She shook her head. 
 
    “Are you serious?” he asked, moving towards her. “You have been in my room almost every day the past week. And unchaperoned I might add.” He cocked an eyebrow up and gave a half-grin. 
 
    She shook her finger at him. “No, that was different. You were injured and recovering. Now you tell me you are fine, so there is no good reason for me to be in your room.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and sighed. She did have a point. The rules of etiquette and propriety had been somewhat lax in this world, but where they were returning that was not the case. He could easily bring disgrace to them both, if he wasn’t careful.  
 
    “I guess I should pack.” She looked down at her outfit. “I am going to miss wearing pants,” she mused. “I was horrified at first, but now, I really enjoy them. You can do so much more in them.” 
 
    “Bring a few home,” he laughed. “You never know, maybe it will be a new trend.” 
 
    She smirked at him, knowing he was teasing her, but she walked straight to her room, and the first thing she put in her bag were three pairs of pants. 
 
    Sky popped inside as she was finishing up. She scanned the room one last time. The freedom she would long for, and the furnishings, but it was time to go home. 
 
    “What’s your world like, Niv? Do you think we will fit in there?” Sky said, jumping on the bed and sticking his nose into her satchel, curious as to what she had deemed worthy to bring back with her. 
 
    She sat down beside the hoosula and scratched behind his ear. She had found that was his favorite place. “Honestly, I am not sure. I suppose it shall be just as eye-opening for you as it was for me. Our worlds are so different.”  
 
    He hopped up into her lap and started purring, arching his back against her stomach. He stopped suddenly and his eyes met hers. His countenance was more serious than she had ever seen him. “I will get to stay with you though, right?” 
 
    Niv thought about it. “Certainly, if that’s what you’d prefer.” 
 
    “And Leif too?” Sky asked. 
 
    Nivara thought about the elf. She wondered how much of this new world her parents could handle at once. “With me or with Ajax.” 
 
    Sky nodded, seeming content with the answer. 
 
    “Oh, and it would be better if you didn’t talk.” 
 
    The hoosula jumped off her lap. “What?!” he exclaimed. 
 
    Niv hurried to get her words out. “At least not at first. People in my world are not used to talking animals. I want to explain it to my parents first. I hope they will accept it easier and with less shock, if I give them some warning in advance.” 
 
    Sky looked at her speculatively. “So just for a few minutes?” he verified. 
 
    “Yes. I give you my word.” 
 
    The hoosula returned to her lap and deigned her to pet him again, which by now she knew to mean everything was fine. 
 
    There was a light knock on the door and before Niv could hop off the bed she heard a voice calling to her. 
 
    “Niv, can I come in, please?” 
 
    So much for propriety, Niv thought, but then again it was easier than trying to explain such things to an elf. 
 
    “Yes, Leif,” she called. 
 
    The door opened slightly as he peeked inside. Seeing only Sky was in the room seemed to reassure him enough to enter. 
 
    Nervousness exuded out of him. The elf was wringing his hands out in front of him and looking more at his feet than at her. She thought about jumping down from the bed and walking over, but he looked like the tiniest sound might send him bolting. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    Leif looked up and shook his head. “Niv…” he paused a long time, “Niv, is there anything you can do to help me fit in?” He looked down at himself. “I mean…well, when you came you stuck out like a sore thumb.” He grinned a small half-smile, seeming to relax slightly. “Ajax and the Prince look so different.” 
 
    The elf was definitely going to stick out in Rastella. For one, his long braid was not like anything she had seen, and it caused his pointy ears to be more noticeable. His clothing was peculiar, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that until they were back in Rastella. His skin would also stand out, as it was much paler than the humans, and his eyes were one of a kind. 
 
    “There isn’t a lot I can do,” Niv admitted. “I could cut your hair…” she began. 
 
    His hand went automatically to his braid. He gasped quietly, but then nodded. “Do it.”  
 
    She sent Sky off to find some scissors and sat the elf in a chair. Slowly her hands began to unwind his braid. His hair was beautiful. It hurt her to cut it, but not as much as it pained Leif.  
 
    When the hoosula returned carrying the sharp object, Niv turned to the elf. 
 
    “Are you certain? You don’t have to,” she reassured him. 
 
    “I do. I want to look more comparable to Blake and Ajax. They do not wear their hair as I do.” 
 
    Niv understood, but she still held her breath as she made the first few cuts, cringing inwardly. She could see how difficult this was for him. Although he tried to act unaffected, the pain was evident in his eyes. 
 
    When she had finished, Niv was surprised to see how striking the new look made him. “You look very handsome,” Niv smiled. Touching the side of his face, she moved it from side to side. Never having cut a man’s hair before, she thought it looked fairly even. 
 
    Now that his hair wasn’t pulled back, but falling loosely, it covered his ears. He stood and picked up a hand mirror that Nivara had set out for him. He stared into it for a long minute.  
 
    “Thank you,” the elf said. “I had better go pack. Ajax means to send the dragon down at first light.” 
 
    Niv nodded. 
 
    She finished packing a few last items and then closed the flap across her satchel. “I guess that’s it,” she said, glancing around the room one last time. 
 
    “Good. It’s about time,” Sky croaked. “I was about to die of hunger.” He feigned passing out on the bed. 
 
    Niv poked him. “OW!” He jumped up. 
 
    “You know,” Niv said, opening the door. “I am not sure we have enough food for you. We only eat one meal a day in Rastella.” 
 
    Sky froze mid-step. “One meal a day!” he cried. 
 
    Try as she might, Niv couldn’t keep a straight face and ended up laughing. 
 
    Sky breathed a sigh of relief, then walked past her, avoiding eye contact. “That was not funny,” he huffed. “Sustenance ought never be joked about.” 
 
    Niv followed him up the stairs, trying to look appropriately penitent. She could tell she had crossed a line in his book. He refused to sit next to her or talk to her at dinner. 
 
    “What was that about?” Leif asked as he assisted Nivara in bringing an empty tray back to the kitchen. 
 
    “I teased Sky, telling him there wouldn’t be enough food in Rastella.”  
 
    Leif nearly dropped the platter. “You are in trouble. There were many a night that Sky went to bed hungry. Striker,” a look of disdain crossed the elf’s face as he mentioned the name of his father, “would punish him by withholding food. He might have even starved to death if I had not picked up on it as I got older. Many cambriars have died due to Striker’s mistreatment. The death of one means nothing to him.” 
 
    Niv nodded, remembering how the hoosula had briefly mentioned something about his treatment to her. How stupid she had been. She hadn’t been thinking. What a traumatic thing to go through. “What can I do to make it up to him?” she asked earnestly. 
 
    Leif rubbed his chin. He began opening cupboards in the storeroom. When he opened the final cupboard he exclaimed, “This should work!” 
 
    Niv peered over the elf’s shoulder and saw a bag filled with tiny dried fish. 
 
    “These are his favorites.” Leif handed her the bag over his shoulder and then shut the cupboard. 
 
    “Thanks,” Niv said, kissing the elf on the cheek. 
 
    She hurried to find the hoosula and mend his broken feelings. 
 
    Hearing raised voices in the corridor gave Niv pause to stop.  
 
    “Ajax,” she heard the Prince say in an exasperated tone. “You have to understand, I can’t have them just walking around openly. Everyone shall have to come stay at the castle, at least at the beginning.” 
 
    Niv could tell he was trying to convince Ajax of something. She stepped into the room. Ajax took a step back upon seeing her. He hadn’t realized how close he was to Blake. 
 
    “What are we fighting about now?” Nivara asked, rolling her eyes. 
 
    The Prince turned. “We aren’t fighting. It’s called a discussion. I am trying to make Ajax see reason. Perhaps you could help.” He threw up his hands and huffed. 
 
    Niv waited expectantly, staring at Ajax. 
 
    He brushed his hand through his hair and shook his head. “He wants to lock them all up and throw away the key,” he announced in frustration. 
 
    “Oh, come now,” the Prince said. “Let’s not be melodramatic. That is not what I said.” He glanced back at Nivara. “We are bringing back creatures that no one has ever heard of, let alone seen,” Blake said, waving his hand. “I only mentioned how I think it would be better if everyone stayed at the castle. I can block off a wing and they can have privacy—” 
 
    “Or be hidden away,” Ajax mumbled. 
 
    The Prince continued, pretending to have not heard his comment. “It would only be for a little while, until we can introduce the kingdom to the idea that there are things out there beyond their wildest imaginations.” 
 
    Niv looked between the two. “How long until they could leave the castle?”  
 
    “Well…I’m not sure honestly. It could take some time.” 
 
    “Imagine how lonely and isolated they would feel,” Ajax insisted. 
 
    “You’d be more than welcome to visit,” the Prince added. 
 
    “Oh, how kind of you,” Ajax said sarcastically. 
 
    Blake’s face started turning red. He took a deep breath. “I will remind you, that while I might not have authority here, I do back home. So, you might want to remember that when you speak to me.” 
 
    “Are you serious!” Ajax said, raising his voice. 
 
    Niv placed her hand on his chest and pushed him back. “He’s right. What do you think the King would do if he saw you address the Crown Prince in such a manner? We have become lax here.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to sound all high and mighty, but things shall be different when we return,” Blake said solemnly.  
 
    Ajax sighed. He knew they were right, but somehow with all his newfound power, it made it even harder to cower down in front of someone, especially if he disagreed with them. 
 
    “You’re both right. I apologize, Your Highness,” he bowed. “But I am still against the idea.” 
 
    “I am too,” Niv interjected. 
 
    The Prince shrugged. “Then what are we to do, let the talking rhinoceros simply stroll through the market and do some purchasing? Do you have the space for everyone?” He looked to Ajax and then to Niv asked, “Do you?” 
 
    “I just think we ought to give them an option,” Ajax said, shaking his head. 
 
    They finally consented to both use the night to consider each other’s proposals.  
 
    Niv made her excuses once she had calmed them both down. She had some apologizing of her own to do. 
 
    After searching most of the top levels of the castle, Niv made her way up to the roof. She was relieved to find a red and black dragon asleep with a small furry blue creature curled up beside it. Niv decided an indirect approach might work better. She opened the bag and loudly started counting the dried fish and laying them in a line.   
 
    She noticed out of the corner of her vision that the hoosula was observing her with one eye open. 
 
    “What should I do with all these fish?” she mused loudly. She swept them all into a pile and walked to the edge of the roof. “If I drop them off the edge and listen, maybe I’ll hear them hit the bottom.” She held one out and dangled it over the side. 
 
    “No!” Sky called as he ran over and up to the stone railing.  
 
    She turned and looked at him, slowly pulling her hand back. “Would you care for one?” she asked nonchalantly. 
 
    Sky paused and looked at her strangely. Niv wondered if he was remembering they were in a quarrel. 
 
    “Those are salted sea finkle.” The hoosula’s mouth was drooling slightly. 
 
    Niv shrugged. “I have a whole bag.” She sat down and offered him her lap.  
 
    He looked for a long moment and then pounced into her lap. 
 
    After a few fish, they were laughing and talking as normal and she knew all was forgiven. 
 
    “How did you know about the fish?” Sky asked after they were all devoured. “It was that darn elf, wasn’t it?” he winked. 
 
    “Yes. He wasn’t fond of seeing me so sad. I’m sorry I teased you. I didn’t realize…” Niv apologized. 
 
    “Teasing is fine. Just. Not. About. Food,” he said seriously. 
 
    “Deal,” Niv said, hugging him and kissing his head. 
 
    They found their way back downstairs, and Niv smiled to herself as Sky hopped into bed and curled up in his usual spot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter XXIV 
 
      
 
    Nightmares filled Nivara’s dreams that night. She tossed and turned, startling Sky a few times as she tried to get into a restful sleep. Visions of falling into an endless chasm filled her thoughts. When morning finally came, she looked in her mirror and found dark circles under both eyes. 
 
    She let Sky slumber while she brushed her hair and changed for the day. Today was the day she would finally get home. 
 
    When everything was neatly tucked in her bag, she gently jostled the hoosula awake. 
 
    “I may have to find new sleeping accommodations if you keep that up,” he yawned tiredly. “What has you worried?” he asked as he hopped off the bed. 
 
    “Not much,” Niv smiled. “Apart from the thought of jumping to my death.” 
 
    Sky walked between her legs purring and rubbing up against them. “Oh, come now, those boys are never going to let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “You’re right.” She reached down and scooped the animal up in her arms. “Now come on, we don’t want to get left behind.” 
 
    “As if,” Sky chuckled. 
 
    Niv found Spots and Neely in the hallway. They were just making their way up to the roof as well. 
 
    “Good morning,” Nivara waved. 
 
    “Perhaps to you,” Spots muttered. 
 
    Niv looked puzzled. 
 
    Neely swatted at the bug. “He is nervous. You are going home, but this will be a new adventure to us, one of which we don’t have any idea of what to expect.” 
 
    “I understand. It shall be different, but look on the bright side. At least you know you are going to a new world, and you will be with friends. When we came through none of us had any idea what to expect and we were all alone.” 
 
    Neely poked the ladybug. “Yes, we ought to be grateful for that.” 
 
    They climbed the stairs in silence, each lost in his or her own thoughts and worries of what was about to come. 
 
    The others were all outside already. Sliver had taken his dragon form and was flying circles overhead with Squeak. 
 
    The Prince was having a discussion with Axel and his family, while Niko and Ajax were looking over the railing down into the cavern. 
 
    Ajax called up to Sliver. “Alright. I think we are ready. It feels as though everything is set.” 
 
    The dragon nodded, and then plummeted down with Squeak behind him. Everyone crowded around and looked down, waiting for the seer to reappear. 
 
    After several minutes Niv was beginning to look worried. She could see the concern on Ajax’s face. She knew the dragons could both fly, so there shouldn’t be anything for them to be preoccupied with even if the portal wasn’t down there. 
 
    The first to give up the watch were Axel’s children. Edwin and Veda started running around the open space, playing a game of tag. 
 
    “Do you suppose something happened?” Neely finally asked. 
 
    Niv was relieved—she had been wondering the same thing, but didn’t want to be the one to ask. Neely winked at her, and she remembered that Ajax had said she was a mind reader. 
 
    Just as Ajax was opening his mouth to respond, they heard the flapping of wings.  
 
    Sliver perched himself on a giant stone. “Squeak went through the portal—it all looks good. It is further down than anyone could imagine. It would be far too dangerous to try jumping from here. I will have to carry you all down. It shall be a long day.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. 
 
    “The Prince should go first. There could be a new keeper and there may need to be explanations, and I ought to go last,” he stated. 
 
    “Blake and Niko, I will transport you first.” 
 
    The rhino glanced up and grunted.  
 
    The Prince and Niko looked like quite the odd couple flying down together on the back of a dragon. 
 
    Since this time, they knew the journey would take a while, Neely and Niv headed inside to bring up fruit and cheese. No one had eaten and snacking seemed to be a good thing to do to pass the time. 
 
    About a half hour passed and Sliver appeared again. 
 
    “Do you need a repose?” Ajax said, unsure of how long a dragon could fly. 
 
    “Maybe after this next trip. How about Axel and Sinda?” 
 
    Sinda shook her head. 
 
    “How about Edwin and me?” Axel suggested. “We are sure everything shall be fine, but we’d rather not leave the kids alone.” 
 
    “Wisdom must run in the family,” the dragon smiled. 
 
    When the seer came back the third time, he rested an hour and ate and drank. 
 
    “Sinda, are you and Veda ready?” he asked. 
 
    The deflator nodded as they climbed on and then disappeared over the edge. 
 
    The day was passing quickly. Sliver took Neely and Spots on his fourth trip, and Leif, Niv, and the hoosula on the fifth. Finally, he came up for his last trip. 
 
    “Is the sorcerer ready?” the dragon asked. 
 
    “Take me home, Sliver. Take me home,” Ajax smiled. 
 
    He jumped on the back of the dragon and they dove. He glanced back up and surveyed the cliffs. He thought maybe he saw movement on the northern side of the cavern, but dismissed it as his eyes playing tricks on him when he glanced back up and found nothing. 
 
    Ajax watched in awe as they flew further and further down. The towers on their right, the cliffs on their left, and he still had yet to find the bottom. 
 
    “How far down is the bottom? Ajax called as wind whipped around him. 
 
    The dragon laughed. “I never reached it. I don’t know if there is one. I only went as far as the portal. It simply hovers in midair.” 
 
    They had been flying for fifteen minutes and they still couldn’t see the end, and the dragon had never seen it. It seemed unfathomable that anything could go on and on forever. Perhaps air was without an end, but the tower had to start from somewhere. He couldn’t wrap his head around it. 
 
    Finally, Ajax could make out the black swirling vortex. It looked the same on either side of the portal. This time instead of pausing and having Ajax jump into the dark waves as the others had done, the dragon flew straight through. 
 
    To say what Sliver and the sorcerer found upon their entry was unexpected would be a gross understatement.  
 
    The dragon flew out and up from the tree, narrowly dodging a dozen spears aimed at the entrance.  
 
    They circled the big tree and saw hundreds of soldiers camped out. Snow covered the ground and clung to the branches of the trees. More time had passed since he had crossed through the portal than Ajax had imagined. 
 
    He searched for his companions. There were several wagons towards the back of the camp, each transporting a large cage. Neely was in one, shivering and looking frightened, Niko stood in another, and Leif was in a third.  
 
    “I command you to land by order of the King,” a soldier yelled loudly. 
 
    Ajax looked around frantically. Under a tree he noticed another cage that had not yet been loaded. Sinda was locked inside along with his niece and nephew. They were huddled together in a corner with a thin blanket. 
 
    He still had yet to find Niv, his brother, or the Prince. 
 
    Spears began to be hurled upward. 
 
    “Fly higher!” Ajax called.  
 
    “Don’t worry, these are no threat to my scales,” Sliver reassured him. 
 
    “Where is Nivara?” Ajax called down. “Niv! Axel!” 
 
    Ajax felt his rage growing; seeing some of his friends in cages and not being able to find the others just added to it. 
 
    He pointed to an area scarcely past the army that had a few small trees. “Let’s land there. I’ll make quick work of the trees.” 
 
    “No, don’t,” the dragon warned. “I can knock them down with my tail. Let’s not let them know about your abilities unless we have to.” 
 
    Sliver swept down and thrashed the saplings to pieces with his tail and talons. 
 
    He landed and blew fire in the direction of the soldiers, cautious to just blow enough to keep them back without incinerating anyone. 
 
    “Ajax, stop!”  
 
    He turned to the direction of his name and saw the Prince exiting a tent. Nivara and Axel followed behind him and then to his surprise the King himself stepped out. All were dressed in big heavy coats, with the exception of Axel. 
 
    “What is going on, Your Highness? Why am I being attacked?” 
 
    The Prince glared at the soldiers. “I gave you orders to stand down.” 
 
    “He disobeyed orders to land,” one of the captains explained. “We were within our rights.” 
 
    The Prince pushed past the soldiers and made his way to the sorcerer. 
 
    Blake lowered his voice. “Just give me some time. I am trying to explain things to my father. I will get everyone released.” 
 
    “Where is Squeak?” Ajax said, noticing the other dragon’s absence for the first time. 
 
    “Look, we didn’t come through the portal hours apart but days. Squeak has been moved. I shall take care of him too.” 
 
    Ajax noticed the King staring at them during their exchange. “See that you do,” he warned, as he bowed before his Prince. “I will not let my family or friends be imprisoned.”  
 
    Ajax wondered if there was any reason to the timing of the portal. It seemed so random and chaotic. If there was any sense to it, he certainly hadn’t figured it out. 
 
    Blake stepped closer. “Or what, you’ll start a war over them being in a cage for a few days?” 
 
    Niv came up behind them and placed her hand on the Prince’s shoulder. “No more fighting. This isn’t helping.” She wrapped her arm through the Prince’s. “Come, your father wants to speak to both of you.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. He slid down from Sliver and opened his mind. 
 
    Get away and then shift into your human form. My home is a thirty-minute walk due east. Wait for me there if things don’t go well. I’d rather limit the number of prisoners. 
 
    Sliver cleared his throat, and Ajax winked at him as he strode past. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Ajax bowed before the King. 
 
    “Inside,” the King said gruffly, ushering them into a tent. 
 
    Once they had all entered, he turned, looking furiously at them. “What madness is this? Why have you brought these monsters into our land?” 
 
    “Monsters?” Ajax asked, feeling his temper flare. “These monsters saved us. Saved your son,” Ajax added. 
 
    “I don’t know what to believe,” the King muttered, pacing in front of a large chair. “It has been over a year since you disappeared. A week since the first dragon came through the portal.” 
 
    Ajax looked around. More than a year had already passed. What agony his parents must be going through. He noticed he had not seen Sky. Then he realized how tightly, yet carefully, Niv was holding her satchel and guessed the truth. 
 
    “Your Highness, my family has done nothing but serve the kingdom. Would you be so kind as to allow us to go home with our companions, Sire?” 
 
    The King sighed. “I need time to think. Tomorrow the entire Maxwell family shall come to the palace and rehearse all that has transpired this past year until I am satisfied.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” Axel bowed and Ajax followed suit. 
 
    “The creatures you brought with you will be placed in the dungeon, until a time I deem them not to be a threat.” 
 
    “But my wife and children! Please,” Axel begged. 
 
    “Enough!” The King’s voice was deafening. 
 
    Ajax’s face started to flush as he tried to control his temper. “Are they to freeze to death while you make up your mind? Is this the hospitality of Rastella?” he asked bitterly. 
 
    Niv looked away, embarrassed. 
 
    The King turned, his eyes blazing. He raised his hand as if to backhand Ajax hard across the face. “How dare you speak to me in that fashion,” the King said angrily as he motioned to two of his knights. 
 
    Power swelled from within Ajax. If he just lifted his hand he could put an end to all of this. 
 
    Prince Blake stepped forward, remembering the power of the medallion that Ajax wore. “Wait!” he cried out. “Please, Ajax didn’t mean anything. We have been through a lot. It has been over a year. Things were so very different over there. Ajax has forgotten himself.” Blake glared at the sorcerer. 
 
    Ajax took a deep breath, trying to reign in his temper, and bowed. Having all this power inside him made it harder for him to restrain his anger. It was difficult to cow down to anyone when he was the most powerful person in Rastella, aside from Sliver. “My apologies, Your Highness. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Father,” the Prince spoke up, trying to change the subject, “certainly the children and their mother could be quarantined to a bedroom. Place them beside me. I give you my solemn word that they shall not leave or be seen by anyone but myself.” 
 
    The King paused. “Fine, but only if you can devise a way to get them to the room unseen.” 
 
    Axel mouthed the words “thank you” to the Prince. 
 
    A loud commotion came from outside the tent. A moment later a soldier rushed in. “The dragon got away.” 
 
    The King slammed his fist down on the arm of the chair. “Well go after it!” he commanded. “Find it!” 
 
    As they walked back outside, Niv slid her satchel onto Ajax’s arm. 
 
    This isn’t right. Ajax pushed the thought toward Niv. He had never tried communicating with someone other than Sliver this way, but his power was growing, so he tried. 
 
    She whipped her head back towards him, looking stunned, and then nodded. 
 
    “Come, Blake, Nivara. We must go celebrate. My son is back from the dead, and he will be wed to the most beautiful woman in the kingdom. We must let the people know what a blessed day it is.” 
 
    The Prince placed his arm around Niv’s shoulders, ushering her forward. He turned and looked back apologetically at Ajax. 
 
    The sorcerer stood there in stunned silence. He had the power to alter all of this. He could rip the locks from the cages and free his friends and family in mere moments, yet he was standing here doing nothing. Once more, his companions were advising him to not lift a finger. 
 
    Axel ran to the cage that held Sinda and his children. He whispered a few words to each of them, kissed his wife through the bars, and squeezed Edwin’s and Veda’s hands gently. Tears were running down all of their faces. 
 
    Finally, Axel turned and started walking into the forest. Ajax looked guiltily at his friends. He opened his mind up to Neely. Stay strong. I will fix this. You shall never be abandoned. Tell the others. 
 
    She nodded, letting him know the message had been received. 
 
    The Prince stopped and spoke to one of the captains in the King’s guard. A moment later soldiers began carrying blankets to the cages, pushing them through the bars with the tips of their swords, careful to stay far from the dangerous monsters.  
 
    Ajax nodded to the Prince; at least his friends wouldn’t freeze tonight. Then he turned and hurried after his brother. “Where are you going?” he called to Axel. 
 
    He didn’t turn around. “Home. To see Mother and Father.”   
 
    Ajax ran up to him and shook him. “That’s it? They have your wife and kids!” he snapped angrily. 
 
    Axel raised his hand to strike him and then dropped it in defeat. “Do you think I don’t know that? What do you want from me? Should we just start a war in this world too and then find another one to mess up?” 
 
    “We have to do something.” 
 
    “Ajax,” he said, resting his hand on his brother’s shoulder, “I know. And we shall, but we need to plan this through. We have to be diplomatic. I merely need to convince the King that Sinda is not a threat. As much as I hate the separation it might be better to wait until tomorrow so each side can think more calmly.” 
 
    He watched as his brother walked slowly back in the direction of their home and didn’t follow. He was angry that his brother had let his family be taken. But also, Ajax felt that Axel deserved a few undisturbed moments with their parents. He stood there with the anger bottled up inside him, ready to burst. 
 
    He jumped as the satchel to the bag flew open. “Thank goodness,” the blue furry head said, popping out and taking a deep breath. “Do you have any clue as to how stuffy it is in there?”  
 
    Setting the bag down, Ajax pulled the hoosula out of the bag. He stretched. “Thank you,” he added appreciatively. “Now let’s go figure out a plan to save my brother…and the others too.” His stomach growled. “But first let’s find something to eat. And Niv really had better have been kidding when she said you only eat one meal a day.” 
 
    Ajax laughed, his anger diffused some by the good nature of the hoosula. Sky was right, they would come up with a plan. He would fix this. He just needed to clear his head, find Sliver, and together they would make everything right. After all he was a Maxwell, and that meant something. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Acknowledgements 
 
      
 
    There are so many people who assist me and give me inspiration and amazing feedback. Thank you everyone!  
 
      
 
    First off, thank you Rodney Smith. You terrified me as a child when you transformed into the Sandworm. Who knew years later the Sandworm would take form in one of my stories? Thanks for the inspiration, if not for the nightmares...LOL. 
 
      
 
    Thank you to my amazing editor, Courtney Johansson, for editing this in a time crunch.  
 
    Thank you Eden Sanchez. You inspire me every day to work harder. I am so proud of you and of all of your accomplishments. 
 
    Also, thank you to my son Maximo. You wanted dragons, I give you dragons. Thanks for being my most enthusiastic beta reader. I loved it when you were disappointed if I didn’t finish writing a chapter. It was encouraging to see you enjoy the story and characters so much. 
 
      
 
    Thank you to all my other beta readers: Dawn Potter, Kiora Nield, Teri Cisneros, and everyone who read and gave me feedback on The Portal Keeper. You helped me more than words can say. Thank you! 
 
      
 
    And a special thanks to my youngest beta reader, Jack Cisneros. I loved your enthusiasm. Thank you for your support! 
 
      
 
    I also need to thank my PR agent, Kyler Sanchez. He might be the youngest agent at age nine, but he never lets an opportunity pass him by where he doesn’t promote my book. Thanks buddy! 
 
      
 
    And always, thank you Mom! For reading, editing, and giving me lots of support. 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much to all my readers! You are the reason I get to spend my time doing something I am passionate about. Please don’t forget to go review The Portal Keeper on Amazon, Barnes and Noble, Goodreads, or any other review site. It means the world to me. 
 
      
 
    I love to hear from readers. Drop me a line at authorstsanchez@hotmail.com. 
 
      
 
    Check out my blog: www.authorstsanchez.blogspot.com 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Portal Keeper – Alternate Cover Design by Maximo Sanchez 
 
    
[image: https://lh3.googleusercontent.com/2etZJ_0cLfuBjRdRSEaodgRI4P5I8b3lrRpw5uMh2a6LU1yHwGtR4_SkkU4tSkEzWePphtV4YymUn7t4i5gimM9BKQh3XMaJHBv_6L5LtN_5quzRKV8bKCkgdnB5S8xemfqGkVe7umWmrs0k7Q]  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Don’t Miss S. T. Sanchez’s epic YA series The Sunwalker Trilogy 
 
      
 
    Book 1 
 
    SUNWALKER 
 
      
 
    Book 2 Coming 2018 
 
      
 
    NIGHTWALKER 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





