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  This second book of the Nemedian Trilogy continues its tribute to fans of epic fantasy and those who love Celtic, Norse and Greek mythology.


  


  “Beloved Hrafn, release thy chains. Odin hears your cries and will send forth Huginn and Muninn to turn the tide of battle.”


  


  Book of Dagda, Fifteenth Cycle
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  PROLOGUE


  The darkness of night had fallen upon the city when the demons finally came. Creatures that flew, walked, crawled and burrowed quickly slaughtered the guards on duty, leaving their quivering corpses to empty their blood upon the city’s ramparts. As the demons reached the cobbled streets, they broke their silence.


  The city’s inhabitants awoke to a terrifying sound as high and low pitched shrieks formed a cacophony of hell. The creatures began to enter the dwellings, swiftly silencing terrified screams as bodies soon lay broken, many still within their beds. The smell of death quickly filled the air and within a matter of hours, the city lay silent.


  The Northern clans then entered the city and began to systematically plunder it of its riches, moving from house to house and then setting each dwelling ablaze. By dawn, the city of Ellington was no more. Angry flames had been replaced by clouds of thick, dark smoke that stretched far into the sky as a blackened shell was revealed by the pale winter sunlight. Then the rain came, huge great sheets of it that washed the air clean.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  The Draugr twitched.


  Inside its cold, damp coffin it sensed the presence of something powerful approach. Although it was incapable of feeling fear, it knew better than to interfere. The Draugr was soon left far behind as the caped figure swiftly weaved its way through the labyrinth that lay deep beneath the bowels of the city as it headed up towards the dungeons of Ellington. Upon arriving at the central chamber, the figure paused, taken aback by the glare of torches that now lined the walls.


  “Bread and water is too good for them,” growled an overweight prison guard as he jerked his head towards the prison cells. His companion grunted.


  The two men sat oblivious to the carnage that was occurring above them and of the being watched as they played cards at a rickety old wooden table.


  “Are you sticking or what?” snapped the second guard impatiently.


  The overweight man reached down into a cloth sack that contained the food rations of the prisoners, to find that its contents were now empty. “Keep your hair on!” he barked in irritation at his newfound lack of food, “I want another card.”


  The shadow moved back towards the gloom and watched. Nothing could be seen of its face inside its cowl except a pair of eyes that reflected the light like mirrors. It wanted to continue forth to identify the scent of magic and death that had so intrigued it but it had no desire to kill the two prison guards. Its gaze rested upon a half drunken bottle of whiskey on the table, causing it to smile. It would not have to wait long.


  * * * *


  Dawn was breaking as Gizurr stood at the window of his bedchamber to watch the ancient forest of the Fae. A warm southerly breeze caressed the leaves of the trees that changed them from their usual green to flashes of lilac and a deep, azure blue. A faint whisper travelled upon the wind that quickly became lost amongst the many sounds of the forest that shimmered in the early morning sunlight.


  Gizurr sighed as his thoughts drifted towards Mistress Inga. The fiery haired young woman had long ago captured his heart and recent events had been a stark reminder of the fragility of life. His mind was now set, once the war was over he would put an end to his bachelor days and marry the lass. Besides he grinned, he would very much enjoy the process of fathering an heir who would inherit his part of the silversmith’s that he shared with his brother Njord and with Drengi, his young apprentice.


  He frowned briefly at the thought of the many dangers that now roamed the lands but quickly dismissed his concerns. His people were born from the fires of war and many would have by now taken sanctuary in Takrak or reopened one of the many mining towns that lay deep beneath the Southern reaches. These old mines were virtual impregnable forces that were interlaced with secret tunnels that were hewn out of solid rock to gather and deliver supplies. At the heart of each town stood a temple that housed the offerings to their gods given over many generations. Tradition decreed that these offerings could be reclaimed in times of great need and Gizurr knew that his people would be well stocked and provisioned for war.


  The sound of people waking prompted him to shift his thoughts to more pressing matters and he swiftly dressed himself and headed towards the main hall. He found his old friend Ragni already seated at an enormous central dining table that ran the length of the hall. Most of the table had been left barren apart from a small section that was closest to the enormous oak exit doors was partially dressed and laden with a cold selection of meats, breads and cheeses. A row of engraved silver goblets, interspersed with large silver pitchers filled with fresh water, completed the fare.


  “Any left for me?” Gizurr grinned as he sat down next to his friend and grabbed a chunk of fresh bread.


  Ragni winked and kept on chewing, “I have asked the kitchen staff to give us a couple of sheepskin bags for our journey.”


  Gizurr nodded his approval. They both knew the merit of having access to a bag or two of fine ale on a long journey, “Where’s Jetzan?” he asked, blinking in surprise as he realised that this was the first time that he had used the human’s name. He already knew that the human, Baxan Morholt would be staying behind as the Jarl had asked him help to secure the city’s defences.


  “He’s with the half Orc and that young Elf woman,” replied Ragni, “I think she’s his fancy bit.”


  “Who?”


  “The half Orc. The Elf girl keeps looking at him like her pants are on fire,” Ragni laughed at his own joke.


  Gizurr turned and his eyes briefly saw Jetzan who seemed deep in conversation with one of the city’s soldiers, but his gaze rested upon the young Elven woman. She was deftly securing the straps that held the armour and weaponry of the dragon that would be accompanying them. Her romantic affiliations were of no interest to him, but her actions were as her hands expertly moved across the body of the dragon. Within moments, the task was completed and the dragon began to proudly strut about the main hall as his armour glinted in the pale morning sunlight. Gizurr took a moment to admire the creature as he flexed his powerful body. Although still an adolescent, the dragon was almost fully grown and his muscles were clearly discernible beneath his scales that shone in a rainbow of colours that occasionally combined to form flashes of brilliant white light. His head was protected by a highly polished silver helmet that was armed with a three foot long metal spike. His claws were over a foot in length and razor sharp and his thick, muscular tail was equipped with a serrated club like device at its tip.


  “There, you’re ready.” Ellaminva put her hands on her hips and stood back to admire her handiwork. Vank’s eyes sparkled with excitement and he breathed in deeply to puff out his chest. She smiled at his antics but was struck by the realization that he had grown quite significantly in the short few weeks that they had been away.


  “All set then?” Axcil enquired as he approached her quietly from behind.


  Ellaminva turned to face him as she felt her heartbeat quicken. Their reunion the previous evening had been very amorous, “Yes we are,” she responded shyly.


  Axcil reached out a hand to gently caress her cheek, “I know you can take care of yourself, but will you promise me that you will try to stay close to me or Vank?”


  Ellaminva struggled to keep her emotions under control and just nodded.


  Satisfied at her response he turned to face the group, “We leave in two hours,” he announced authoritatively to the room, his gaze resting briefly on each of the companions as he did so. The companions swiftly finished their breakfasts and within a short space of time they were ready to depart. They knew that their quest to rescue the High Dragon from the dark magic that had imprisoned him would be difficult. Their plan was to travel North, beyond the reaches of Lake Diabhal and deep into the Barhal Swamps. They would seek the counsel of one of Axcil’s most trusted and lifelong friends, a Goblin named Folki. This Goblin and his wife had long ago left the streets of Takrak to set up a business that now stood at the very heart of the main trading routes that ran across the territories of the Northern Clans. If anybody had spoken about the origins behind the attack on the High Dragon or about the motives of the mysterious witch that lived inside Cave Mirin, then Folki would have heard about it. He might also know why the Northern Clans had chosen to ally themselves with the demons in the first place.


  As the winter sun reached its zenith, the small band of companions, totalling six Dwarves, three humans, two Hesparind, a half Orc and a Dragon set out to begin their long journey North. Vank travelled to the rear of the group, being given permission to only take occasional aerial patrols for scouting purposes and was ridden by Ellaminva. The rest of the companions sat upon one of the most ancient breeds of horse known as the Sorraia. They were dun coloured animals with thick winter coats that had slight barring on their heads and chests that would cope well in the bitterly cold climate that lay ahead of them. A stiff breeze whipped through the trees ahead, causing them to shiver and wrap their cloaks more tightly about themselves as they began their journey Northwards.


  They made steady progress and within a couple of days they had left the forests of Findias far behind them and entered the outskirts of Barhal Swamp. Heavy rain had fallen for most of the day, filling the air with a wet, biting chill that seeped deep into their bones. As they entered the swamp, the sun began to dip behind the horizon and the horses instinctively slowed their pace in response to the rising waters. The swamp seemed heavily forested with huge tree trunks that rose hundreds of feet into the air with branches draped in vines that hung down to touch upon the surface of the water that was covered in a thin film of green slime.


  Small islands of vegetation littered the swamp, serving as havens against the brackish waters. After a couple of hours of laboured travel and with the daylight now almost gone, Axcil leaned forward in his saddle and pointed towards a large knoll of vegetation, “We will set up camp there for the night,” he immediately dismounted from his horse and began to wade towards it.


  The companions quickly followed suit and dismounted. To ensure the safety of their horses, they knew that on the morrow that they would need to lead their mounts by hand as the deeper they went, the more uncertain their footings had become.


  Gizurr coughed as some of the swamp water splashed into his mouth, “Damnation to Lake Diabhal that created this cess pit.”


  “Let us hope that it only supplied the water,” Ragni responded as he thought of the legends of the dark creatures that lived inside the lake.


  “Aye,” Gizurr grimaced.


  The companions reached the knoll and found to their relief that it was robust enough to hold both their weight and that of their horses. Jetzan swiftly set about to making a fire, using the dry kindling that he had the foraged a few days earlier. Within the hour, a roaring campfire crackled upon a makeshift bed of flat stones that drew the bite out of the air.


  “We’re all going to get foot rot you know,” Ragni stated as he stared forlornly at the pale, wrinkled skin on the soles of his feet as he removed his sodden boots.


  Gizurr grunted at him then jerked his head at one of their sheepskin bags, “It’ll be thirsty work tonight drying out our shoes.”


  Axcil saw the exchange of glances between the two Dwarves and smiled. Their enjoyment of some fine ale that night would be well earned. They would need to endure the putrid swamp for several days more and any respite from its unpleasantness would no doubt boost morale. He turned his head to the sound of squelching boots to find Ellaminva had approached him, her beautiful face looking drained and ashen as she sat next to him.


  “You can sleep with us tonight,” she sighed in fatigue as she nodded towards her sizeable dragon friend who was turning in a series of tight concentric circles to in an attempt to form a compact nest of vegetation for the night.


  Axcil shook his head, “I will be the first to stand watch, so I don’t want to disturb your rest.”


  The young Elf woman frowned at him angrily, “And what happens when it’s my turn to stand watch?”


  The half-Orc shrugged his shoulders, “My point exactly.”


  Ellaminva looked disappointed, “I understand.”


  Axcil saw her struggle to remain aloof. Since their reunion at the grand council of the Tuatha Dé Danann, their relationship had blossomed and they had become lovers but they had both agreed to put their relationship on hold while they searched for a way to rescue the High Dragon.


  “Good night then,” she mumbled as she slowly rose to her feet.


  Axcil watched her go and sighed as he forced his gaze away from her to scan the surrounding terrain. The evening was cold and quiet. Even the rain had finally halted as the air settled into a heavy blanket of damp chill that draped itself across the campsite. The night passed slowly and without incident, as each of the companions took their turn to stand watch. As the winter sun finally arose upon the horizon, the grasses sparkled in the dew of the early morning sunlight and the air filled with a gentle mist that rolled across the surface of the waters as beams of sunlight turned it into clouds of pale gold.


  A frown creased across Gizurr’s forehead as a putrid scent suddenly filled the air. He glanced around to see a wave of ripples appear to the East of them, “We have company!” he yelled as he quickly scrambled to his feet.


  “Form a circle!” Axcil barked as his eyes swept the area to find new signs of disturbance in the water to the West. Whatever had approached, there was more than one of them and they were already beginning to encircle the knoll upon which the companions rested. The horses sensed the danger and began to neigh in fear as they began to struggle against their tethers. Ragni saw the threat and quickly untied the terrified animals from who were tied to a log that lay to the swamp and led them to the centre of the knoll. The animals gave up little resistance as they were led away from the swirling waters.


  Axcil nodded his approval as he saw the waters begin to settle. However, the moment of respite was brief as a putrid scent filled the air once more. Ellaminva cursed and leapt into Vank’s riding saddle and with a swift kick of her heels, they leapt into the air as Vank beat his powerful wings to gain a height of some fifty feet above the companions. His body filled the horizon and shadow draped across swirling waters as his talons flexed in readiness for battle.


  Time passed without response and Ellaminva signalled for the dragon to return to the knoll. He landed heavily, causing a powerful wave of vibration that shook the vegetation around them and churned the waters beneath, serving as a warning to whatever lurked inside the swamp that a dragon travelled among them.


  The brackish waters ceased to swirl and finally settled as a deathly silence descended upon the swamp. Gizurr grinned crookedly and spat at the water, “Try it again and we will carve you another hole!”


  Ragni snorted then remained silent as the group scanned the area for signs of movement. A chill breeze suddenly picked up, bringing along with it the welcome scent of fresh air that blew away the putrid smell that had previously enveloped the swamp. The call of a song bird signalled that the danger had passed and within the hour they had set out to continue their journey Northwards.


  * * * *


  The winter skies were clear and bright as Ethan stared out of the window of his hotel room. Thousands of crowded chimney stacks littered the skyline, busily melting the morning frosts that caused them to glisten like jewels in the sunlight. He felt the faint warmth of the sun shine through the glass of the window pane and touch his face.


  He sighed and padded softly back towards his bed. Talina remained fast asleep in her own bed and he smiled as the sight of a plethora of documents that still remained on the hotel floor as they had spent many hours together the previous evening attempting to learn as much as they could about the City of Light. A lock of long, dark hair had fallen across Talina’s face and he felt a sudden and violent urge to kiss her. The strength and immediacy of his response to the princess and his dismissal of his feelings towards Cara left him feeling dazed and confused. In the few short days that they had known one another, a powerful bond had formed between them and he had felt his resolve begin to weaken as each day passed as a dark shadow of obsession was beginning to form. He held a growing suspicion that something was wrong. He found himself thinking back to the events at the Throne of Vines and of the Treaty to which princess Talina and Master Bedwyr had spoken about. There may be some connection to these events, but it was also equally possible that he might be imagining the whole thing as there was no denying that the princess was stunningly beautiful.


  Ethan felt Alexon, his spirit ring stir, “Your suspicions hold true. The Treaty has formed a powerful bond. In time it will become impossible to resist.”


  Ethan frowned as he stared at the white diamond banded in gold placed upon his right index finger as it sparkled at him in the sunlight, “What do you mean?”


  Alexon chose his words carefully, “Soon, you will think of nothing else. Even your quest will be forgotten as your desires consume you.”


  Ethan blinked in alarm, “What can I do?”


  The spirit ring sounded relieved at his question, “You must find the Talisman Ethan. Trust me when I say that you will find it in the grave of Brid Clodagh. She never knew of its importance until it was too late to save her. You must find it quickly.”


  Ethan frowned as his mind raced. He knew that the spirit ring knew more but was remaining silent in order to protect him. He had been given the information that he needed and now he needed to trust Alexon and act on it without delay. They needed to find the protective Talisman at Père Lachaise in order to be able to proceed on their quest.


  They washed and dressed themselves quickly, not stopping inside the hotel to take breakfast but instead opting to purchase a Croque Monsieur, a type of toasted cheese and ham sandwich from one of the many street vendors. With mixed feelings of both trepidation and excitement, Ethan and Talina quickly traversed the underground metro system and were soon stood outside the main walls of Père Lachaise cemetery. It was not yet noon and the small winter sun shone high in the sky as Ethan wrestled with the idea of mentioning to Talina his earlier conversation with Alexon. He grimaced then quickly dismissed the idea. The last thing that he wanted to do was to unnerve her before they were about to enter a cemetery. Besides, he did not yet sense that there was any immediate danger and he knew that Alexon would intervene if his help was needed.


  “Shall we go in?” he asked her softly.


  Talina frowned and nodded.


  It had recently rained and the air smelled of damp earth as they stood in front of the grey stoned archway of the cemetery. Talina read aloud the words carved on either side of the archway, firstly to those on the left, “Spes illorum immortalitate plena est,” her eyes narrowed, “their hope is full of immortality,” she turned her gaze to the right column, “qui credit in me, etiam si mortuus fuerit, vivet, whoever believes in me, though he may die, yet shall he live.”


  They briefly exchanged nervous glances then stepped through the archway. They came upon the first of the many cobbled streets that ran the length and breadth of the walled cemetery that the locals referred to as the City of the Dead. The site spanned over a hundred acres and was festooned with thousands of trees, many of considerable age that neatly lined the streets and offered havens of life to wildlife that had made their home amongst the graves, tombs, war memorials and carved creatures of myth and legend that stood guard over the dead. The cemetery sat upon hilly ground, which often required the companions to use a series of stone steps as they searched the cemetery. The hours passed by slowly and the sun began to slide towards the horizon as the heavens turned crimson as they reached its centre. A grand edifice stood before them that had a cross carved out of white marble within it that was made all the brighter by a window in the roof. It stood nearly sixty feet in height and thirty feet in width and took that began to take on a golden red hue as the evening drew to a close.


  Talina sighed wearily and pulled out the parchment that Master Bedwyr had given her, “He told me that the Seer in his book had stated that these words would be important for us, ‘Bonorum enim laborum gloriosus est fructus, et quæ non concidat radix sapientiæ’, she squinted at the text and frowned, “the toil of the righteous bears choice fruit and wise discernment is a tree that does not wither”.


  Ethan glanced around him and shrugged his shoulders, “Anything more specific?”


  “A tree that does not wither could be an evergreen.”


  Ethan saw oaks, maple, ash and hazelnut trees, all without their leaves. His gaze then rested upon a group of ravens perched high upon one of the trees, it had no leaves as with the others but he was reminded of the time that he, Master Bedwyr and Cara had hidden from a group of ravens who were considered to be the familiars of demons.


  “What street are we on at the moment?” he asked suddenly.


  Talina glanced down at her map, “Avenue des Acacias, why?”


  Ethan briefly remembered something that he had once learned in school about the acacia tree. It was a symbol used in Freemasonry to symbolise purity and the endurance of the soul it was also used by Hiram Abiff, the builder of King Solomon's Temple in Jerusalem as a symbol of resurrection and immortality.


  He glanced excitedly at Talina, “I believe that we are on the right street,” his gaze rested upon two ravens perched upon a nearby tree, “do you see anything over there?”


  “Yes!” Talina gasped as she moved swiftly towards a pile of dried, brown leaves nestled amongst the exposed roots of a small tree that could easily be mistaken to be a bush. The plant seemed to be nearly dead as its pale green leaves hung down limply amongst dried brown pods that dangled underneath spindly twigs, yet signs of life remained at its heart.


  “Stop it!” Ethan demanded angrily as Talina began to claw at the dirt.


  “What’s the matter?” she asked in alarm.


  “Only someone from her bloodline can claim the Talisman,” he offered her a weak smile.


  She bit her lip then nodded as she backed away from the earth. He could see her squinting at the ground as if it hurt her eyes. He knelt down and began to use his hands to clear away some of the earth. The ground felt cold against his hands, much colder than he had expected, despite it being a winter’s day. He sucked in a lungful of air to firm his resolve and continued to dig. Time passed by slowly as he felt his fingertips begin to bruise against the hard earth that had compacted itself around the roots of the tree. After several minutes of digging, his fingers brushed past something hard and flat. He carefully used his index finger to explore the object and felt a faint tingle on his skin. It was not an unpleasant sensation but he felt Alexon stir in surprise. The feeling passed quickly and within moments he had managed to clasp hold of the item and pull it out of the ground.


  He turned the item over in his hands to find a circular object that was no bigger than the palm of his hand. It was encrusted with dirt and would need to be cleaned but he could discern that had some strange decorations within its centre and it appeared to be made entirely out of gold.


  “What do we do with it?” Talina asked quizzically.


  “I don’t know,” he admitted, “but Alexon will explain everything.”


  He was not sure why, but the feelings of malevolence and obsession that were growing inside him like a dark shadow over the past few days were already beginning to subside. He was eager to return to the hotel to take a better look at the Talisman, “We must go as the cemetery is closing soon.”


  Talina smiled then gasped as she pointed to something behind him. He turned to find that the leaves of the acacia tree were no longer faded, but a vibrant, with lush green and its branches were laden with reddish brown seed pods.


  “Take some of these seeds,” Alexon instructed him.


  Ethan did as he was bid and without asking why, Talina did the same. In the faint glow of the evening light he saw that she was trembling, “What’s wrong?” he asked in concern.


  “I can’t explain it, but I know that something wonderful has just happened,” she replied as a tear slowly trickled down her cheek.


  Ethan nodded solemnly and smiled. A feeling of great peace had descended upon both of them as if a soul had finally been returned to the Creator. He felt Alexon move comfortably inside him as his eyes flashed towards the acacia tree once more. The sun had now almost gone from the horizon and the night guards were busy calling for visitors to leave Père Lachaise before they locked the gates for the night. The two companions moved quickly and left the cemetery.
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  CHAPTER TWO


  


  The two prison guards slept in a drunken stupor as the figure watched them from the shadows. The overweight man sat slumped in his chair, his chin resting upon his chest as his snores echoed down the corridor. Old food debris lay scattered at his feet, remains of the prisoner rations that he had stolen earlier that evening. The figure continued to watch, barely blinking as it studied each of the men in turn as it searched for signs of alertness. Finally satisfied that all was quiet, it shifted its gaze towards the keys that lay upon the table.


  The cloaked figure moved silently towards the item then quickly returned to the shadows once more. With its prize now in its hands, it wasted no time in traversing the winding dark corridors as it made its way towards the prison cells. It paused only briefly as it reached a locked door and with barely a faint click, the door swung inwards.


  The scent of magic was now almost overpowering and the figure slowed as it began to edge its way towards the first of the prison cells. To an ordinary observer, there was nothing inside except pitch darkness, but the figure was anything but ordinary. The cell was crammed with dozens of people, both male and female, mostly human but some of the other races and almost all of them not yet reaching full adulthood. They all wore the same dark grey hooded robe with a sun shaped disc necklace as the figure’s eyes widened in recognition. It surmised that they had not been held captive for long as they did not look malnourished and the faint scent of death that it had detected earlier could now be discerned as emanating from the surface.


  A girl whimpered as she lay upon the cold, filth-ridden floor and a young man with dirty blonde hair offered her comfort by gently patting her hand. The figure stared at the two young mages through the bars of the door as it considered its options. After a brief pause, it spoke, “I can free you,” it whispered.


  The young man gasped and scrambled to his feet, “Who are you?” he asked as he stared into the darkness.


  The figure was now deep enough inside the innermost recesses of the prison to light a torch without fear of discovery. It moved towards an unlit torch on the wall beside the door and within moments, a fire sprang to life. As the veil of darkness was finally lifted, the figure drew back the folds of its hood to reveal the face of a stunningly beautiful woman with pale skin, raven black hair and piercing grey eyes.


  The woman’s eyes narrowed, “Who I am is irrelevant,” she brushed aside his question with a wave of an arm and opened the folds of her cloak to reveal her dark armour beneath. It was heavily engraved with symbols that the mage immediately recognised. “However what I am is important,” she cocked her head to one side and studied his expression closely and noted that he looked to be one of the few adults in the group.


  He chose his words carefully, “I am no threat to you and I hope that you will return the courtesy.”


  The woman suddenly broke into a dazzling smile, “Don’t worry, mage. I can smell the magic upon you,” she chewed upon her lip thoughtfully, “I believe that we have much to gain from helping one another.”


  “How so?”


  By now, the rest of the prisoners had begun to stir and nervous whispers filled the air. The young man signalled for silence, “What do you want from us?” he pressed.


  “They have marked your door with symbols that make your magic useless, I can remove them for you,” she grinned mischievously, “or I could just hand you this key.” She moved in closer, “What I want is unlimited access to your library at the College of Mages. What I seek there is my own business.”


  He kept his gaze distant, “Agreed, but how do we get past the guards?”


  The woman shook her head, “We are not travelling upwards but down towards the depths of the earth by using hidden paths known only by my people. You will find nothing but death on the surface.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “My people have sensed something evil walk the lands for many months and tonight I fear that it has made its presence known in Ellington,” her voice trailed off then she offered him a forced smile, “follow me if you want to live,” she spoke the words quietly but her warning could not be mistaken.


  He shifted uncomfortably under her gaze, regretting his earlier deception about the library which he now doubted still existed as he had seen the College razed to ground, “My name is Roban,” he stated with a short bow.


  She glanced at him in surprise, “Your etiquette requires me to return the gesture. You may call me Bruja,” she said as she offered him a swift bow in return.


  Without speaking further she unlocked the cell door and then proceeded to free the other captives until their group numbered over three hundred. After leading them a short distance, she motioned them to halt under one of the few air vents that led down from the city. Bone chilling shrieks echoed down the small opening as a sharp breeze funnelled in acrid smoke. The city above seemed to be burning and whatever hunted its citizens could enter the prison at any moment.


  Flecks of firelight danced across the raven black hair of Bruja as she carried the torch before her. Although she had no need for the light, it served as a beacon for the mages to follow as she led them through the dark, winding corridors. She paused momentarily and whispered words that Roban did not recognise then turned to face him, “We are entering the passages of my people. Take hold of this torch and guide them through the rest of the way, I will be with you shortly once I have closed off this exit,” she pointed towards an opening in the rock that he was sure was not there only moments before.


  The faint screeches of the creatures became much louder as they entered the prison. The faint snoring of the overweight prison guard was immediately cut short followed by a blood curdling scream. A few moments later, shrieks of rage echoed down the corridors as the creatures discovered that the prison cells lay empty as Bruja gestured sharply for Roban to hurry the last of the mages through the opening within the rock.


  They moved swiftly and within moments Bruja had returned to take the torch and lead the group forward, “We are safe now. They will never find this passageway,” she glanced at him reassuringly as her eyes glittered in the firelight.


  “Where are you taking us?” whispered Roban as he moved in closer.


  Bruja glanced at him but said nothing. Her expression seemed troubled as if she was about to say something but then thought better of it. After a long pause she finally spoke, “I will take you to the leader of my people. Do not worry mage, you are safe.”


  He felt the heat of embarrassment flush his cheeks, “I believe you,” he replied, then quickly qualified, “you seem to be an honourable vampire.”


  Bruja spun round and with a frightening strength, lifted him off the ground by the neck with the use of just one hand. Her eyes blazed with rage, “Never use that filthy word again mage. My people are not blood sucking monsters but the blessed descendants of Manannán,” she blinked as she realised that his face draining of colour and lowered him to the ground.


  Roban choked as he gasped for air. His hands reached towards his neck as he felt his veins throb in response to the release of her iron grip, “I’m sorry,” he whispered hoarsely, “I meant no offence.”


  “Are you alright?” she asked with concern, “it was wrong of me to react so violently, but your ignorance clouded my manners,” she moved in closer to see the scarlet silhouette of where her fingers had pressed hard into his skin.


  He stared at her and saw the regret in her eyes. For a brief moment, something else flashed between them but the moment quickly passed as she turned to walk ahead of the group once more. Most of the mages were unaware of what had happened in the cramped, dark passageway, but those few that did had already begun to jostle their way towards the rear of the group.


  After several hours of laboured travel through the cramped passageway it branched into a cavernous expanse. The size of the cavern was difficult to discern in the vast darkness, but it was clear that it was vast as the group were now able to walk abreast with one another. As the mages began to gather their wits, moonstones on their rings and necklaces began to shine orbs of silvery-blue light that cut through the darkness.


  The group trudged onwards with their damp, soiled robes that offered little protection against the chilled air. They focused their gaze upon the golden glow of Bruja’s torch as Roban offered them gentle words of encouragement. As time passed, the rocky ground beneath their feet began to flatten and sounds of running water could be clearly heard as the air took on a strongly metallic smell. Before long, they reached what seemed to be a well-trodden path that ran parallel to a large underground river, its waters thrashing against the rock at great speed and forming a violent surface that regularly drenched the group with sheets of icy cold water.


  In the distance, a faint glow appeared to the right of the flowing water. As they continued forward it began to take shape and revealed a spectacular sight. Buildings rose into the dark air that glowed with the colour of bright moonlight, their magnificent shapes were adorned with intricate masonry that seemed to include figures from all the race of the Kingdom of Nemedia alongside those of myth and legend. As they approached, the light became brighter and more shapes became distinguishable. What they first thought to be just a handful of ornate buildings were just the few that were on the edge of an enormous city. Thousands of buildings lay before them, with cobbled streets that also shone as if they were made out of the purest moonlight. The glow was so bright that as their eyes became adjusted to the light, it could easily be mistaken for a bright summer’s day.


  Roban realised that his mouth was wide open and quickly closed it. Bruja searched the faces of the mages with an expression of pride, “Welcome to the home of my people,” her eyes flashed over to Roban, “does this man have the authority to speak on your behalf?”


  The group murmured their agreement. She studied the tired expressions of the mages for a moment longer as she satisfied herself that they were all in agreement then nodded, “Then he shall speak with the leader of my people about your-“, she paused while she searched for the most appropriate word, “predicament. In the meantime, I will take you to where you can receive some food and rest.”


  Without speaking further she motioned them to follow her. They were led towards a rather grand looking building that housed a broad, glowing door marked with strange symbols. Bruja quickly opened it and stepped inside and they were met with a sea of incredulous faces. Each patron of what now looked to be an inn possessed the same striking black hair, pale skin and silvery-grey eyes as Bruja.


  A man suited in armour similar to that worn by Bruja stood up, “Blasphemy!” he snarled, “Why have you brought this vermin to our doorstep?”


  “I do not have to explain myself to you”, Bruja replied calmly, “do not question me Sergeant,” her words were spoken softly but their menace was unmistakable.


  The man’s eyes grew wide and he sat down promptly but continued to glare at the mages with a clear expression of disgust.


  A muscular man dressed entirely in white approached Bruja and bowed deeply, “I am at your service as always Bruja,” his nose twitched at the bedraggled group of mages, “may I suggest that your guests visit the bath house first and I will find them some suitable vestments to wear for dinner?”


  Bruja smiled at him warmly, “An excellent idea,” she turned to Roban, “may I return in two hours once you are ready?”


  Roban simply nodded. He knew he had little choice in the matter but was grateful that she had phrased her words as a question. The dirty and exhausted group of mages were led to the bathhouse at the rear of the building. The path leading up it was deeply scarred with horse tracks and Roban surmised that it served a military purpose.


  As promised, Bruja returned after the allotted time had passed and Roban slowly followed her outside. He tugged at the ill-fitting plain grey woollen clothing that he had been given to wear by the inn keeper, “Well at least it’s clean,” he sighed.


  Roban glanced at the tall and elegant buildings that surrounded him. Each of them glowed brightly and were topped with elegant spires that were decorated with a plethora detailed carvings, “What is the name of your city?” he asked as he attempted to comb his tousled blonde hair with his fingers.


  “Cruoris,” she pointed towards the largest building located at is centre, “it is there that we strive towards the day of our liberation.”


  “What do you mean?” enquired Roban.


  She shook her head, “Perhaps one day I will tell you, but not today.”


  He frowned as he saw her withdraw into herself and they walked along the streets that remained curiously empty. Within the hour, they reached the heart of the city and Bruja quickly led him across a courtyard of glowing cobblestones towards a door that was engraved with an image of a raven.


  As soon as she knocked upon it the door opened and they were immediately greeted by a man dressed in an opulent looking red crushed velvet outfit that was embellished in silver embroidery. He bowed deeply, causing the silver buttons on his jacket to glint in the light, “Lord Acheron awaits you both in his private study,” the man stated politely as he gestured towards an Archimedean staircase that stood in the far North Eastern corner of the hallway.


  Roban arched his eyebrows at the man’s ability to wear silver and realised that there were many things about Bruja’s people that he had been told that were clearly false. She flashed him a quick smile as she headed towards the staircase and within moments they found themselves inside an enormous chamber that was filled with thousands of books. Roban breathed in the familiar scent of old paper and leather and was reminded of the many occasions that he had spent inside the library at the College of Mages.


  A man in dark blue robes stood with his back turned towards them but at the sound of their approach, he turned to face them. He was a slender, middle aged man that stood over six feet in height, with a clean shaven face that could be considered to be classically handsome, “At last we meet,” he said as his eyes glistened with intelligence.


  Roban licked his dry lips, “Lord Acheron,” he began, “I wish to thank you for rescuing myself and my fellow mages. We were imprisoned under false charges and the College of Mages has been destroyed, although as far as I am aware, the library remains intact.”


  He dared not look at Bruja but Lord Acheron was the first to respond, “Indeed,” the man attempted to hide a smile as he stroked his chin, “I did not doubt that they would spare the library,” he shrugged his shoulders, “but you have only Bruja to thank for your rescue”.


  Roban momentarily forgot his fear, “You seem to already know about what happened, may I ask how?”


  “I know many things,” Lord Acheron admitted, “I also know that your Grand Mage still lives. There is a warrant out for his arrest following a signed confession from him, admitting that his College practices necromancy.”


  “That’s a lie!” Roban yelled as he blinked back tears of anger.


  “I realise that”, Lord Acheron snapped, “it is barely a credible fabrication that has been created by those who seek to justify the destruction of the College,” he paused then offered the young mage a strained smile, “and now they have destroyed Ellington too.”


  “What are those creatures that attacked the city?”


  “Demons,” Lord Acheron moved in closer, “they are from another plane of existence and Master Bewyr knows how to get rid of them. He also will know where I can locate a rare piece of work inside your library that my people need to aid in our fight against these creatures.”


  “Where is he?” Roban asked nervously.


  Lord Archeron pursed his lips and moved towards a golden oak table that rested against Eastern wall of the study, “I have been reliably informed that he will arrive here in two days,” he lifted up a lead crystal decanter of red wine and poured some of its contents into a silver goblet, “relax my young friend, you are in safe hands.”
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  CHAPTER THREE


  


  The firewood cracked and burned as tiny sparks spat into the air, glowing briefly before turning black and spirited away by the wind. The cold grasses swayed as the skies darkened across the flatlands to the West of the Kalapel. Small animals stirred, awakened by the encroaching darkness as they began to scurry about in their pursuit of food. The sounds of the night were all around them as the two companions sat staring wearily at the campfire.


  “This has to stop, else we will both fall ill,” Cara said as she uncrossed her legs and angrily rose to her feet. The Grand Mage nodded wordlessly as his eyes glistened in the firelight.


  Since leaving Findias almost a week ago, they had felt the presence of something following them. It had travelled with them as they moved Westwards on their journey to rescue the trainee mages from the dungeons of Ellington. They had tried to outrun it by pushing their horses hard until tiredness had forced them to stop, but it had always remained close. Once they had passed through the forests of the Fae they thought that they would catch sight of it out in the open grasslands, but several days had now passed and it had remained elusive. At night, they had taken turns to stand watch but as the days passed, their broken sleep was beginning to weaken their minds and bodies. It was close even now, watching them from just beyond the light of the campfire.


  Master Bedwyr remained seated as he gently leafed through the pages of the book of the Seer that he always carried with him. His face was still that of a stranger to her, no longer the silver haired old man that she had known since arriving as a child at the College of Mages, but transformed by magic to that of a middle aged man with shoulder length brown hair and dark brown eyes. He paused, then slowly mouthed something as if in conversation, then closed the book as he rose to his feet, “Stand beside me and prepare yourself,” he spoke his words with authority.


  Cara blinked at him in surprise and swiftly did as she was bid. She felt her spirit ring stir within her in readiness as her eyes began to search the darkness that surrounded them for signs of movement. Nothing could be seen, except the flickering flames of the campfire as they leapt and danced in response to a brisk breeze.


  Master Bedwyr’s brow furrowed as the spirit rings on both his hands began to glow with a blue-white light. He spread his fingers wide and thrust them towards the darkness as magic began to flow out from his open palms. Night was turned into day as it rapidly spread across the air, removing the shadows like they were a stain that was to be bleached clean. The grasses began to glow a curious turquoise colour as the small animals that lay hidden inside within a twenty metre radius were suddenly revealed.


  The wildlife momentarily froze in fear then responded in a flurry of activity as it desperately attempted to return to the safety of the darkness. All that is, except one.


  The Grand Mage lowered his arms, “Reveal yourself and no harm will befall you,” he said as he held the animal’s gaze.


  The creature remained silent as it tried to assess the sincerity of his words. After a few brief moments it seemed satisfied and the fur on its shrew-like body immediately began to recede into its flesh. It began to shine in a rainbow of colours as it grew in mass as its limbs and body shifted and reformed into discernible human form with slender features that marked it out as being female. Within seconds, a brief flash of white light completed the process and a beautiful young Elven woman with long blonde hair stood before them. She appeared to be wearing full set of armour that clinked realistically as she shifted her gait.


  The Grand Mage stared incredulously at her, “What are you?”


  “Whatever I wish to be,” the woman smiled and he felt his heartbeat quicken, “but you may call me Molgarth,” her gaze disconcerted him as he quickly realised that he had seen it in varying guises over the past few days.


  “Are you a wizard or a witch?” Cara asked in confusion.


  The creature shook its head and laughed, “I am not human, I am Molgarth”.


  “Not human?” repeated Cara who had momentarily forgotten her fear and taken a step towards it.


  “Why are you following us?” interjected Master Bedwyr who had placed a restraining hand upon Cara’s shoulder, “I want the truth”.


  The creature’s eyes had never left his, “I came because of you,” it flashed him a dazzlingly white smile that he now found alarming for a different reason, “I saw you change and I knew that you were like me.”


  “I am human, not of your kin,” the Grand Mage replied as he felt a pang of pity for the creature. He slowly moved towards the campfire and sat down, “please join us,” he gestured towards an area of grass that retained a safe distance between them.


  Molgarth’s face grew troubled, “I have never known of a human that could change its form that was not an illusion,” it moved several steps closer to him “but your transformation is real.”


  Master Bedwyr nodded, “Only the most powerful of mages can do it what I have done and I am one of them,” he paused then cocked his head to one side, “perhaps you are human but you don’t realize it?”


  Molgarth stared at him guardedly, “Perhaps,” it frowned in confusion then sat down, “I lost my memory when I was imprisoned on the other side of ‘the veil’”.


  Cara took a sharp intake of breath then glanced nervously at Master Bedwyr. The Grand Mage remained calm as he studied Molgarth’s face closely, “You were imprisoned there?”


  Molgarth simply nodded, unaware that it had alarmed Cara into thinking that it was a Demon, “They did something to me there that made me forget my past,” its mouth twisted, “I felt so terribly alone.”


  Master Bedwyr’s eyes glistened, “Perhaps you are not alone,” he smiled warmly and was struck at how pretty its eyes were, “until we learn otherwise, we shall think of you as human and I promise that I will do all in my power to help you find to find out about your past.”


  “Thank you,” responded Molgarth and there were now tears in her eyes, “I am your servant.”


  The Grand Mage leaned towards her, “I would prefer it if you became my friend.”


  Molgarth surprised him by moving swiftly towards him and grabbing hold of him in a huge bear hug, “I am not alone anymore!”


  He smiled awkwardly patted her back as he felt the warmth of her very female form pressing hard into his, “Right well,” he said as he laughed nervously and moved himself away with a bright red face, “tomorrow we shall speak more.”


  Molgarth nodded energetically, apparently unaware the affect that she had had upon him. Cara’s eyes twinkled with amusement.


  * * * *


  Ethan watched as the cold water from the tap inside his hotel bathroom fell upon the artefact. The earth had hardened around it like a coffin and he had been soaking the object for over an hour as his fingertips, already bruised from his earlier digging throbbed as he continued to scrape away at the dirt. In frustration, he opened the hot water tap, instantly warming the cascade of brown water as it departed down the plughole.


  Time seemed to pass by slowly as he turned the item over and over, each action focusing a stream of water upon the remaining dirt as it revealed more of the gold that lay underneath. Patterns became more distinct as he saw what looked to be an image of a square and compass upon the metal.


  “What are you doing in there?” enquired an impatient Talina as she rattled the handle of the door to find it locked.


  “I won’t be much longer,” Ethan replied although he had no intention of opening the door. He glanced down to find that the last of the dirt had fallen away and that a golden chain was attached to the artefact that glistened in the light.


  “Place it around your neck,” instructed Alexon.


  Ethan clasped hold of the chain and did as he was bid. It felt surprisingly warm against his skin, “What now?” he asked.


  He sensed Alexon shift uncomfortably inside him, “Now we talk.”


  Ethan nodded and sat down upon the bathroom floor. He felt momentarily guilty about excluding Talina but swiftly dismissed the thought. Besides, only he could hear Alexon talk and he might need to tailor his words carefully in order to not frighten her about the magical bond that had formed between them at the Throne of Vines.


  Alexon started by talking about how it all began. The Fae peoples were saved from destruction from the Firbolgs by the wizard Manannán who created a magical kingdom which he named Nemedia and he hid it behind a spell of invisibility known as ‘the veil’. The first invasion of the Demons happened when the world was still young, when the skies shone with the deep azure of magic that tinged through the darkness of night. The College of Mages had not yet been formed and magic was a wild energy that permeated the earth, air, fire and water. Alexon was a young man then, barely much older than Ethan was now and under the tutelage of one of the few existing Masters of Spellcraft who were safeguarding the fourth great treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann. The Cauldron of Dagda, otherwise known as ‘The Dragon’s Cup’ due to its legendary size, fed the magic that sustained the magical kingdom and Alexon had been chosen to become one of its future guardians.


  But the spell that created the kingdom was imperfect. A tear began to form inside ‘the veil’ that opened a portal to another world. For a short time, glimpses of a dying planet could be seen that was broken into thirteen pieces. Each piece was ravaged and charred, all that is except for one. On the lowest tier, life still clung, but that too was slowly being consumed by the fires of a dying sun.


  For over two hundred years, the opening inside ‘the veil’ grew ever larger, enabling thousands of the creatures to escape into the lands of Nemedia. The wizard Manannán searched for a way to close the tearing inside ‘the veil’ and found within Lebor Gabála, the Book of Invasions of a way to ‘seal’ the breach. The placement of two magical seals, the first in Nemedia and the second on Earth from a person who originates from the opposite plane of existence would bind together the threads of magic and close the opening. Ethan’s ancestor, Brid Clodagh, had been chosen as she was the daughter of a local Chieftain in Eire who knew the location of the two remaining great treasures on Earth. She had been brought to Nemedia by the wizard Manannán and successfully enacted the ‘first seal’ at the Throne of Vines and then returned to Earth to guide one of the Knights of Ellington to one of the two remaining treasures so that he could enact the ‘second seal’. Shortly after their departure, the great war against the demons came to a head on the plains of Malakan. The demons were defeated in battle and shortly after, the tear inside ‘the veil’ began to close. It was assumed that Brid Clodagh and the Knight had been successful in their quest to enact the ‘second seal’.


  Years passed and in time the College of Mages was formed. A book written by a Seer, regarded as blasphemous by many, spoke of the failure by Brid Clodagh and the Knight to enact the ‘second seal’. It claimed that Ethan’s ancestor had in fact been murdered by the Knight, due to a curse that was placed upon them at the Throne of Vines. The Seer’s book stated that prior to her death, she had obtained a talisman that could protect against the curse but had found it too late and by then the power of the curse had become too strong. Upon her death, the curse was broken and the distraught Knight buried her with the talisman before disappearing forever. The quest was doomed as the ‘second seal’ could only be enacted while the bond between them remained.


  When Ethan had found the talisman, the soul of his dead ancestor had finally passed onto the afterlife. Ethan felt his eyes sting at the realisation of the fate that she had been forced to endure for so long. He wondered if such an ending could also befall him and Alexon sensed his turmoil and stated that unlike his ancestor, Ethan had the protection of a spirit ring that would prevent such a similar fate from happening.


  Now that Ethan and Talina were protected from the powers of the curse, they could continue on their request to find one of the remaining two great treasures on Earth. Alexon did not know which treasure they would need, but he was sure that Talina’s ability to see magical trails along with the texts given to her by Master Bedwyr would provide sufficient guidance.


  “What are you doing in there?” Talina asked as she tapped upon the door.


  “I’m coming out.” Ethan replied as he sensed that Alexon had finished.


  He gingerly rose to his feet and ran his hands through his short, dark hair then unlocked the bathroom door. Talina stood before him, her large reddish-brown eyes staring at him with an expression of nervous curiosity.


  “There are a few things that I need to tell you,” he said as realised that his mind was now clear. The danger had now passed and he decided almost immediately that he had to tell her everything.


  Talina’s eyes nodded as she squinted at the place where the talisman lay hidden underneath his shirt, “I’m glad that you are going to tell me why I feel so relieved that you are wearing that thing.”
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  CHAPTER FOUR


  


  The clouds began to thicken as a chill wind threatened another unpleasant evening underneath a cold, damp sky. For the past three days the companions had been wading through the swamp waters that were coated in a thick layer of green slime. It was the Dwarves who suffered the most, as their shorter statures meant that they were perpetually chest deep inside it.


  “How much longer must we endure this?” Gizurr growled at no one in particular, “Most days I can’t feel my nipples, let alone my feet.”


  He muttered a string of obscenities as he glared at the dark waters as they climbed atop another knoll to set up camp for the night. The group remained silent as they knew that the Dwarf was already aware that they would be entering the Deevin Wilds the following morning. As usual, Gizurr was venting his frustrations and within moments he had happily settled down upon the mound of vegetation with a sheepskin bag of ale.


  “Can you sense anything?” Jetzan asked Lady Cillina as he jerked his head towards the leather bag that she carried that held the statue of the High Dragon.


  “Yes,” she replied and then her eyes suddenly twinkled with mischief, “it feels very cold but I always make sure to keep it away from my nipples.”


  Ragni snorted and Gizurr coughed out a mouthful of ale as he blinked at her in surprise. With the mood considerably lightened, they settled themselves upon their damp travelling mattresses. The night passed uneventfully and they arose early, keen to escape from the festering gloom that surrounded them and had they struck camp as soon as the first rays of the winter sun began to peek through the rolling grey clouds. Just before noon, they finally left the swamp and entered the Deevin Wilds. As they mounted their horses, they saw rolling grasslands stretched out ahead of them that were interspersed with large copses of tall trees and heavily spiked shrubbery. Although damp, the ground was firm and a faint winter sun caressed their faces.


  Axcil had instructed the others on how to behave when they crossed paths with races from the Northern clans. Although it was clear following the battle for Takrak that they had allied themselves with the demons, their culture decreed civility to outsiders unless one of their many social protocols or laws was broken. Axcil had learned of their ways from his father and this knowledge would be critical to their survival as they travelled through the more civilised regions of the North East. However, there remained the open problem of the largely lawless territories to the North and North West which were filled with bandits and slavers who had no such sense of propriety.


  During the summer months, when the days were long and the nights warm, Axcil would exchange letters with his oldest friend. For the past ten years, Folki had lived and worked at a crossroads known as ‘The Troll’s Pocket’. Its exact location was known by only a handful of black market traders and they kept details on how to find it a closely guarded secret. Each year, Axcil was charged an extortionate sum of money to have his letters ferried amongst their cargo of weapons and alcohol, which they traded for rare jewels and precious metals that were mined from the Roran mountains. He suspected that they travelled by air but the how they achieved this feat remained a mystery. He often struggled with his conscience in dealing with such people but knew that he had no choice in this matter if he wanted to remain in contact with his friend.


  Axcil felt a pang of sadness at the memory of his father who he had lost over twenty years ago. His human mother had died giving birth to him and his father was his only family before he met Folki, whom he now considered to be a blood brother. The exact circumstances of his father’s passing were unknown to him but he remembered his feelings of absolute desolation when he had learned of his death. As a frightened child who was now all alone in the world, he had abandoned the small hamlet, whose name he could no longer remember and had roamed the lands aimlessly for weeks while he begged passers-by for food. He had wandered far, instinctively turning South towards the warmer climes until he had reached the outskirts of Takrak. Now almost starving, he sat in misery upon a nameless dirt road, a wretched creature that was covered in mud and filth. A Dwarven soldier from a patrol unit had taken pity upon him and he had been taken to one of the city’s orphanages.


  It was there that he had met Folki. Like him, Folki was different to the other children in the orphanage and they had immediately become firm friends. Each night, they would escape the orphanage together, as they explored the streets of the city and used their wits to supplement their meagre food rations and to also earn a few coins. But as time passed, Folki became increasingly embittered at his treatment from the people inside the city. He suffered more greatly than Axcil due to the stark differences in his physiology as a full-blooded Goblin. He yearned for the familiarity and acceptance of his own kind and in time, he left.


  Axcil took a different path. He chose to join the Dwarven Light Infantry in an attempt to gain acceptance and escape the pending homelessness that he faced when he turned of age. However, their bond of friendship had remained as strong as ever and they promised one another that they would keep in touch. In that first year, Axcil received a letter addressed to his barracks from his friend that included instructions on how they could exchange letters. In those first few years, Folki wrote to him each summer about his struggle to gain acceptance from his people but ten years ago things had changed and he had established a thriving business and even married.


  “Thor’s Blood!” Gizurr growled as he slapped his own face.


  “That must have hurt,” Jetzan said as he moved his horse in closer to have a look at the Dwarf’s cheek, “I just saw one of those things and I could swear that it had fur.”


  At the sound of Gizurr’s yell, Axcil returned his thoughts to the present, “You’ve probably been bitten by a Blood Fly. They are common around these parts and lie dormant in the earth until they sense body heat then rise up and take a quick meal before settling back down again.” He saw the Dwarf’s eyes widen in alarm, “Don’t worry, they usually nest in small groups and are basically harmless.”


  “Harmless?” Gizurr spat as he rubbed the sore spot on his face.


  “We can get some ointment at the trading outpost that will keep them at bay,” Axcil stifled a laugh as he saw Gizurr attempt to lick his own face.


  They struck up a rapid pace and cantered for several hours across the grasslands. As the evening drew to a close, the ground began to show signs of great disturbance. Deep gouges scarred the earth that had been made by the passage of many hooved animals, wagons and other tracks that were of an unidentifiable origin. The tracks were old, possibly made several weeks ago, but the sheer number that had passed by had left a deep imprint upon the land. The companions momentarily halted their horses as they glanced nervously at one another as they saw that the tracks were headed directly Southwest towards the lands of the Dwarves and humans.


  Axcil was the first to nudge his horse forward and the others swiftly followed. The light was fading fast and they had not yet crossed paths with a local to be able to ask for directions to ‘The Troll’s Pocket’. They decided to set up camp for the night inside one of the larger copses of trees and bushes that were littered across the Deevin Wilds. After a rather sombre night of rest underneath a rustling canopy of green they took a brief breakfast of dried beef and flat bread before setting out again.


  After a few hours of steady travel they came across a well-trodden dirt path and followed it until they reached a crossroads. Axcil smiled when he saw a signpost that stood over twenty feet in height that had listed directions in all the three languages of the clans, Orcish, Troll and Goblin. Although his understanding of Orcish was very basic, he knew the words for ‘Troll’ and ‘Pocket’ and the larger road that led directly North East signposted it as being a mere six miles away. Soon after, they came across the first signs of habitation with a series of small holdings that could be clearly discerned in the distance. As they travelled further along the road they soon saw a busy main thoroughfare ahead that was filled with shops and market stalls that bustled with activity. Trolls, Goblins, Orcs and to their surprise, a handful of humans bustled along its busy streets as the noise of street vendors plying their wares filled the air. Apart from the occasional glance of curiosity in their general direction, they were ignored but Axcil knew better than to view this behaviour as harmless.


  “Avert your eyes and remain silent here until I return,” Axcil said as his eyes searched the faces of each of the companions in turn to ensure that they had understood his command. The group nodded at him in silence.


  Axcil realised that what would happened next few would decide if they lived or died. If their presence was rejected by the leader of the trading outpost then they would be swiftly attacked and killed. He dismounted from his horse and handed its reins to Jetzan. Ellaminva frowned at him in concern as she stood to the rear of the group next to Vank who began to nervously vent gas.


  There were literally hundreds of Trolls, Goblins and Orcs busily milling about the shops and market stalls. Each of the Trolls stood over ten feet tall, with heavily muscled arms and legs and booming voices that echoed down the street. Most of the populace were dressed in the commoner’s garb of plain brown woollen vestments, although there were occasional flashes of gold and crimson from the wealthier merchants. Some of the human faces Axcil recognised as belonging to the black market traders from Takrak.


  He walked ahead at a steady pace, remaining careful to avert his gaze while keeping his hands open and pressed to his sides in adherence to the rules required by social protocol. The leader of the outpost would have his dwelling located at the heart of the settlement and its entranceway would be marked with the image of a Boar’s Head. His eyes quickly found what he sought as its graven form swung upon a golden oak panel above a large doorway.


  A Troll, dressed in green plate metal armour and armed with a wicked looking curved blade blocked his path, “What do you want half-breed?” it boomed in a thick, gravelled voice.


  “I humbly request an audience,” Axcil replied calmly as he bowed deeply.


  “Wait here,” the Troll stated simply as it disappeared inside the establishment.


  Within moments it returned, “Come,” it commanded as it motioned him inside.


  The entrance to the building which initially looked rather plain from the outside of a muddy brown brick and a roof made out of grey slate, hid the opulence that lay inside. Upon passing through the enormous steel door that stood over twenty feet in height and width, the hallway was furbished in an exquisite blue marble with its walls decorated with battles scenes that were made out of pure gold leaf. At the centre of the hallway hung a huge gold candelabra with a matching staircase in to Eastern corner that must have cost a king’s ransom to create.


  They passed through the hallway and entered the main chamber of the building. The walls were now plain and made out of highly polished white marble that reflected the light. A crimson and gold tapestry, decorated with a Boar’s Head that was surrounded by thistle leaves hung to the rear of an enormous throne-like chair, upon which sat a Goblin.


  The Goblin remained expressionless as he approached while its fingers wrestled with a golden button used to secure its crushed green velvet jacket around its sizeable belly. As required by the rules of social etiquette, Axcil halted some thirty paces away and knelt down upon the floor, “I humbly request an audience,” he repeated the words that he had used earlier to the Troll.


  The Troll grunted in approval and moved away from Axcil a few paces while it’s pale green eyes continued to watch his every move. The Goblin breathed in deeply, sucking in its belly as it finally fastened the last remaining button then it glared at him, “Who are you and why are you here?” it asked with narrowed eyes.


  Axcil drew upon every shred of knowledge that he had learned about the ways of the Northern clans while he explained the reason of their arrival at ‘The Troll’s Pocket’. He spared nothing, save that they held in their possession the statue of the High Dragon. Until he was sure that the leader of the trading outpost kept strictly within the bounds of social protocol, there were too many dangers in revealing such information. He was also unsure about how far the human black market traders had infiltrated the outpost and knew that if they learned of its existence, that they would attempt to steal it and ransom the statue to the highest bidder.


  The Goblin nodded slowly while his index finger ran along the deep cleft of his green chin, “I give you permission to visit Folki’s home and his place of business,” he paused as his eyes became slits, “I do not however, give you permission to ask him why my people have chosen to become allies with the Demons. If he tells you why, his life will be forfeit and his home, business and wife will become my property.”


  Axcil kept his face expressionless and nodded in agreement.


  “Leave,” sniffed the Goblin who was now clearly irritated by his perfect compliance to protocol. During their meeting, the Goblin had not given him the honour of learning his name, nor had he asked Axcil’s name in return. However, despite this gross insult, Axcil was secretly pleased at his retention of anonymity, although he was concerned about the potential trap that the Goblin had set for his friend.


  In a final gesture of protocol, Axcil slowly rose to his feet and remained bowed as he backed away from the Goblin for another twenty paces before turning around and leaving the building. As he walked, his mind raced as all eyes from the outpost now openly stared at him. The fact that he had left the building alive signalled that he and his companions had been given permission to stay. However, now he worried about whether or not he could risk visiting his friend at all, given the terms and conditions that had been set by the clan leader.


  While wrestling with the thought of leaving ‘The Troll’s Pocket’ without delay, a familiar face appeared within the crowd. It was Folki. His face was older than Axcil had remembered, which was not surprising given the number of years that had passed since their last meeting, but his smile was unmistakable. Folki moved forward quickly through the crowd and grabbed hold of Axcil in a huge bear hug, “My brother!” he yelled with joy, “At last you have come to visit, please take supper with me, my wife and children.”


  Axcil blinked in surprise at the mention of children and he slowly pulled himself away, “Perhaps we could take a cup of P’Ka together, I know how much you used to enjoy drinking it.”


  Folki frowned and looked up at his friend in surprise. Axcil knew that Folki hated drinking the hot tea, which he often complained tasted no better than a handful of dirt. The Goblin’s eyes narrowed, “I do love it,” he said to continue their deception, “so let us go to the ‘Rat & Torch’ public house and drink a whole bucket load.”


  Axcil smiled at his old friend’s quick wittedness and nodded. They would spend their time talking in code, like in the days when they were children in the orphanage. During that time, they would be heard by all within ‘The Troll’s Pocket’ so that they could not be accused of conspiring with one another or in breaking any laws or social protocols, yet they would be able to say what was needed. They had learned long ago that sometimes the safest way to talk was out in the open.


  After nearly an hour together of which Folki kept at bay the taste of the P’Ka with copious amounts of sugar, their meeting ended. After a quick stop for some provisions alongside a jar of ointment from Folki’s shop to protect against the Blood Flies, Axcil sadly bade farewell to his friend. With a heavy heart, Axcil headed back to his companions who were waiting for him on the outskirts of the trading outpost.


  In the short time that he had spoken with Folki, he had warned him of the trap set by the clan leader and had obtained in return advice on how to find a way to rescue the High Dragon. As to the reason behind why the Northern clans had allied themselves with the Demons, Folki had managed to communicate that if he saved or spared the life of someone from the Northern clans, that he could ask them any question and they would be obliged to answer it. Even if the criminals in the North and North West wanted to ignore protocol, they would most likely place the value of their own life above any other consideration and would give him the information that he sought. There would be ample opportunity to achieve this aim when they entered these savage lands on their journey towards Cave Mirin.
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  CHAPTER FIVE


  


  Bright sunlight bathed a clear, azure sky as a gentle breeze rolled across the grasslands. Cara tilted her head back, enjoying the feeling of warmth of the sun against her skin as she ran her fingers through her shoulder length blonde hair. She inhaled deeply, savouring the fresh scents of green as she felt her spirit ring shift comfortably inside her.


  Although she had already formed a strong bond with her ring, her communications with ‘Barina’ were rudimentary, almost primeval in nature as it merely responded to her base emotions and desires. Whereas Ethan’s spirit ring could converse fully with him and use his senses to experience the world, Cara’s ring was more commonplace amongst the magi. It held a basic understanding of the wearer’s needs that was useful in enacting spells, but there was no complexity or depth of spirit inside it which indicated that its magic was much weaker than Ethan’s ring.


  Cara searched above for signs of the mysterious creature that had revealed itself to them two nights ago. Since their initial meeting, Molgarth had remained aloof and taken the form of an eagle, although glimpses of her latest transformation could be seen as it used the warm air thermals to rise several miles into the air.


  Master Bedwyr had given Cara firm instructions to refer to Molgarth as human, unless evidence appeared that proved things to the contrary. Although she remained sceptical, Cara realised the wisdom of this approach as it would aid Molgarth in her search for a sense of belonging. Cara had to admit that it was entirely possible that she was indeed human, yet her doubts still remained.


  The Grand Mage halted his horse and reached inside his left breast pocket, “Creator be praised,” he said as he clutched hold of the book that he always carried with him.


  “What’s happened?” Cara asked in confusion.


  Master Bedwyr shifted uncomfortably in his saddle, “They have found the Talisman that will protect them against the curse.”


  Cara blinked at him, “What curse?”


  Master Bedwyr went silent. After several minutes in which he rode slightly ahead of her so that she could not see his face, he finally returned and told her about the curse. For the first time, he openly admitted what she had long suspected, that the book that he carried with him was that of the fabled Seer who had lived over two thousand years ago. According to the book, Ethan and Talina needed to find the Talisman in order to stop the madness of the magical bond that had formed between them at the Throne of Vines. The Seer believed that Brid Clodagh and the Knight of Ellington had failed in their own quest to enact the ‘second seal’ because they had found the Talisman too late.


  Cara felt her temper slip, “How could you not warn them about the curse?”


  The expression of the Grand Mage hardened, “Do you think that either of them would have agreed to enact the ritual if they had known about it?”


  Cara chewed her lip and shook her head.


  Master Bedwyr’s expression softened, “Remaining silent greatly troubled me. Ethan is a pleasant young fellow and I have known Talina since she was a babe in arms,” his eyes glistened, “but there are things that I must do in order to help prevent the ‘End of Days’. This includes entrusting Ethan with the ring of the Seer.”


  “Is it Alexon?”


  The Grand Mage nodded slowly, “I gave him a choice of two rings and let the fates guide his hand.”


  Cara glanced at his leather-bound book, “She told you which one he would choose didn’t she?” she asked.


  The Grand Mage nodded again and this time remained silent. After a few moments of quiet contemplation, they sensed the need to continue on with their journey and gently nudged their horses forward. The daylight was fading fast and they quickly decided to set up camp next to a small stream that trickled fresh water between a small, moss-strewn group of boulders. As they watered their horses they heard sounds of movement behind them and turned to find a hooded man approaching.


  His tall frame formed a dark shadow in the evening light. Although most of him was shrouded behind a black woollen cloak, they could see that he wore steel capped black leather boots and black leather trousers. A flash of steel beneath the folds of his cloak revealed that he was also armed with a weapon.


  “Who are you?” Master Bedwyr asked calmly.


  The man halted twenty paces away from them and grunted at the darkness. Behind them shadows suddenly appeared that continuously shifted position, “I seek Master Bedwyr,” the man replied.


  “What is your name?” asked the Grand Mage in a steady voice.


  The man shrugged away the question, “I mean him no harm,” he paused then smiled at them crookedly, “in fact, he will be very happy to see me.”


  “How so?”


  “You are a mage, I can see that by the rings you wear,” the man shifted his gait and cocked his head to one side as he studied them both, “can you tell me where I can find him?”


  Cara spoke with a strength that surprised herself, “Lugus asked for your name,” she growled, using the name of the Grand Mage’s secret identity to protect him, “and why would he be pleased to see you?”


  The man paused then removed his hood to reveal a relatively young man with short, scruffy brown hair, “He asked for my help. I can be of service to him but not in the way he originally envisaged.”


  The Grand Mage smiled, “You are Marcus I presume?”


  “Marcus Drale at your service,” the man looked at him in surprise and then offered him a theatrical bow.


  “Then it is I, Lugus Corella who you must aid,” the Grand Mage smiled faintly, “I will ensure that you are amply rewarded.”


  The master-thief readily accepted his offer. He had already sent out many search parties to no avail and had found no one other than the two mages who now stood before him. He explained that he belonged to the Guild of Shadows and said that several months ago he had received a letter from the Grand Mage, requesting that he arrive on this specific day, close to this exact location. The letter, which was marked with the official seal from the College of Mages stated that his services were needed and that if he came that he would be paid handsomely.


  Cara knew that this meeting had been designed following instructions given to the Grand Mage by the book of the Seer. She wondered if the book knew everything about the future and if so, how much it chose to conceal from the Grand Mage. She saw his expression of surprise when Marcus Drale revealed that the trainee mages had already been rescued by a man named Lord Acheron. She also saw his shoulders slump when he had learned about the destruction of Ellington. She had briefly met Master Bedwyr’s niece Yarilina and her husband Naran when they had rested overnight in Dukar, prior to setting out on their journey to the Throne of Vines. The destruction of the human capital city meant that surrounding towns and villages would soon also be attacked and that they would by now, be most likely dead.


  * * * *


  Ethan stared out of his passenger window to watch the winter sun dip beneath the blanket of grey clouds. As it did so, the clear skies above immediately darkened to reveal a myriad of tiny, white stars. He took a moment to marvel at their beauty before turning his gaze back towards the bright interior of the plane cabin.


  Talina sat beside him as her head rested against the blue fabric of her seat. Her eyes remained closed and he wondered for a moment if she was really asleep or merely resting. Their flight from Paris to Dublin had been a short trip, barely over an hour and a half and the air hostess had already announced that they would be landing soon.


  Since talking to her about the curse, their conversations together had become rather short. Ethan realised that she was still angry with him for not telling her about it as soon as he had learned about its existence. He had quickly explained his reasons for delaying in telling her and promised that he would never withhold any information from her again, no matter how frightening it may be. This had satisfied her, but his earlier behaviour had clearly unsettled her. There also remained the unspoken matter of the kiss. They had both by now realised that it had come about entirely due to the effects of the curse and they sensed one another’s feelings of embarrassment.


  They had decided that the most logical place to begin their quest would be the last known location where the Tuatha Dé Danann had originally brought all of the four great treasures on Earth. The land of Eire, otherwise known in more modern tongues as Ireland, would be where they would begin their search. Talina would refer to the texts given to her by Master Bedwyr and also use her natural abilities to see magical trails. They would also be able to ask the island’s citizens about local myths and legends to aid them in their quest.


  Ethan puffed out his cheeks then let out a long sigh as his mind began to wander. He found himself thinking about his mother and wondered what she was doing at this very moment. Master Bedwyr had informed him that during the spell of transportation, that both his parents had been placed under a spell that made them think that he was visiting his uncle Jake in America. They had also been pacified so that they would not worry about him while he remained out of contact. Yet his mother always worried about him, so he worried if the spell would have been strong enough to have such an affect. He suddenly felt angry at himself for not asking Master Bedwyr about whether it was safe for him to telephone them or if it might interfere with the spell. There was also the danger of potentially alerting the demon to both his and their presence, so he quickly dismissed the thought. A mischievous grin briefly passed his lips as he toyed with the idea of telephoning the supervisor of the car factory where he had worked who had bullied him so badly. However, he realised that the act would be an evil one if the demon did indeed end up in paying her a visit, so he quickly dismissed the idea.


  “Did you book a hotel?” Talina asked as she suddenly opened her eyes. She apparently had not been asleep at all.


  “Yes.” Ethan replied.


  “Let me guess,” she smiled at him faintly, “separate rooms this time?”


  “Absolutely,” Ethan laughed as the tension between them lessened.


  Just fifteen minutes later their plane had touched down at Dublin airport. Due to not having lightened their earlier plethora of travel bags, having obtained the much needed travel funds from selling most of Talina’s precious goods at a local jeweller’s, they only carried with them basic hand luggage and were able to swiftly depart the airport. They stepped into a taxi and were whisked away to the hotel that Ethan had booked and within the hour were settled in for the night.


  The following morning they were up bright and early as they were keen to put aside their prior experience and begin their quest. Talina had spent the evening in her room, taking time to study the texts but had so far remained unsure as to whether they should head to the West or to the North of the country. According to her research, Connacht to the West was where the ancient druids, wizards and kings held a seat of great power and learning. However, the Tuatha Dé Danann first arrived from the North and then they travelled Southwards. There was also the matter that Brid Clodagh was chosen to be the first saviour of Nemedia as she was a daughter of a chieftain who knew was thought to know where all the four treasures had been hidden. Her surname derives from the River Clodiagh, of which two rivers of the same name exist. One in the South East part of the country and the other in the North West.


  “We travel West!” Ethan stated impatiently, “the ancient seat of power would be the most logical place the store four great treasures.”


  Talina shook her head, “Not necessarily. Connacht was eventually handed over to the Firbolgs and they were the sworn enemies of the Tuatha Dé Danann.”


  Ethan frowned in frustration, “Then what do you suggest?”


  Talina raised her eyebrows and looked at him like he was a simpleton then pointed to the ring that sat upon his right index finger. Alexon sensed their exchange and spoke, “Your ancestor lived in the Comeragh Mountains, just South of here.”


  Ethan nodded at his hand, “Then we start there.”


  “Do you mind telling me what IT said?” Talina asked him in irritation.


  “HE,” Ethan corrected her, “stated that we start our search in the Comeragh mountains. My ancestor’s father knew where to find the four great treasures.”


  “Isn’t he a little bit too dead for us to ask him?” Talina asked sarcastically.


  Ethan pulled a face, “We have to start somewhere,” he paused then smiled at her, “besides, something tells me that fate is guiding my hand.”
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  CHAPTER SIX


  


  The air shimmered with heat as the man pushed his way through the crowd. Market stall vendors were busily selling their wares as the figure wrapped his head cloth around his face to protect it against the searing sun. The man felt annoyed, both by the heat and by the fact that he had not been able to satisfy his urge to kill. After the Bedouin man had out-served his usefulness by rescuing him from the desert and bringing him to the outskirts of Cairo, he had swiftly disappeared. However, the man realised that he had more pressing matters to attend to as he had sensed a disturbance in the threads of magic.


  The man moved towards the relative cool and shade of a side alleyway and leaned against one of its walls. He removed his head cloth and began to mop away the sweat upon his face, revealing his unnaturally dark eyes as his gaze swept across the crowd that passed through the main thoroughfare. His eyes fixed upon a middle aged man in a white t-shirt and khaki shorts, with pinkish-white skin that was turning red in response to an alien sun.


  GraJin smiled and replaced his head cloth, then entered the crowd once more as his dark eyes remained fixed upon the clueless foreigner. That very evening he would have everything that he desired, a map, money to travel with and his thirst for murder would be sated.


  * * * *


  The companions hesitated at the entrance to the cave as the ground inside seemed to fall away sharply. The cave was well hidden as it lay behind a thick tangle of thorny vegetation at the base of a small ravine. The ground underfoot was littered with grey stones, many of which possessed razor sharp edges that could easily cut into the boots of an unwary traveller. The entrance to the cave looked equally uninviting as it was barely broader than a man’s shoulders.


  Marcus Drale grunted as he squeezed himself through the opening and raised his torch to push back the darkness. He saw that a stairwell had been carved into the very walls of the cave that descended far into the depths below. Master Bedwyr was the next to follow Marcus inside and whispered the magical word ‘Luxus’ to activate the light of his moonstone bracelet. He immediately sensed a malevolent presence, of something or someone that lurked deep below.


  The Grand Mage raised an arm to halt the entry of the others and turned towards the master-thief, “What were your exact instructions?” he asked quietly.


  The man blinked at him in confusion, “Lord Acheron just told me how to find the cave,” he grimaced as he peered over the edge of the stairwell, “I am guessing that we need to go down there.”


  Master Bedwyr seemed to be listening to someone before he nodded slowly, “Stay alert, there are creatures inside this place that we must not disturb.”


  The man’s face grew pale and he nodded at him in silence.


  With no other option other than to turn back or continue forwards, they cautiously began to descend the stairwell. Marcus Drale was accompanied by six of his colleagues from the Guild of Shadows. This was most likely for added security and to maximise his chances of securing as much gold as he could from Lord Acheron. The others had agreed to remain behind and await his return at a pre-arranged rendezvous point. If neither he nor his companions returned within seven days, they would assume the worst and inform their leader of his demise. This would prove to be most unfortunate for both Lord Acheron and Master Bedwyr, as the Guild were well known in finding nefarious ways of exacting revenge for the death of their Guild members from customers.


  As they descended deeper into the cave, drafts of cold air began to hit them that held the metallic smell of wet stone. Master Bedwyr’s keen nose also picked up a faint hint of ozone, although he knew that they remained a fair distance away from the sea. After several hours of carefully descending the damp stairwell, they arrived at a central chamber that forked off into six different passageways.


  Master Bedwyr lifted his moonstone bracelet to illuminate the face of Marcus Drale, “Were you not given any directions at all?” he asked the master-thief.


  The man blinked at him, “He said that the Grand Mage would know the way.”


  “That makes sense,” Master Bedwyr pursed his lips to feign disappointment, “but as he’s not here we will have to improvise.”


  “No more games,” growled Marcus Drale as his temper slipped, “you cannot fool a man who is trained in the arts of deception.”


  “What do you mean?” Master Bedwyr’s face flushed with anger.


  The man stared wordlessly at him for a moment then spoke, “We followed you and the girl before we revealed ourselves,” he winked at Cara, “we heard her call you by your real name.”


  “I see,” the Grand Mage replied calmly, “and what do you plan to do with this information?”


  Marcus Drale sighed in irritation, “The warrant and reward out for your arrest is about as alive as the city of Ellington,” he stepped forward and placed a firm hand upon his arm, “keep your secret identity if you want to but don’t ever lie to me again.”


  The Grand Mage raised an eyebrow in surprise, “Well,” he paused then smiled faintly, “it seems that we have reached an understanding.”


  The master-thief nodded impatiently, “I know that our lands are under attack,” he grimaced, “as long as I get my gold I don’t care who or what you are.”


  He glanced at the passageways then shook his head, “You lead the way.”


  The Grand Mage smiled, “Then follow me,” he moved towards the passageway that smelled faintly of ozone, “this is where you will find your gold.”


  The man hesitated a moment before nodding in agreement, “I want your word that if Lord Acheron does not pay me the five thousand gold pieces that he promised me then you will do so instead.”


  “I agree to the sum of one thousand that you were most likely promised.”


  The master-thief chuckled at him, “You are not as stupid as you look.”


  They pressed forward, this time with the Grand Mage taking the lead. After a couple of hours of steady travel, they began to come across signs of Draugr activity. A Norse axe, heavily rusted but still bearing the marks of its burial engravings lay discarded upon the ground. Further along the passageway, dirty scraps of clothing and ceremonial armour in varying stages of advanced disintegration lay strewn across their path. Everyone knew of stories about the Draugr. Some said that they roamed the depths of the earth at night as pale and soulless monsters. Others believed that they were the damned ones, the immortal, rotting corpses of murderers who had been cast out of heaven. Yet others believed that they were mindless beasts of the broken-hearted who now held no emotion inside them other than rage.


  As the group moved cautiously forward, a small opening to the right of them revealed a pale yellow light. Master Bedwyr motioned the others to halt as he quietly inched his way towards the light while pulling his sleeves down to conceal the glow from his moonstone bracelet. As he neared the opening, he smelled a faint odour of decaying flesh and a cold shudder ran through his body.


  The opening was just wide enough for him to fit inside and he cautiously began to shuffle along on his hands and knees towards the light. As he drew closer, he could discern a chamber inside that was illuminated by a series of upright braziers that were filled with burning oil. The walls were covered with tattered tapestries and faded paintings that contained scenes from ancient Nordic battles. At the centre of the chamber and inside carved recesses in the walls were dozens of dark stone coffins, many of which looked to have been disturbed and had their lids removed.


  A dark form suddenly half-rose from inside one of the coffins and sniffed the air, then gurgled a low growl as if something had disturbed it. Master Bedwyr froze as he felt his heart begin to thump inside his ribcage. After what seemed like an eternity, it finally gave a dusty sight and settled itself back down. The Grand Mage continued to remain perfectly still for some time more as his gaze scanned the crypt for further signs of activity. Finally, satisfied that the danger had passed, he slowly began to retreat back back towards the main passageway.


  The group had been waiting patiently for him and he quickly motioned for them to move quietly past the opening.


  “What did you see?” Cara whispered after they had travelled some considerable distance, “you look rather pale.”


  “I saw Draugr,” his voice was faint, “there were too many for us to handle but you must never forget that fire is the only effective weapon against them.”


  “I shall remember,” Cara replied as she recalled the words of magic, ‘Semper Ignis’. In time, as her bond with her spirit ring grew, she would be able to command its magic by the power of thought alone.


  After several hours of steady travel they began to hear the sound of running water. The passageway began to widen and eventually converged to run parallel to a large underground river. A faint glow could be seen in the distance and as they drew closer they saw that it emanated from a building that shone as if it was made out of pure moonlight.


  Marcus Drale drew his blade, causing it to flash momentarily as beams of white-blue light bounced off its highly polished steel. He jerked his head toward his Guild companions and they quickly positioned themselves around the building and drew their weapons. The Grand Mage frowned. The building looked to be most likely a storage outpost or form of temporary accommodation, judging by its general appearance and solitary location.


  After a brief moment’s hesitation, the Grand Mage moved towards the building’s front door. He knocked loudly upon it three times, causing an echo that was quickly swallowed amidst the roar of the river waters. He waited for some considerable time before turning the handle to find that the door was unlocked. As it readily swung inwards upon loose hinges, it revealed a room that was largely devoid of creature comforts. Two dusty old chairs rested either side of an unlit hearth that was framed by a dark oak mantelpiece. Close to the cold hearth lay frayed pieces of discarded rope and empty wooden boxes, many of which looked similar to those he had seen used in the ports of Dukar and Milvin. Master Bedwyr walked inside as his gaze became fixed upon the mantelpiece.


  A bright, crisp sheet of paper had been carefully folded and placed halfway behind an old wooden clock. He gingerly approached the mantelpiece and unfolded the letter as his eyes quickly scanned its contents.


  After a few brief moments a smile spread across his lips, “Marcus, would you be so kind to go outside and light the lamp in the front porch?”


  The eyes of the master-thief narrowed as he nodded towards the paper in the Grand Mage’s hands, “What does it say?”


  “Light the porch lamp and we will come,” the mage’s eyes twinkled, “it is signed by Lord Acheron.”


  Marcus Drale grinned, “Finally, their little test is over,” he walked outside and was pleasantly surprised to find a push-button flint wheel inside the lamp, most likely to keep it dry against the damp air created by the river. Within moments, it was glowing brightly and a series of strategically placed mirrors were revealed upon the walls of the passageway that reflected the light as far as the eye could see.


  Time passed and they took the opportunity to dry out some of their damp clothing by breaking some of discarded boxes to use as fuel for the hearth. As the firewood cracked and burned, they heard the sound of footsteps and whispers outside the door.


  Four knocks fell upon the glowing door, “Open it,” commanded Master Bedwyr.


  Lucus Drale nodded and proceeded to unbolt and open the door which he had previously locked out of habit, due to his many years of living as a thief. Outside stood a group of people that were dressed in dark armour that was mainly hidden behind thick, black woollen cloaks. However, their racial features and pale skin were unmistakable. The companions shifted uncomfortably as they stared at the vampires before them.


  “That was quite the little adventure that you made us take,” remarked Master Bedwyr to break the silence, “although you would have known that a high level mage would be able to keep the group on the correct path.”


  The woman who seemed to be the leader of the group smiled at him warmly, “I can tell that you possess a strong magic,” her gaze shifted towards Cara, “less so in your friend, but she has potential.”


  Without introduction, the woman motioned for them to follow her outside. Master Bewyr immediately did as he was bid and this spurred the others to swiftly follow suit. The light from the porch lamp was quickly extinguished and they were led along the same path that the mirrors had followed. Time seemed to pass by slowly but after several hours of steady travel they began to discern a familiar blue-white glow in the distance. As they drew nearer, the light became stronger and the companions soon realised that they were entering a vast underground city.


  They had reached the fabled city of Cruoris. Magnificent buildings rose far into the dark canopy of rock above as the companions titled back their heads to gaze up at them in awe. As their eyes grew accustomed to the light, the faint tinge of blue began to fade and it was as if the buildings were made out of bright sunshine.


  Without stopping, the woman led them past the openly incredulous expressions of the city’s denizens as they reached the heart of the city. Within the hour they were stood in front of by far the largest building of the city that possessed hundreds of spires that were decorated with carvings of creatures of both myth and legend that were almost lifelike in their perfection. After a short pause, the woman led them across its courtyard towards a large, glowing door that had above it a graven image of a raven.


  As soon as she knocked upon the door it was opened by a man dressed in an opulent crushed red velvet outfit. He bowed deeply at her and spoke, “He awaits the Grand Mage as usual in his private study,” his eyes suddenly flashed towards the group then narrowed, “where is he?”


  “I am here in his stead,” interjected Master Bedwyr who was keen to maintain his anonymity for the time being, “I am Lugus Corella.”


  The opulently dressed man raised his eyebrows in surprise, “I see,” he sniffed as he pointed towards a staircase to the far right of the hallway, “only you can proceed, the others must wait here.”


  With a quick nod of agreement, the Grand Mage continued on ahead alone. At the top of the stairwell and found himself at the entranceway to an enormous room that was filled with books. A man dressed in dark blue robes that he assumed was Lord Acheron stood waiting for him, “Do you know,” asked the man conversationally as he beckoned him inside, “that the scent of each person’s magic is totally unique?”


  The Grand Mage frowned as he approached him and remained silent.


  Lord Acheron breathed in deeply, “Yours for example, clearly identifies you as Master Bedwyr,” he broke into a broad smile, “I must say that you are looking remarkably well.”


  Master Bedwyr pursed his lips, “That’s the second time my disguise has failed.”


  Lord Acheron laughed at him warmly, “Do not be too hard on yourself, I am adept at discovering the true nature of things.”


  He motioned for them both to each sit upon one of the many gold backed chairs that surrounded an ornately decorated oak reading desk, “You must be tired,” he said as he sat down, “but I wanted to assure you that you and your companions are safe.”


  The Grand Mage nodded his approval as Lord Acheron continued, “I must also inform you of what I have learned,” he shifted uncomfortably in his chair, “it was a Demon who took control over the body of the last surviving Councillor of Ellington that made sure that only a handful of guards were on duty the night of the city’s attack. It was also the same creature that ordered the destruction of your College and who issued out the warrant out for your arrest.”


  Master Bedwyr frowned, “How do you know this?”


  “I was told about it.”


  The Grand Mage’s expression became dark, “By whom?”


  For a moment, Lord Acheron seemed to struggle to find the correct words, “I fear that you may not believe me, but it was Odin’s messengers. They told me about it before it happened almost a month ago. They said that it must come to pass in order for there to be a chance to save Nemedia from its ultimate destruction.”


  The Grand Mage’s eyes became mere slits, “Why would the raven messengers of Odin come to visit you and tell you this?”


  Lord Acheron’s expression turned sad, “I gave Odin a gift, something very precious to me. In return, I asked for guidance on the path that could free my people from the curse of the sun,” his eyes suddenly filled with moisture.


  “Huginn and Munnin are not of this world,” responded Master Bedwyr as his gaze remained steady, “some believe they just a myth. However, if what you say is true, I do not understand why they would claim that such destruction would benefit Nemedia.”


  Lord Acheron spoke softly, “Some events will guide the path of others.”


  “What is your path?” Master Bedwyr asked quietly.


  “Inside your library is a vault that holds the salvation that my people seek,” he leaned forward sharply in his chair, “help me find it. In return, I promise that I will help you take back your library and re-establish your College.”


  The Grand Mage shook his head, “The vault was sealed long ago,” his face turned suddenly pale, “inside it there is something monstrous.”


  For as long as he could remember, Master Bedwyr had known of the stories about the vault. Many centuries ago, a handful of mages had foolishly disobeyed the instructions of a previous Grand Mage and entered it. A rescue party was swiftly dispatched, but had almost immediately returned, clutching nothing but a handful of bloodied rags. They had been fortunate in finding the clothing close to the entranceway of the vault and had wasted no time in closing and locking the enormous golden door of the vault once more. The following day, stone masons from Dukar had been drafted in to seal the vault for all time behind a thick wall of stone. As the years passed, talk about the vault lessened, only to be renewed on the darkest and stormiest of nights, when a hideous wailing could be heard emanating from behind the wall.


  “You must take me there,” pressed Lord Acheron, “it is the only way that I can persuade my people to help you.”


  Master Bedwyr blinked at him in alarm. “I must think on this,” he avoided the temptation of reaching for the book of the Seer, “give me until the morning and you shall have your answer.”


  Lord Acheron nodded slowly as his light grey eyes studied the face of the Grand Mage closely, “Of course,” he stated as he swiftly leaned back in his chair, “in the meantime, I will ensure that you receive a hot meal and reunite you with your mages.”


  The Grand Mage offered a weak smile, “I cannot thank you enough for rescuing my trainees, and not a moment too soon I gather.”


  “It was not I that saved them but my daughter,” Lord Acheron sniffed, “Bruja was the one that guided you here and, God willing, the one that you will lead to the vault.”
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  CHAPTER SEVEN


  


  The sun touched the horizon and turned the sky a deep orange as black clouds moved slowly Westwards. Seagulls cried as they circled overhead in air that smelled strongly of the sea as the companions made their way down the Cliffside towards the ship that was moored along the wooden quay. Thunder suddenly rolled in the distance as waves of white water crashed against the rocky shoreline.


  The companions had awoken early following their reunion with one another the prior evening when Roban had apprised the Grand Mage of the events that led to the rescue of the trainee mages. In return, he had learned of the plans agreed at the Grand Council of the Tuatha Dé Danann and of the search for the ‘second seal’. Following a rather basic breakfast of milk, bread and honey, a group of soldiers dressed from head to toe in the dark armour that they now recognised as belonging to the army of Manannán had informed them that they were to be escorted to the coast.


  They were being asked to depart the city by the use of a ship and were free to decide whether to turn East towards the lands of the Elves, or turn West, to aid the people of Manannán and liberate the Isle of Vallan and their College library from the Demons. Marcus Drale and his companions from the Guild of Shadows had already collected their reward and had departed the previous evening.


  The expression of the Grand Mage had remained dark as they may their way down the narrow cliff path towards the vessel. It was now clear to him that Lord Acheron was attempting to force his hand by giving him little time to consider his options. The safety of Cara and the other trainee mages depended upon his decision. If he chose to travel Eastwards, the trainee mages would be out of immediate danger but the allies would lose the support of the vampires and the Demons would be free to ransack the College library. There were dark secrets hidden inside its vault; spells of necromancy that had been banned long ago due to their diabolical nature. If they were discovered, there was no telling what they could do with the knowledge and what evil they could unleash.


  He bent his head against a sudden gust of wind as sheets of dark, grey rain began to fall, covering the coastline and continuing to stretch across the waters to the West as if offering an ominous omen of what lay ahead. A seagull suddenly flapped its wings above his heard then glided over to perch atop the main mast of the ship. The animal seemed to stare directly at him with eyes that were instantly familiar, causing him to smile at it in recognition.


  As the Grand Mage approached the quayside, a figure wearing the same dark armour who also wore a faceplate to protect his skin against the rays of the sun, spoke with a voice that he recognised as belonging to Lord Acheron, “Which way are you headed?” the man asked simply.


  “West.”


  For a brief moment the two men stared at one another, then Lord Acheron bowed his head, “I realise that I may have forced the timing of your decision,” his faceplate briefly turned towards the group of trainee mages, “but I have received word this very morning that the demons have discovered the vault.”


  “Then we don’t have much time,” the Grand Mage grimaced, “if you get any further visits from the messengers of Odin, I want to be there to speak with them myself.”


  Lord Acheron nodded at him silently and boarded the ship. The companions, numbering three hundred and fifteen trainee mages, the Grand Mage, Cara, Lord Acheron and his daughter Bruja and two hundred and twenty six soldiers swiftly set sail. Lord Acheron informed them that an armada would set sail the following morning, numbering over two thousand of his brethren that would fight to liberate the Isle of Vallan.


  The plan was for their ship to arrive first and to use the gift of surprise to slip inside the vault to locate a sacred tome. Lord Acheron revealed that he believed that the tome had been written by the hand of the Wizard of Manannán himself, in an attempt to use the armies of the dead against the Demons during the first invasion of Nemedia. His use of the dark magic had somehow become corrupted, cursing the peoples of Manannán and also turning the wizard himself into a twisted beast of magic, referred to by the magi as an abomination. Once they had located the tome, they would be able to find a way to end the spell.


  The ship set sail, its jet black canvas swiftly filling as it caught a strong wind that surged it forward. At their current speed, they would reach the Eastern coastline of the Isle of Vallan by nightfall. Master Bedwyr had instructed the others that he would lead them on the most secretive of paths that were only known by the College Elders. As they were unsure of how many of the enemy they would face, the soldiers would act as a shield for the companions as they made their way towards the vault that was likely to be guarded. Once inside, they would seal the entranceway off and not attempt to leave the vault until the tome was found and the armada arrived the following day.


  Cara felt her heart drum inside her ribcage as she thought about the many dangers that lay ahead. She glanced at the dark soldiers that surrounded her and felt her spirit ring shift inside her in anticipation. Master Bedwyr had instructed the trainee mages to use their magic for self-defence only. They would be relying upon the soldiers of Manannán to keep them safe. Cara realised that this was the most sensible strategy as she searched the young and terrified faces of the mages. The last thing they needed would be for a group of frightened trainee mages to cause unnecessary casualties due to friendly fire.


  By the evening of the second day they had reached the treacherous, black rocks that lined the Eastern coast of the Isle of Vallan. The light was fading fast as they dropped anchor as a curious crimson glow filled the darkening skyline. Cara heard footsteps behind her and turned to find Master Bedwyr approaching. His face looked ashen as he attempted to offer her a weak smile.


  “Stay close to me,” he said as he placed a fatherly hand upon her arm, “no matter what happens, do not stray from my protection.”


  “I will,” she whispered.


  He nodded and sighed as his hand fell away, “There will be much bloodshed and many will not live to see tomorrow’s dawn. My greatest fear is the abomination that we will face inside the vault,” he paused then spoke with a tired voice, “as a creature of magic, it will either retain some memories of the great wizard or it may just be a mindless beast that I can swiftly slay.”


  Cara saw the book of the Seer clasped tightly in his left hand, “What did the Book of the Seer tell you?”


  The Grand Mage remained silent.


  “Whatever it is, we shall defeat it. I have faith in you.”


  She saw tears glisten in his eyes as he looked at her with an expression that she could not place. Fear suddenly gripped her insides as she realised that the outcome remained uncertain. The book of the Seer had revealed itself in the past as being selective in what it wanted to reveal to them about the future. There was no guarantee of survival for any of them. They were, after all, about to do battle with the most powerful wizard that ever lived.


  * * * *


  The scent of early spring filled the air as Ethan and Talina strolled along a narrow earthen trail in the warm sunshine. Two days they had taken a bus from Dublin to the town of Clonmel and following a brief stop to book a room at a local hotel, they had immediately set out to explore the area.


  The mountains of Comeragh stretched out far before them and Talina had remained quiet for most of the time they had been there as her reddish brown eyes continuously squinted at the green earth, “Their magic is everywhere,” she gasped as she blinked against the glow of Fairy dust that only her eyes could see.


  She abruptly departed from the footpath and set out across the swathe of green before her, causing Ethan to halt and call out in surprise, “Where are you going?”


  “The trail of magic is the strongest this way,” she replied, not turning around to glance at him.


  He stared down at the map in his hands and saw that she seemed to be heading towards a place known as the Mahon Falls. They soon found themselves crossing the Mahon Bridge as and reached a carved light grey boulder that had the engraved words ‘Magic Road’ written upon it. A further one hundred metres ahead was a similar smaller engraved stone with the same words written upon it. Talina halted and remained staring at it as Ethan approached her from behind and saw that she was crying, “What’s the matter?” he asked softly as he placed a concerned hand upon her shoulder.


  “Evil men cut down the tree that was the home of where the Fae people lived here,” she sobbed, “they have caused much pain.”


  “Do the Fae still live here?” Ethan asked softly.


  Talina nodded slowly and pointed up towards the mountain, “What is left of them can be found there.”


  Without speaking further, they headed past the fabled place where tourists in their cars could, according to local legend, leave their cars in neutral to find that they would reverse uphill. Talina knew that this was not due to an optical illusion or magnetic field but was true of what some others believed, due to the anger of the Fairies against the humans. It was against the nature of the Fairies to do harm, but their message was clear, humans were not wanted.


  The two companions slowly picked their way up towards the falls, passing a number of enormous grey boulders and scraggy brown and green grasses as they did so. Still they went higher, until they reached the very top of the falls. There, they found cascades of pure white water that fell upon the rocky face of the uppermost falls that fed into a dark and mysterious looking pool of water. They stood there for some time staring at it as they admired its beauty then Talina spoke, “Give me your hand,” she said softly as reached out to him.


  Without speaking he did as he was bid and they moved with their hands clasped together towards the edge of the pool. A gentle mist surrounded them, concealing most of the rocky terrain, although the air was clear above the dark expanse of water. Minutes passed and they stood there in silence as Ethan felt each beat of his heart warm the Talisman that he held around his neck. Alexon also remained still and silent inside him, as if sensing that they were being closely watched.


  “They are afraid to reveal themselves to us,” Talina whispered, “too many years have passed and too much pain has been caused by the humans of this world.”


  Ethan was not sure if he had imagined it, but there was a discernibly hard edge to her voice when she spoke about his people. He sighed and eased himself forward slightly to peer more deeply into the dark water as he felt his spirit ring around his finger become discernibly warmer.


  Suddenly an eerie silence descended. The waters no longer fell upon the grey stone of the waterfall. The birds no longer sang and the wind no longer gently caressed their faces. It was as if all time had stopped.


  “What do you want from us?”whispered a thousand tiny voices in unison.


  “We need your help,” replied Talina who squeezed Ethan’s hand even more tightly, “this human and I, Princess Talina of the Wood Nymphs, ask that you guide us towards the treasure of the Tuatha Dé Danann that can help us to enact the ‘second seal’ and save both our worlds from the apocalypse.”


  Yet more time passed as angry whispers filled the air. Ethan felt his legs grow heavy and was surprised to find both himself and Talina now kneeling down upon the edge of the pool as its dark waters seemed to grow in size. Visions of suffering filled his mind, of Fae children fleeing in fear as violence was enacted upon them and their homes were destroyed by the humans and with these images, came a deep sense of shame.


  “Please forgive us,” he whispered as he felt his spirit ring move inside him, “my people have caused you great harm, but Alexon will tell you that we come in peace.”


  The whispers suddenly stopped. He felt himself rise from the ground and his clothing become wet as he entered the water. Somewhere behind him he heard Talina call out his name in fear as her grip upon his hand was lost. Then, he found himself inside the water. A part of him knew that he was drowning as all the colours of the world began to fade away.
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  CHAPTER EIGHT


  


  The Dwarf yelled a battle cry as he ran towards the troll then promptly crashed towards the earth. He struggled to get up, only to find that his legs had become entrapped by the chords of a bola. The large rope-like weapon that had weights attached to both ends of it had wrapped itself tightly around him, trussing him up like a deer as the thundered towards him with its axe raised. At the sight of his friend’s plight, Gizurr gave a yell and threw a rock hard at the creature’s face. The small stone caused it no particular harm, but it served to distract it for long enough to enable Ragni to roll inside a clump of spiked shrubbery.


  At the sudden disappearance of its prey, the troll turned in rage towards Gizurr but at that very moment, the rest of the companions burst through the vegetation to stand beside him. Although not especially bright, the troll momentarily hesitated as it blinked at the group.


  Then it charged.


  It moved towards them at a pace that caught them by surprise as it swung its battle axe in a series of sweeping arcs. A young Dwarf named Ketill was the first to engage with it and had his weapon swatted out of his hands as if it was a mere toothpick. Still, it came on, its massive bulk hurtling forwards with a force that scattered the companions. All that is, except one.


  Vank dug his claws deep into the earth and lowered his head, aiming the steel spike that protruded from the centre of his helmet directly at the troll’s chest. The creature saw the weapon and realised that it was heading directly towards it, but it had already reached a forward momentum that proved impossible for it to stop or swerve away in time. The troll gave a brief scream as it pierced into its chest and out through its back, before its eyes glazed and body grew limp.


  “Good riddance,” panted Gizurr as he wiped away the sweat from his face with his sleeve.


  Vank snorted in disgust as he pushed its lifeless corpse away, causing it to crumple upon the ground in a heap. The companions gathered round to look at the curious creature. Both its clothing and jewellery indicated that it had lived a violent life. Dried bones, teeth, hair and various other macabre items had been placed around its neck as a form of hideous decoration. Its garments were similarly disturbing, consisting of a patchwork of various items, most likely stripped from the dead bodies of its prey.


  After an initial search of the surrounding area, they found a bag. Inside it, amongst the various trinkets and items of unidentifiable food was a lump of black rock. At first glance, it seemed of little interest, but Lady Cillina soon realised that it resembled the same material that had been used to encase the High Dragon. After careful deliberation, Axcil gave his permission for her to take possession of the item and she wrapped it up in a dark cloth and placed it in her travelling bag.


  “Would someone mind helping me please?” asked a rustling bush.


  “That’ll teach you to go off hunting for game on your own,” Gizurr shouted as he angrily strode towards it.


  “Sorry,” Ragni said as his scratched face peeked out from under a crown of thorns.


  Axcil walked towards the edge of the clearing, “We need to stay close together at all times,” he paused a moment as his tall frame scanned the vegetation, “this is bandit and slaver country and we may be attacked at any moment.” He turned and walked back towards the sombre looking group. Their horses had been tethered a short distance away and were highly skittish as the scent of the troll’s blood filled the air.


  The companions knew that the death of the troll meant that they were most likely to attract further attention, most notably by more of its brethren as their keen sense of smell was notoriously good. Their recent battle also served as a stark reminder that capturing one alive to question it about why the Northern Clans had allied themselves with the Demons would be extremely difficult.


  Axcil sighed as his huge broadsword hung limply between his hands, “We have the bait, now we must set the trap.”


  “What do you mean?” Ellaminva asked as she turned away from polishing off the blood from Vank’s helmet.


  He walked towards her and used the point of his sword to draw an imaginary square upon the ground, “We must dig a pit here, just in front of the troll’s body,” he grimaced, “it must be a good thirty feet deep and have at its base stakes that are just long enough to disable a troll.”


  “I can do it,” interjected Vank as he flexed his powerful claws.


  Axcil nodded in approval then blinked in anger as Ellaminva placed a restraining hand upon Vank’s shoulder, “If we get the answers we seek, what happens to the injured troll?” her tone indicated that she very much disliked Axcil’s plan.


  “We shall set it free,” he replied calmly.


  “What if it doesn’t know the answer to your question?” she pressed.


  Axcil grew suddenly angry, “Then there will be one less murderous bandit walking the earth won’t there?” he snapped.


  “Aye,” agreed Gizurr as he glanced at Ragni’s heavily scratched face, “this isn’t a picnic miss, we are fighting for our lives.”


  Ellaminva grimaced but remained silent.


  With the help of Vank’s immense strength, the pit was quickly dug within a couple of hours. Gizurr and the other Dwarfs set about to carving stakes from the thickest of branches from the nearby vegetation. They were then planted firmly at the base of the pit by Vank who then rather clumsily evacuated the deep hole by a combination of flapping his wings and clawing at the dirt as he struggled to vacate the deep hole.


  Axcil and the Hesparin created a broad latticework of twigs which they camouflaged with the use of grasses and leaves, before placing it over the pit. The cover was deliberately designed to be flimsy, so it would easily give way once stepped upon.


  Then they waited.


  The hours passed by slowly and the skies began to darken as they remained motionless inside a clump of thick vegetation. Tiny animals rustled through the undergrowth in their pursuit of food and the sudden hoot of an owl signalled that night was upon them. Then they heard it. A distant a crack of a twig that seemed to have been made by something large passing nearby.


  A brief rustling of leaves followed then silence descended once more as the even the wildlife seemed to pause to listen. They barely dared to breathe as their hearts began to drum deep inside their chests as their eyes scanned the darkness. Axcil had taken the wise decision to position the group downwind from the pit, they knew that at any moment that the wind could shift direction, but so far, luck had remained with them. A second crack of a twig sounded and then it appeared.


  It was huge.


  Unlike its predecessor, this troll seemed different and wore a full set of matching armour as it held a gigantic spiked club in its hands. A second creature arrived, again fully armoured and clearly highly agitated. Further rustling to their left revealed that at least a third troll lurked in the dark recesses of the vegetation.


  The first troll who seemed to be the leader of the group, took a tentative step towards the lifeless body then halted as its eyes narrowed. It lifted its gaze and seemed to stare directly at where the companions lay hidden. Although Axcil remained confident that their presence had so far been undetected, it was clear that the troll was aware that something was amiss.


  After a brief pause, it slowly began to retreat back into the vegetation. A sudden shift in the wind changed everything. In the space of a few seconds, it was as if the fates had decided that there would be a reckoning that night. It was then that the companions realized that they were surrounded. Not just three, but five trolls quickly descended upon them from all sides. The first troll was swiftly disabled as it fell crashing into the pit but a second suddenly appeared out from behind a large tree.


  With a deftness that belied its huge armoured frame, it leapt into the heart of the thicket where the companions lay and swiftly cleaved in two one of the human males, causing a wave of blood to splatter everywhere. As they attempted to struggle to their feet, it claimed another victim, a young Dwarf named Bersi who was killed instantly. Still it continued onwards, cleaving and hacking at the group as body parts began to fly, then came an almighty roar.


  Vank thundered through the shrubbery and exhaled a vast orange flame that set the creature alight. It screamed in pain as its entire body became enveloped in fire, only to have the sound swiftly silenced as Vank clenched his jaws around its neck and tore out its throat.


  The final three remaining trolls slowed at the sight of the dragon. The troll leader grunted a brief guttural command to its companions. Then they charged. The first creature swerved sharply to Vank’s left, in an attempt to outflank him as the leader and the other troll came at him head on. But he was not alone. Seeing what was about to happen, Axcil and the others stepped into the fray.


  Ellaminva focussed her attack upon the troll that had attempted to reach Vank’s side and let loose an arrow towards its open mouth. It lurched to a halt as its hands reached towards the arrow lodged in the back of its throat as it began to choke on its own blood. A second arrow was swiftly loosed into its exposed neck, bringing the creature quickly to the ground.


  Axcil and the others darted forward to meet the final two head on. At what seemed to be the very last moment, he rolled onto the ground, tripping the first troll as it came crashing to the ground. He leapt to his feet as the heavily armoured troll struggled to regain its footing and rammed his sword into the base of its neck, just beneath its helmet as it slumped forward, its body twitching momentarily before remaining still.


  The final troll had reached its goal and swung its spiked club at Vank as he released another blanket of fire. The flames briefly singed its shoulder but it sprang to his right side, swinging its weapon that clanged harmlessly against his dragon armour. Out of pure instinct, Vank whipped forward his powerful tail that housed a serrated club-like weapon at its base, killing the creature instantly.


  The sight of blood and death was everywhere. Lady Cillina ran to the body of a Dwarf, only to find that his eyes were open and lifeless. In all, three Dwarves and two human lay slain. Axcil paced the ground in anger. He had not considered the possibility that they would be met by group of trolls, thinking that they would trap another solitary bandit. Instead, they had clearly attracted a highly armed and organised group who were most likely to have been slavers.


  “It’s not your fault,” Ellaminva said, sensing his feeling of guilt at the current carnage that surrounded them.


  Axcil shook his head, “I should have known better than to have done this. Now there is blood on my hands.”


  A groan emanated from deep inside the pit. It was the last surviving troll that lay injured and trapped upon the short stakes at its base. For a brief moment, Axcil felt a strong urge to jump inside the trap and kill it, but he knew that an injured troll would still be highly dangerous. Besides, it was not in his nature to commit such an act and if he did, the deaths of the others would have been in vain. He was not sure how badly it had been injured, so time was of the essence to question it in case it was close to death.


  With his sword drawn, he gingerly approached the opening in the ground and peered down. Inside, he could see nothing but blackness and he heard footsteps behind him to find Gizurr approach with a lit torch, “Throw it in the pit,” he commanded as stared once more into its dark depths.


  It bounced upon the ground, briefly spitting out sparks of orange as it illuminated the pit, revealing the twisted body of a troll. The creature had fallen badly and had many of the sharp stakes puncture its body and legs. It blinked up at him in pain, causing his anger to lessen as it was clearly in immense pain, “Answer my questions and I will help to get you out of there,” he said in a neutral tone.


  “What do you want to know?” it gasped in short breaths.


  “Why are the Northern supporting the Demons?”


  The troll coughed, “They are our saviours.”


  Axcil frowned in confusion, “From what?”


  “You.”


  Lady Cillina knelt down at the edge of the pit, “Why do you believe such a thing?”


  The troll winced as it attempted to shift its body, only to find that it was pinned against the bloodied ground, “Without their help we can never fully close the tear inside ‘the veil’. If an attempt is made to close the ‘second seal’ on Earth before the aberration of the portal inside the Thirteenth Tier is sanctified, then it will cause an apocalypse. My people tried to warn the High Dragon of this danger, but he would not listen. The Demons are at war with themselves inside their own world and there are some inside that world that seek peace and want to help us.”


  Lady Cillina glanced at Axcil, “If what he says is true, then this Ethan Palladino is about to destroy everything.”


  The troll had been asked the question by surprise. Axcil realised that it was in too much pain and did not have the time to fabricate such a fantastic story. Fear gripped him as he knew that the creature believed that what it was telling them was the truth. They were, rightly or wrongly, acting to help protect the kingdom of Nemedia by slowing down the allied forces and preventing a premature closure of the tear inside ‘the veil’ on Earth. They had tried to warn the High Dragon but he had rejected their concerns and refused them an audience at the Grand Council. To receive such a response by a senior leader of the Tuatha Dé Danann would have been taken as a gross insult. Furthermore, his failure to respond to their concerns would have forced their hand. In an attempt to save the kingdom from its ultimate destruction, they declared war on the Tuatha Dé Danann and on their allies in the Southlands.


  “What lies inside Cave Mirin?” asked Lady Cillina.


  The eyes of the troll flickered open as its lifeblood continued to spill. It knew now that it was dying, “Bury me with honour and I will answer your final question,” it whispered in a voice that was faint.


  Lady Cillina nodded as tears filled her eyes. The troll sighed in resignation of its fate, “The witch promised to force the High Dragon to see the error of his ways. She was to show him the source of the magic that feeds the entire kingdom before punishing his arrogance and stupidity by putting him to death.”


  “Thank you,” Lady Cillina said as a single tear fell into the pit, splashing upon the cheek of the troll as its eyes closed for the final time.


  True to their word, they lifted the troll out of the pit and buried him according to the customs of his people. A large rock, left blank as they had never learned his name, lay atop the mound of stones of his cairn. They then turned to their own fallen comrades, burning the bodies of the three Dwarves and two young human males upon a make-shift pyre, before spreading their ashes to the four winds.


  The troll’s revelation had changed everything. The war with the Northern Clans could be put to an end, but only if they could prove that the High Dragon had been at the root of its cause. To achieve this, they had to find a way to persuade the witch to release him from the spell that had imprisoned him. Then, and only by his own confession at the Grand Council, could the claim made by the troll be verified.


  The Grand Council would then immediately issue a formal apology to the Northern Clans and an order would be given to locate Ethan Palladino and Princess Talina and prevent them from closing the ‘second seal’ prematurely. The problem remained in how to gain the compliance of a willing Demon to help them sanctify the portal that existed inside the Thirteenth Tier, but if what the troll had told them was true, the Northern Clans already knew of someone who would help them.
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  CHAPTER NINE


  


  The dark waters swirled around him as Ethan struggled to reach the surface. He felt his body being dragged down, deeper and deeper as his lungs began to burn. He exhaled the last of his air and knew that he was only moments away from dying when something happened. It was as if a barrier had broken deep inside him then he heard a strange voice speak the words ‘Spiritus Aqua’. Some part of him knew that it was Alexon. In a desperate bid to save him, his spirit ring had formed an unbreakable bond with his body. It was then that his lungs failed him and he inhaled sharply, sucking in the cold water to find that he could now breathe.


  He blinked in surprise as his fear dissipated. As he stared into blackness that surrounded him and breathed in deeply, his feelings of shock were replaced by anger. He had come to Mahon Falls with Talina to ask for the help of the Fairies. Instead, they had responded by trying to drown him.


  ‘It is me that they despise Ethan, not you,” said Alexon in a deeply timbered voice as he sensed Ethan’s anger. Ethan felt momentarily felt unnerved by Alexon, who no longer communicated to him by the use of images, emotions, and visualised words, but now spoke to him as if he was physically present, “I was the one who prevented the Fairies from joining their brethren in the kingdom of Nemedia. They have never forgotten nor forgiven me.”


  A distant glow of white light appeared above him and Ethan realised that there was no time to discuss the matter further as he immediately swam towards it. As he broke the surface, he tentatively scanned his surrounding and found that he appeared to be inside a magical glen. The Mahon Falls had disappeared and Talina was nowhere to be seen.


  Oaks, beech and maple trees stretched up towards a violet sky as Ethan stared with a sense of wonderment. The ground was carpeted in a blaze of colour, with flowers and plants of many different shapes and sizes as he breathed in its sweet scent. He saw no sign of the Fairies, so he made his way towards the shore and clambered up its embankment.


  His transition from breathing water to air had been painless and he smiled momentarily before remembering the sensation of a barrier that been broken between him and Alexon. He recalled his conversation with Cara many weeks ago about the differences between Enacters and Channelers and he held a growing suspicion that he had somehow evolved into a Channeler. He had realised from the beginning that he had been granted access to the knowledge and powers of Alexon, but he thought that he would be in control of them and was becoming increasingly aware of how the relationship between them was beginning to change.


  As his gaze swept across the glen, a fallow deer briefly popped its head above a rainbow of flowers before turning and bounding away into the depths of the forest. Bees and butterflies flew sedately by, clearly unaffected at his presence as a gentle breeze caressed his face. He stood silently for a moment, captivated by the beauty of the place and he was filled with a deep sense of calm.


  Time passed as Ethan stood amongst the flowers, “Now what?” he asked quietly.


  “They are listening, talk to them,” Alexon replied calmly.


  Ethan frowned, unsure of whether or not to state his anger at being almost drowned. Then he recalled the images he had seen when he knelt by the pool, of the Fairies fleeing in terror as their homes were being destroyed by the humans. He thought also of what Alexon had done to them. For reasons unknown to him, Alexon had forced upon them a terrible fate.


  He sighed as he stared at the breath-taking beauty of the glen and then spoke, “I do not know why Alexon forced you to remain on Earth, but what I do know is that Earth and Nemedia need your help. I need to locate the great treasure of the Tuatha Dé Danann on Earth that will enable Talina and I to enact the ‘second seal’. Without it, all life will end.”


  A silence descended upon the glen. Even the bees and butterflies settled upon the flowers as the clouds slowed in their journey across the violet sky. It was as if everything had paused to reflect upon his words.


  Suddenly a Fairy flew from behind a tall oak tree. As with others of his kind, he was no taller than the span of a man’s hand. His face held an androgynous beauty, with eyes and hair that matched the colour of the summer skies. His wings flapped at such great speed that they almost looked as if they were standing still as he approached Ethan and came to rest upon a bright yellow flower.


  The Fairy stared at Ethan with an expression of curiosity, “Do you speak of the apocalypse?”


  Ethan nodded and remained silent.


  The Fairy chewed his lip then nodded towards the undergrowth. Ethan was soon joined by thousands of Fairies as they flew out from behind every kind of flora and fauna. They came from both above and below him, from the highest branches in the forest skies to the blooms that covered the ground. Now that they considered it safe to reveal themselves, they openly settled upon the many flowers and low-lying branches that surrounded him. Ethan marvelled at their diversity of colours, noting though that blue, pink and yellow were the most dominant of colours that he saw amongst their race.


  “My name is Arthfael,” continued the Fairy, “I must apologise for what happened but we had already sensed the presence of Alexon, and when you mentioned his name, well, we thought that he was in fact, you.”


  Ethan shook his head, “He is my spirit ring.”


  The eyes of the Arthfael widened, “May I see it?”


  


  Ethan held forth his right hand as his spirit ring sparkled in the light. Arthfael flew towards it and touched it briefly before settling back upon his flower once more, “Perhaps what has happened to him is a fitting fate,” he saw Ethan frown, “he may be able to choose to return to the Creator at any time, perhaps not, but his options are now limited, as are those of my people.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Arthfael sighed as his gaze lowered, “We have been forced to live inside this magical sanctuary for over two thousand years to protect ourselves against the humans. Alexon did the bidding of the Seer when she commanded that some of my people must remain on Earth to protect two of the great treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann. It has been a curse on my people and we have sworn vengeance upon Alexon and the Seer for our imprisonment.”


  “I think that you should at least apologise to them,” Ethan demanded angrily at he glared at his spirit ring.


  “No,” replied Alexon calmly, “I did what I was asked to do to protect all creation and I will not apologise for that.”


  “He said-.” Ethan began.


  “I heard him,” interjected Arthfael, “so he is powerful enough now that he is self-aware and can speak with his own voice?” the Fairy looked concerned, “be careful young human, or one day you may find that he has control over you.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous!” Alexon yelled, “I have no intention of doing such a thing. I am, and always have, done nothing but serve for the protection of Nemedia.”


  “And you will do anything that you consider necessary won’t you, no matter how wicked? Arthfael snapped.


  Ethan blinked as his mind raced. He had never sensed anything malevolent from Alexon, but it was clear that had done something terrible. It was also the first time that he had learned that Alexon had a direct connection to the Seer. He recalled that Master Bedwyr always carried her book and he would often catch sight of him seemingly communicating with it. He wondered for the first time, if he had truly been offered a choice of spirit rings by Master Bedwyr.


  “What happens now?” Ethan asked Arthfael.


  For a moment he wondered if the Fairy had heard him as he saw him staring up at the violet sky, “We shall help you,” Arthfael responded as he gaze fell towards him after a long pause, “but in return, I must have your promise that my people will be granted the ability to travel to and from Nemedia whenever we wish.”


  “I have a scroll and I can show you the words of magic to get there,” he felt Alexon shift inside him in anger, “Alexon will tell you how to return to your magical sanctuary here.”


  “Good,” Arthfael nodded, “we are quite attached to our home now, despite being abandoned here with nothing in the beginning. However, as we are about to accomplish the task that had been forced upon us, at the very least we should now be free to visit our brethren in Nemedia whenever we want.”


  Arthfael rose off from his flower and beckoned Ethan to follow him, “Your friend is waiting for you where you last saw her,” he turned briefly towards Ethan as his wings hummed gently, “we have already told her that you are safe and shall return shortly.”


  Ethan nodded as they travelled through the glen. The air was once again full of birdsong and butterflies and bees busily rested momentarily upon various flowers as they secured some of their precious golden nectar, before setting off again to explore new scents and colours. Ethan’s gaze was then drawn to the skies above. He had expected to to see the deep azure blue that he had often seen in Nemedia that signalled the colour of magic, but found it to be a light violet, “Why is the sky this colour?”


  Arthfael continued to flap his tiny wings, “Magic on Earth tends to be this colour, I’m not sure why.”


  After a short amount of time they reached what Ethan assumed to be their city. Thousands of tiny white mushroom shaped dwellings lay nestled in perfect harmony amongst the branches of a huge oak tree. Although he was not entirely sure, it seemed as though they had been grown in place, rather than built and each house had a series of holes cut inside it, with a latticework of dried grasses that served as shutters and doors.


  They moved past the oak tree towards a small hillock, where Arthfael gently flew to the ground. He mumbled some words in a language that Ethan had not heard before then stood expectantly as if waiting for something.


  Slowly, a small opening appeared at the base of the hillock, barely large enough for Arthfael to fit inside, “Wait here a moment,” he said as he went inside.


  Ethan sighed and carefully looked around him, so as to not to accidentally step upon a Fairy then sat upon the ground amongst a plethora of blooms. He resisted the urge to pick one of the sweet-smelling flowers, mindful of the need to respect the sanctuary of the Fairies. It was clear to him since his arrival, that the Fairies held a deep love and affection for nature. To them, life, in all its forms was sacred.


  After what seemed like an eternity of waiting, Ethan felt himself drifting towards sleep when Arthfael suddenly reappeared. The Fairy seemed to be holding something in its hands, “This is what you seek,” he said as he sombrely held forth the miniscule item, “the Spear of Lug, no one who wields it can ever be defeated in battle.”


  “But it’s tiny!” Ethan said in consternation as he squinted at the spindly stick.


  “How else do you think that my people could keep it safe?” Arthfael replied as his eyes twinkled with amusement.


  “Well, no offense,” Ethan whispered, “but I wouldn’t dream of going into battle wielding that cocktail stick and bet on coming out of it either victorious or alive.”


  Arthfael sighed and looked at Ethan as if he was a simpleton, “It may be small now,” he said, “but that doesn’t mean that it will stay small. It changes according the size of its user and will change only when it is needed.”


  “Oh I see,” Ethan replied as he felt his cheeks blush.


  Ethan carefully took hold of the spear and placed it inside the left front pocket of his jeans. It felt surprisingly heavy, given its small size and he realised that it was because it was not what it seemed to be, “So what do I do with it and where should the ‘second seal’ be enacted?”


  Arthfael shrugged his shoulders, “We were just forced to keep Lug’s Spear safe,” he chewed his lip, “oh and we were asked to instruct its user to say, ‘Ibar’ when they launched the weapon it so it would always hit its target and ‘Athibar’ to get it to return to them on command.”


  “Like a boomerang?”


  Arthfael frowned at him in confusion.


  “Never mind,” Ethan shook his head.


  The Fairies had completed their task and in return, he showed them the words of power on the scroll that Master Bedwyr had given him, so that they could travel to Nemedia. Alexon begrudgingly taught the Fairies an incantation that would enable them to return to their magical sanctuary. Ethan realised that Alexon had already lost his battle to keep the Fairies entrapped, as once inside Nemedia, they could swiftly find a way from their brethren of returning to their sanctuary by themselves.


  Ethan’s arrival back at Mahon Falls was surprisingly swift. Arthfael led him to a swirling portal close to the city that returned him dry land, close to a jagged outcrop of grey rock next to the Falls. It was with a great sense of both relief and excitement that Ethan met with an incredulous princess as he told her of all of what had befallen him.
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  CHAPTER TEN


  


  Deadwood and fallen vines littered the ground as the companions scrambled through the tangled forest. They had left the Eastern shoreline behind many hours ago as the Grand Mage guided them along secret pathways known only by the most senior members of the College of Mages. The sky had now turned almost black, although slivers of moonlight managed to briefly peek out from behind the blanket of thick, swirling clouds above to illuminate a break in the treeline ahead.


  “This way,” the Grand Mage pointed towards a barely discernible pathway, “be careful, the ground is treacherous and the drop very steep.”


  The group moved forward cautiously as the pathway dipped down sharply towards a darkened valley. The soldiers of Manannán made light work of the narrow path, their night vision equipping them with all that they needed to ensure a safe footing. However, it was a different matter with the mages and many a time, a swift arm or helping hand from the soldiers was all that stood between many of the humans from tumbling over the edge to their deaths upon the rocky ground far below.


  After several hours of laboured descent, they finally reached the valley floor. The wind had now gathered in pace as it howled above the upper reaches of the valley. Master Bedwyr drew his cloak about him as he pressed forward, moving swiftly between the pale grey boulders that littered the ground. They were soon stood at the end of the valley in front of a sheer wall of dark grey rock that rose for hundreds of metres. Master Bedwyr moved in close as his hands felt the cold stone then stopped as he brushed one of his spirit rings past a specific point on its surface. What first appeared to be a solid wall of rock disappeared as a passageway was revealed.


  The Grand Mage smiled in satisfaction, “This will lead us to the basement where the vault is located,” he said as he whispered words of magic that illuminated a series of torches that lined the walls.


  They group moved quickly inside, the Grand Mage still leading the way. The air inside was surprisingly dry and filled with the familiar sweet scent of old paper, even though they were some considerable distance away from the library basement. The passageway sloped gently upwards and ended in a series of stone steps that rose up towards a large steel door. Master Bedwyr pressed his right ear hard against its cold, flat surface but could hear no signs of activity inside. He inhaled deeply in an attempt to steady his hand as he slowly reached for the door handle.


  The library basement was eerily silent and in pitch darkness. The blackness felt thick with a discernible sense of menace as he gingerly raised his moonstone bracelet to faintly illuminate some of the shelves of tattered books that lined the walls. Each book had been stored in readiness for a curator to repair it prior to its return to the library above and he felt a pang of sadness with the realisation that the library mages were by now, most likely dead.


  The soldiers quickly pushed past the Master Bedwyr as he stood close to the doorway to begin their search for signs of the enemy. After several minutes, they returned to signal that the immediate vicinity was clear of danger. Master Bedwyr proceeded to lead the group to the far South Eastern section of the basement to find that part of the wall had been demolished. Behind the rubble, the large golden door of the vault stood ajar. A forward platoon inspected the entranceway and swiftly returned to verify that it had been left unguarded.


  Master Bedwyr moved slowly towards the opening. His eyes scanned the door for the tell-tale signs of magic that must have been used to force it open. Its polished golden metal reflected back the light from the mage’s moonstone bracelet as he swept his arm across its polished surface. The Grand Mage’s eyes suddenly narrowed when he found what he was looking for. A small, black tendril of smoke still writhed ominously around door’s locking mechanism. It had been opened by a powerful necromancer.


  They wasted no time in entering the vault as the Grand Mage used his powers to seal shut the door behind them. Lord Acheron ordered a small unit of soldiers to remain behind by the entranceway, both to work upon creating a physical blockade of earth and stone and to add a further line of defence in case the rest of the Demons on the island attempted to re-open the door.


  There were no torches upon the walls inside the vault, so the mages had to rely upon their powers of magic alone. Master Bedwyr was aware that the moonstone bracelets would provide insufficient light for the mages in the chaos and heat of battle so he raised both his arms and clasped his fingers together. Slowly, a small ball of light grew between his palms into a gigantic orb. His unclasped his fingers and motioned the orb to rise above his head. It immediately obeyed his command as it followed his every move, shining a blue-white light several feet above his that temporarily blinded some of the group, such was its brightness.


  “There goes our element of surprise,” snapped Lord Acheron.


  Master Bedwyr glared at him, “Your soldiers may not need the help to but I want my mages to see what’s attacking them.”


  Lord Acheron stared at him and remained silent.


  As the danger was now ahead of them and they had reached the vault, the soldiers took the lead. They were trained in the ways of war and would form the most effective line of both attack and defence, with the trainee mages bringing up the rear, mainly using their magic for self-defence but also remaining alert for commands that would be issued by the Grand Mage for specific ranged attacks.


  Cara instinctively moved to stand beside the Grand Mage. She felt both nervous and excited at the thought of what lay ahead. She was fascinated at the prospect of learning the secrets that lay hidden inside the wizard’s tome, but she was terrified of what she would find when they met with the abomination of what he had become. Although both the soldiers and the trainee mages knew that a powerful creature lurked inside the depths of the vault, Master Bedwyr and Lord Acheron had decided to conceal from them details about the creature’s true origin. The true nature of the creature that they faced, coupled with the refusal by the book of the Seer to reveal the outcome of the pending battle, did nothing to lessen her nerves.


  The floor, roof and walls of the corridor were formed out of the same metal as the door. Light reflected everywhere from the Grand Mage’s orb and there remained little doubt that the enemy would be fully aware of their presence. Yet stealth would never have been possible, as the sound of their many boots rang sharply against the hard metal of the floor. Cara glanced towards Roban, to find him sharing a curious exchange of glances with Bruja. She smiled faintly at the sight of the blossoming friendship that was clearly developing between them.


  Then seemingly out of nowhere, something attacked.


  A soldier was suddenly lifted from the ground as his entire body was slammed against the wall of corridor with such a force, it was as if he had been made out of straw. Then invisible grip then released him, dropping his broken body to the floor in a crumpled heap. A second, then a third soldier were swiftly dispatched in a similar fashion, as the soldiers raised their swords in an attempt to protect themselves from the unseen enemy.


  Unable to turn back, the soldiers immediately surged forward in an attempt to gain more manoeuvrability inside the main vault. As they entered it, it was then that they saw the bodies.


  Hundreds of Demons of every size, shape and colour lay strewn across the floor, many with their bodies torn apart, limbs and entrails splattered everywhere, or simply crushed like ragdolls, with large blood pools of blood congealing around their ruined forms. Nothing remained alive inside the vault except the abomination.


  And it was gigantic.


  The loose flesh around its enormous frame completely filled the North Eastern corner of the main vault. The creature looked to be half-starved as it chewed ravenously upon a piece of bloodied flesh then its snow white eyes narrowed at the sound of their approach. A slender white tongue flicked out between its fangs as it began to lick away a trail of blood that had fallen upon its chin as its gaze rose to study the group.


  Although it appeared to be sat down, the creature was already as tall as the ceiling of the vault which stood over sixty feet in height. Its entire body was completely devoid of fur, with mottled, blue-white skin that oozed a foul-smelling substance that was now clearly discernible. Although its arms were spindly, they were extremely long with vicious looking claws that held razor sharp nails that were each over a foot in length. It was impossible to see its legs, as they were hidden beneath the mounds of flesh that flopped over its enormous belly that was now swelled with food.


  The abomination let out howl and with a wave of its arms, twenty soldiers were raised into the air and then hurled across the room, where they were slammed against the Western wall as it was sprayed it with yet another coating of fresh blood. In response, the remaining soldiers, charged at it head on. Their strategy was to overcome it by their sheer numbers and over two hundred of their surviving brethren ran towards it as they yelled the battle cry of their people.


  Their attack was like sweet nectar to the abomination.


  Its body immediately began to glow with a bright blue light as streaks of lightening shot out from its glowing form. Dozens of soldiers were immediately hit as their blackened corpses to fell to the floor like a rush of leaves. A second, then a third wave of lightening hit the soldiers, killing dozens more instantly as the remaining soldiers scattered and then made a hasty retreat.


  The eyes of the Grand Mage glistened with rage as he stood in front of the trainee mages, “Lightening, fire, ice, throw everything that you have at it, but protect yourselves with Lapis Scutum first,” he yelled at them as he moved towards the creature that he knew now could only be defeated by the power of magic.


  The mages responded, placing themselves under the protection of stone-skin spell before bombarding the creature with shards of ice, balls of flame and streaks of lightening. The abomination screamed in rage as it shuffled towards them with alarming speed. Master Bedwyr raised both of his hands as streams of blue-white lightening leapt out from his fingertips, hitting the creature square in the chest. It screamed with rage at the indignity of the attack, but swiftly writhed in pain as the full impact of attack from the other mages began to darken small patches of its skin. But even this did nothing but to slow down the creature momentarily, as it raised it razor sharp claws and swiped through their numbers, felling several of the mages in one blow.


  The Grand Mage ducked and rolled to his left, missing the deadly claws of the creature by a hair’s breadth, but landed heavily and grunted in pain as the wind was knocked out of him. The abomination screamed in pleasure, sensing a victory as it attempted to reach the leader of the mages with its claws outstretched.


  Then out of nowhere, Cara appeared.


  Darting forward to stand in front of the struggling man she raised her hands and yelled, “Mutatio!” She deliberately omitted the word ‘Me’ as the spell was directed at the abomination.


  The effect upon the abomination was immediate.


  As an already a mutated and twisted creature of magic, she had used the only magic that could prove to be its undoing. The threads of corruption that had kept it alive for millennia began to unravel.


  It blinked in surprise as its body began to tremble and shake and then began to scream as pus began to ooze out of its eyes and ears. Again it screamed, this time even louder as the other mages quickly added their own magic to hers, causing its entire body to shudder as it began to congeal. Cara and the remaining mages stood firm before it, as a strong blue-green flame now enshrouded its entire body. The abomination was unable to withstand another mutation as every cell in its body became twisted and broken.


  Master Bedwyr slowly rose to his feet as he blinked in awe at what Cara had achieved. In the midst of bloodshed and mayhem, she was the one who had found a way to defeat the abomination that once was the great Wizard Manannán. After a short time, nothing remained of the creature, except a mound of blue-green slime that bubbled and popped as its ooze spread slowly across the floor.


  “Creator be praised,” whispered Master Bedwyr as the soldiers and mages gathered round.


  Cara lowered her hands and blinked. She had felt ‘Barina’ more strongly inside her than ever. It was as if, for the first time her spirit ring had become increasingly self-aware. She instinctively knew that it was ‘Barina’s’ who had somehow communicated to her about which spell to use. She wondered briefly how her spirit ring had been blessed with this insight and not Master Bedwyr’s own spirit rings.


  “Now we can get that tome and take back our island,” she replied as she nodded towards the book pillar that rested against the far Northern wall of the vault.


  The Grand Mage nodded silently as he turned towards it.


  They had found what they had come for. The ancient tome, written by the very hand of the Wizard Manannán, rested atop the black granite pillar book rest. It looked to be made out of black leather, with a strong, thick binding and pages edged in gold leaf. The markings on the front of the book were strange, an image that looked to be a compass overlaid a square, beneath which was an inscription in a language that the Grand Mage did not recognise. Master Bedwyr’s hands hovered over the book, nervous of touching it as he was aware that it might be protected by powerful magic. Instinctively, he reached inside his left breast pocket as his fingers rested around the comforting edges of the book of the Seer. The Grand Mage closed his eyes as if listening to someone for a time, then his eyes flicked open and he smiled in satisfaction as he finally reached for the tome.


  It felt surprisingly warm to the touch and much heavier than he would have imagined. He quickly opened it and began to leaf through its pages, relieved to find that he could decipher the language that was written inside it. Close to the book pillar, he spied two comfortable, yet dust-ridden seats that had been carved into the very wall of the vault and he sat down and began to read. For many hours, the Grand Mage did not move from his resting place as his eyes devoured the text. On occasion, a deep frown of anger passed across his face and at other times, his face held a curiously calm expression that mildly unnerving, especially given the content that the book was most likely to contain.


  “It is most likely dawn now and my father’s armada will have arrived at the Isle of Vallan,” stated Bruja, her tear stained face looking unnaturally pale and exhausted against the glare of the wall torches.


  The Grand Mage remained silent for a moment as his gaze lifted, “Then it is time that we leave,” he said as he snapped shut the book and swiftly stood up, “I cannot remove the curse on your people until I have stopped Ethan and Talina from enacting the ‘second seal’ before the appropriate time.”


  “What do you mean?”


  The Grand Mage smiled faintly, “According to this book, we must sanctify the portal inside the Thirteenth Tier first, else our actions will rip apart the threads of magic and destroy every living thing.”


  “You’re bringing Ethan back?” Cara interjected excitedly.


  The Grand Mage nodded, “I don’t know how much progress he has made, but I’m afraid that I can’t waste any time in being gentle about it. Ethan and Talina will be quickly transported back to Nemedia and I will do it as soon as we get out of this vault.”
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  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  He was close now. He could almost smell the mage in the air as he clawed at the frozen earth. The Demon halted his movements as he stared at the frozen ground of the cemetery as a cold smile spread slowly across his face. The human had left behind a tiny speck of blood, most likely spilled when he had dug at the hard earth to remove a magical object from the ground. GraJin leaned forward, slipping out his pink tongue to taste the man’s blood, savouring its sweetness as his hunting senses became immediately heightened. He would be able to locate the mage with ease now. As he swallowed down the mage’s essence, the air around him was suddenly filled with the man’s distinct trail. He no longer needed to wait for when magical items were found or when magic was used, he could now locate the human with deadly accuracy. It would not be long now, within a day or two at the most, he would find and kill his prey.


  * * * *


  Ethan frowned angrily at the tiny object that rested in the palm of his hand. For almost a day now, he had been drinking copious amounts of coffee while he sat inside his hotel bedroom with Talina. Although the Fairy had informed him that the Spear would change in size according to the needs of the user, it had so far remained totally unresponsive. He had tried everything, even using the words of power taught to him by Arthfael, but to no avail.


  “Perhaps the Fairies forgot the right words?” Talina asked.


  “Do you really think so?”


  Talina shook her head but remained silent.


  Ethan replaced the object back inside his trouser pocket, “So now what?”


  Talina put down her empty coffee cup, “According to my readings we need to find the ‘Dragon’s breath,” she frowned, “it was quite specific about that.”


  “Where do we go?” Ethan asked in irritation.


  Talina pulled a face and sighed at him wearily, “I think we both now realise that we need to reawaken the powers of the Spear of Lug first. I remember reading about a place in Ireland and I will find out the specific details after dinner.”


  Ethan ran his fingers through his short, dark hair, “I’m so tired of running about everywhere,” he grimaced as he heard his stomach rumble at the mention of food.


  “You must have faith Ethan,” her eyes glistened with emotion, “we have already found the Spear and I know that we shall complete our quest soon.”


  The wisdom of her words and were proven true that very evening, as after only a few short hours of further study, she suddenly gave out a yell of triumph. Talina had found reference to ‘Ail na Míreann’, otherwise known as the ‘stone of divisions’. It stood at the crossroads between the five ancient kingdoms of Connacht, Munster, Leinster, Ulster and Meath and was considered to the gateway to the mystical world. According to legend, the mystical Goddess of all Ireland, Ériu, was buried there.


  In Lebor Gabála, a Druid from the ancient kingdom of Meath had once lit a fire upon the stone that stood upon the Hill of Uisneach. It was this fire that was seen as far away as the Hill of Tara, the fabled seat of the High King of Ireland, where one half of the stone of destiny, Lia Fáil rested, with the remaining half held inside the Throne of Vines for safekeeping. The texts stated that it was only at Uisneach that the first sacred fire could be lit to create the ‘fire eye’ that reawakens the treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann.


  They arose early the following morning, swiftly leaving the hotel behind them as they caught an early train and then took a bus to a small town known as Athlone, close to the River Shannon in County West Meath. Having booked themselves into a hotel, they enjoyed a hot lunch before setting out to reach the Hill of Uisneach.


  The sun shone brightly across a cloudless sky as birds sang sweet songs that filled the air with the promise of Spring. The two companions slowly ambled cross the lush, green grasses that carpeted their feet as cattle upon nearby fields grazed upon the lush vegetation. As they drew closer to the Hill of Uisneach, the passed by a past a series of circular enclosures, cairns and barrows that were spread out over a two mile radius, but it was the Southwest side of the Hill that interested to them the most. Upon it stood an oddly-shaped limestone rock that was almost fifteen feet high and twenty feet wide, with grasses and small yellow blooms nestled upon its uppermost reaches. The locals referred to the monument as the Cat Stone, due to the vague shape that it resembled and Ethan cocked his head to one side in an attempt to discern its image.


  Ethan glanced at Talina, to find her shielding her eyes against the glare of magic that only her eyes could see. Time passed and he decided to move closer towards the stone, then suddenly blinked in surprise as he felt the Spear of Lug begin to vibrate inside his trouser pocket. He reached inside to grasp hold of the object and pulled it out, staring at the enlivened object as he held it out before him, as he took another step forwards. Its vibrations grew stronger which each step, and once he was only a few feet away from the stone, it suddenly began to sing. The note it emitted was pure and clear and of a higher pitch than was possible by even the most exquisite female Soprano, yet it still sounded discernibly human.


  And then it began to glow.


  At first, nothing but a small, pale violet light appeared upon its handle, which rapidly began to spread along its shaft until the entire object began to shine. It was then that it began to increase in size. At first, its rate of growth was small, but in the space of only a few seconds, what was an insignificant looking object had transformed into magnificent weapon that was seven foot long. He heard Talina gasp and was about to speak when the rustle in the grass behind him made him turn.


  A man with unnaturally dark eyes stood staring directly at him, barely ten feet away. His eyes remained fixed upon Ethan, as he felt a familiar sensation of fear sweep through his body. He remembered those eyes. They were the same ones that he had seen when he had sat upon the Throne of Vines. They were the eyes that bore into him, tearing and clawing at his mind in an attempt to steal all his secrets. They were the eyes of pure evil and they were no longer in spirit form, they were now real and looking straight at him.


  The Demon had found him.


  It smiled at him coldly as its eyes narrowed, “You have led me on a merry chase mage, but now your travels come to an end,” it paused as its gaze flashed towards the Spear that he held, “and what do you have there?”


  “Who are you?” Ethan said, ignoring its question as he strained to keep his voice cal, “and why you are hunting me?”


  The Demon stared at him wordlessly for several long moments before answering, “I am GraJin,” it replied with a small bow, “I am a senior Commander from the Thirteenth Tier, the last surviving Tier in my world that your kind has not yet destroyed.”


  Ethan frowned in confusion, “I do not understand-“.


  The Demon’s face twisted in anger as it moved a step closer towards him, “I once had the time for such games but being trapped inside a corpse for two millenia can change a person you know?” it said as a look of madness momentarily crossed its face, “But now I only seek pleasure and power and I will gain both by killing you,” it sniggered as it suddenly raised its hands and leapt towards him.


  Ethan gasped as an intense feeling of cold penetrated deep inside his flesh that caused him to fall backwards as the Spear of Lug tumbled out of his hands. The Demon bared its teeth to form a wicked smile as it watched him fall. Ethan suddenly felt something warm and sticky spread across his chest and looked down to see the red stain of his own blood begin to drench his clothing. He heard Talina scream as she saw the Demon move in even closer and crouch down towards him.


  “This is almost too easy-,“it said as it smacked its lips in disappointment as it clasped its hands around his throat.


  Then seemingly out of nowhere, Talina appeared. She had gathered her wits and swiftly grabbed hold of the fallen Spear of Lug as she pointed it directly at the Demon, “Ibar!” she yelled.


  In response to her command, the Spear shot out from her hands as its course ran true, piercing straight through the back of the creature and exiting cleanly through its chest. The Demon frowned briefly in surprise as its body slumped on top of Ethan, but its eyes remained fixed upon him, “We shall meet again,” it rasped as the last of the air was exhaled from its lungs.


  “Are you alright?” Talina sobbed as she whispered ‘Athibar’ to recall the Spear to her hands as she rushed towards him.


  Ethan struggled in vain to push away the corpse as its dark, lifeless eyes remained fixed upon his own, even in death. The ice shards that had penetrated his body were of an unknown depth, but he already felt his body begin to weaken. He wondered momentarily why Alexon had done nothing during the battle, but this thought was quickly lost as he began to rapidly slip into and out of consciousness.


  “Creator protect us,” Talina said in horror as hot tears splashed across her cheeks. Ethan saw her push away the body of the Demon and then try to stem the flow his blood as her hands quickly became covered in blood.


  It was then that everything began to change. It was if the entire world was being crumpled up into a tiny ball of paper. Ethan heard Talina scream in fear as she clasped both Ethan and the Spear close to her. Before darkness settled upon his eyes, he briefly saw a worried looking face bending over him as it whispered words of comfort.


  It was Cara.
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  CHAPTER TWELVE


  


  The armada arrived just as the first rays of the sun danced across the sea, creating an enormous shadow that blocked the light from the East. Dozens of ships, each exquisitely crafted out of dark oak with full, jet black sails swiftly converged upon the port of Milvin. The Demons awoke to the sound of canon fire as metal filled the air, punching deep into the buildings, causing them to shudder and shake and then to finally fall as volley after volley rained down relentlessly upon the small town.


  A handful of Demons managed to stagger out from the crumbling buildings, only to be swiftly cut down by shrapnel. Those that clung to life on the furthermost reaches of port scattered in panic, but it was then that the soldiers disembarked, swiftly leaping from atop of the bows of their ships onto the crumbling pier as they entered the town.


  The Demons that had encamped around the remains of the College of Mages and its surviving library were not so easily overcome. Alerted by the shrieks of their dying brethren, they stormed down the hill towards the port in rage, only to find their attacks parried by a series of tight-knit platoons that had quickly entrenched themselves well behind inside the mounds of rubble that lay upon each of the town’s narrow streets.


  A steady patter of rain began to fall, but it did little to wash away the rivers of blood as the battle for the Isle of Vallan began to reach its climax. The soldiers were well armed and organised, but there was one thing that they had not taken into consideration, and that was the Demons that could fly.


  The sky suddenly darkened above as several large creatures shrieked across the skies. With deep crimson leathered wings, long sinewy bodies and tails and eyes as black as coal, the creatures swooped down and began to lift up huge boulders from the rubble between their claws, before flying above each of the tightly packed platoons and dropping them upon them. Four platoons containing over three hundred souls were swiftly claimed, as the rocks thudded and crashed down the small incline of the streets with devastating efficiency. A fifth platoon stared up in horror at the fate that was about to befall them. They were trapped and they knew it, as they were unable to break formation as the other Demons were lying in wait for them to do just that.


  It was then that something appeared that surprised them all.


  An enormous Griffen roared across the sky as its golden body glinted like a jewel in the morning sunlight. Such was its size, that it created its own wind with each powerful beat of its wings. Its gigantic claws began to rip through the fragile leather wings of the much smaller Demons, causing them to shriek in terror as they tumbled towards the earth to lie broken and dying upon the rocky ground below.


  The soldiers rallied in response to their newfound ally, finally able to break their defensive formation as they began to push their way forward, slaughtering the now panicking Demons as they began to advance up the hill towards where the remains of the College of Mages and library stood.


  As the light of the day began to fade, the battle for the Isle of Vallan was finally over. The smattering of rain swiftly became a downpour, as the blood and dust began to clear, leaving the corpses washed clean. The smell of death was also blessedly short-lived as a stiff sea-breeze began to blow, as if commanded by the Creator himself to rid the land of the stain that was upon it.


  The soldiers wasted no time in clearing the island, dragging the corpses of the Demons into shallow pits along the Eastern shorelines, then adding firewood gathered from the nearby forests to set the pits alight. The sharp wind rapidly fanned the flames, causing them to rage throughout the night and by the following dawn, nothing remained except ashes and charred bones that were then gathered together and cast into the sea. The bodies of their own fallen were not treated in such a fashion, with each body carefully wrapped in black shrouds and placed upon the ships for passage back to their own people for an honourable burial upon their return home.


  As swiftly as it had appeared, the Griffin had mysteriously disappeared. Rumours began to spread from the soldiers that the creature was a blessing from the God Odin himself, during their time of need. But Master Bedwyr knew different. During his return from the vault, he had noticed that Molgarth had not been present, leaving him to believe that she had chosen to remain outside the vault when she had realised that the armada would need aerial support. He had seen the woman only briefly after the battle, her beautiful face looking strained and ashen and he could swear that he saw a glint of gold in her eyes before she had disappeared once more as she moved towards the port to offer aid to the wounded soldiers.


  The Grand Mage sighed then turned to stare at the young man that lay upon a plethora of blankets, his body shielded against the rain by a make-shift tent that had been erected by the soldiers. The young man’s face looked pale and his eyes remained closed. It had been touch and go for a while, while the Grand Mage and Alexon worked hard on Ethan’s body, removing the shards of ice that had pierced his flesh and closing his wounds, but he noted with satisfaction that his breathing was now strong and steady.


  Cara had never left his side. Even now, the girl with a tear-stained face was sleeping fitfully beside him, waking often to check upon the young man that it was obvious to one and all that she cared so deeply about. Master Bedwyr’s eyes glistened as he wondered how the relationship between them would blossom, now that the curse of the Throne of Vines had been removed. He realised that only time would tell and he smiled softly at them both as he moved quietly towards his own makeshift bed. He lay down and rested as he placed his hands behind his head and stared up vacantly towards the blank canvas of the tent above him, as his mind began to wander. He found it difficult to accept that they had just killed the creator of the kingdom of Nemedia. He doubted that the wizard’s death would have any impact at all upon Nemedia as the magic that sustained its creation was one of the four great treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann. However, the terrible fate and ultimate demise of what was once a good man, troubled him greatly.


  As dawn broke across a crystal clear sky, Ethan began to stir beneath his blankets. Cara immediately awoke in response to his mumblings and moved towards him, her face looking pale and drawn in the bright sunlight as she leaned over him. “How are you feeling?” she whispered as gently touched his left cheek.


  “Hungry,” Ethan smiled up at her weakly.


  Cara immediately moved towards the fire which she had taken care throughout the night to keep going strong and hung a metal pot filled with broth above it to warm its contents. After several minutes of energetic stirring, she filled a bowl and returned to him, gently lifting forward his head so he could eat it without moving.


  Ethan took a sip and immediately felt its warmth at the back of his throat, “Thank you,” he sighed as he stared into her intense blue eyes. She was staring at him with the same expression that he had seen from her several times before. It was the type of look that he couldn’t quite place but each time he saw it, it made his heart beat faster.


  “You had us all worried for a while,” she said as tried in vain to hide the strain in her voice.


  “I worried myself too for a moment,” Ethan said as he failed to sound humorous and struggled to prop himself up on his elbows, wincing momentarily in pain.


  “Careful, your wounds have only recently been closed,” Cara admonished as she gently pushed him back down, plumping up the bedding behind his head so that he could eat the rest of his soup without any further movement.


  “How did you stop the bleeding?” Ethan enquired as attempted to stare down at his clothing, but failing to see anything as he was now well swaddled underneath a mountain of protective blankets.


  “When Alexon learned that you were wounded, he worked with Master Bedwyr to help close them,” Cara replied quietly.


  Ethan frowned in confusion, “He sees everything with my eyes so how could he learn later that I was wounded?”


  Cara raised an eyebrow in surprise, “He was with the Goddess Ériu inside her mystical plane and had only just managed to get her to reawaken the powers of the Spear of Lug, when the Demon came and attacked you.”


  “I see,” Ethan said as he let out a long sigh. He suddenly felt guilty at his mistrust of Alexon. Although his spirit ring had done something terrible to the Fairies, his ultimate motives and behaviour towards Ethan had so far had been honourable.


  The two companions were left alone together for the remainder of the day, most likely due to strict instructions from the Grand Mage to give Ethan the chance to rest. He felt a brief stirring inside him from Alexon, as he let him know that he was with him once again, but the spirit ring had remained silent as it also sensed the need to give Ethan time.


  Talina had informed Master Bedwyr of all that had befallen them and she had handed the Spear of Lug to him for safekeeping. The item was now highly responsive to the needs of its user, even shrinking down in size on command so that it could be easily to hidden and carried with them on their journey. Ethan allowed himself a brief smile of satisfaction when realised how much that both he and Talina had achieved.


  By the morning of the following day Ethan felt strong enough to rise from his bed. He gingerly walked over to where a middle aged man with short brown hair and dark brown eyes was busily stirring a pot of stew. He squinted at the man, still doubtful despite Cara’s insistence that it was the Grand Mage that had been altered due to the powers of a transformation spell. He wondered momentarily why Master Bedwyr still kept his new physical form now that there was no longer any need to do so, but decided against asking him.


  “Can we talk?” Ethan asked as he suddenly felt lightheaded and sat down promptly upon a pile of blankets that were next to the fire.


  The Grand Mage nodded silently while continuing to stir the contents of his pot.


  “So what happens now?” Ethan asked finally as he heard his own stomach rumble in response to the smell of the food.


  Master Bedwyr smiled and swiftly filled two wooden bowls with the soup, setting down one of the steaming bowls in front of Ethan, “Let us talk as we eat,” he said as he sat down crossed legged opposite Ethan with his own bowl of food, “you have lost a lot of blood and good food will help you replenish it quickly.”


  Ethan nodded his thanks and eagerly began to eat, “Do we find the ‘Dragon’s breath’ next?” he asked as his cheeks bulged.


  The Grand Mage shook his head, “It is not so straightforward Ethan. This is why I had to bring you back to Nemedia rather abruptly,” he frowned darkly, “I must apologise for the severity of your return, but its timing turned out to be strangely apt.”


  Ethan remained quiet while the Grand Mage continued, “I now have in my possession the sacred tome of the Wizard Manannán. It contains the answers to many mysteries. I know how to close the tear inside ‘the veil’ once and for all.”


  Master Bedwyr shifted uncomfortably upon his blanket as his eyes flashed towards him, “I must ask you to travel with me to the Thirteenth Tier.”


  Ethan coughed out a mouthful of stew, “Why?”


  The Grand Mage’s expression darkened, “I have learned of a shameful secret that the Wizard Manannán only admitted to inside his own book of magic that I now possess.” Master Bedwyr put down his bowl of food, “When he created the magical kingdom of Nemedia, he accidentally opened a portal to another world. This world was once full of life and thriving, but the portal tore it into thirteen pieces, destroying all life except upon its final tier.”


  “The Thirteenth?”


  The Grand Mage nodded as his eyes glistened with moisture.


  Everything that Ethan had known, or thought he had known, had been wrong. Nemedia had never been the victim of an evil and unprovoked attack. Its very creation had almost destroyed an entire world. He slowly rose to his feet and stood before the Grand Mage, “Who is coming with us?”
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  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  


  Heavy sheets of rain fell upon the companions as they left the North Western plains behind them and entered the Goblin Pass. Long shadows immediately surrounded them as they entered its narrow entranceway that cut deep into the earth, as its steep incline drove them deeper into the depths of the valley. After several hours of laboured travel, the pass widened significantly, revealing the mountains that stretched upwards for thousands of metres all around them as the air became discernibly colder.


  The narrow and treacherous pass had left the companions no option but to leave behind their mounts behind in the care of a young Dwarf with mousy brown hair named Bjarni. He was instructed to wait for them no longer than five days and if they hadn’t returned by then, he was asked to travel to the Grand Council to inform them that their mission had most likely failed. Vank had also been unable to fit his enormous frame inside the narrow pass and he and Ellaminva had already taken flight several hours ago in an attempt to re-join the group once they had reached the open plains of the valley.


  Eagles circled high above them, using the strong air thermals to rise to great heights as their calls echoed across the mountain range. A stiff breeze swirled about them, filling the air with clean scents of stone and snow as the rainclouds slowly cleared, revealing an open, powdery blue sky. The morning sunlight sparkled with a spectacular brilliance as its light was reflected off the snow from the mountaintops, causing the companions to shield their eyes against its glare.


  Although Snow Trolls and Goblins were known to live within the area, Axcil’s friend Folki had informed him that they were few in number. Their greatest concern was the dangers that lurked inside Cave Mirin. Folki had warned his friend of the witch that lived there. Over the years, a handful of intrepid explorers had travelled there in the hope of finding fame and fortune, but had promptly disappeared without a trace. There were those among the Northern Clans who believed that the cave was cursed and that the witch that lived inside it would roam its outer reaches with her familiars, seeking out and killing unwelcome intruders. However, as nobody had ever returned from the place, there was no way of knowing if this rumour was true.


  Whatever the truth, the companions had no option but to travel to Cave Mirin if they wanted to try to free the High Dragon from his entombment. They needed to persuade the witch to release him from the spell that had imprisoned him and to also let him live. They needed him alive in order to force him to return to the Grand Council of the Tuatha Dé Danann to admit his guilt. Only by his own spoken confession, would the others of senior standing in the Grand Council of Tuatha Dé Danann believe that his actions had hidden from them knowledge about the differing warring factions inside the Thirteenth Tier, but also led forced the Northern Clans to ally themselves with the Demons.


  It was a brave and possibly foolish plan, but events surrounding Lady Cillina’s own people served as a stark reminder about arrogance of the Grand Council. They would need the High Dragon’s to admit his own guilt to the Grand Council if they were to stand any chance of securing peace. Once it was done, the Grand Council would issue a formal apology to the Northern Clans and investigate other avenues that could contribute to securing peace and stability in the region.


  As the daylight began to fade and their footing became increasingly uncertain, they decided to set up camp for the night. So far, there had been no sign of Ellaminva and Vank and it was assumed that they had taken decided inside a nearby cave or underneath one of the many mountainous ledges for the night and that they would re-join the group in the morning.


  Gizurr glanced about uneasily, “Great place for an ambush,” he said as he stared up at the enormous vertical cliff walls that surrounded them for hundreds of metres.


  Jetzan nodded, “That is exactly what I was thinking.”


  “Keep your eyes sharp,” Axcil warned as he searched the skies for signs of the Elven girl and the Dragon for one final time that evening.


  The companions settled down for the night, using nothing but their plain grey travelling blankets and a small campfire to help keep the cold at bay. Nightmares plagued their sleep, with images of Draugr with withered hands reaching out towards them with fingernails that had grown long inside the grave. A harsh voice snapped at them just out of earshot, tormenting them as it sought to disturb their sleep. As dawn finally broke across the jagged horizon, they stirred, nervous and exhausted as they blinked wearily the cold, grey light.


  A small stone suddenly fell from atop a nearby cliff, causing them to look up in alarm. Although just a tiny rock, the sound of it falling unnerved them as might be a sign that someone or something was watching them from above. Time passed and the nervous companions saw nothing further as the wind continued to howl eerily as it blew in between the crevices of rock above. After several long minutes of scanning their surroundings for signs of danger, they nervously packed up their belongings and continued on with their journey.


  They soon saw the welcome sight of a Dragon flying directly South towards their position. They waved up towards the pale blue sky as the saw the Vank’s familiar rainbow scales glisten in the sunlight and Ellaminva’s long, blonde hair billowed out from beneath her Dragon riding helmet. The armour of the Dragon momentarily flashed with a brilliant light as it caught the rays of the sun as he swiftly changed his angle of his descent, beating his enormous wings rapidly as he had gracefully landed upon the rocky ground.


  “You’re a sight for sore eyes,” Gizurr growled affectionately as he admired the Vank’s magnificence. He had to admit that he already felt much safer now that he had returned.


  Vank beamed at him as he licked his lips, “We had a super meal of roasted mountain goat last night.”


  “Do you have any of it left?” Ragni interjected hopefully.


  Vank shook his head, “We were rather hungry.”


  “How did you both sleep?” Axcil asked quietly.


  “We had bad dreams…” Ellaminva replied with a deep frown as she dismounted from Vank as he began to vent gas.


  “So did we,” Axcil replied as he rubbed his nose, “I believe that these dreams were sent with the deliberate intention of trying to scare us away. This makes me believe that the witch doesn’t want to harm us, but just wants us to leave.”


  Lady Cillina nodded in agreement as she wiped her nose with a cotton handkerchief, “It seems that there is more than one mystery that we must solve inside Cave Mirin.”


  The companions wasted no time in stopping for lunch, preferring to snack upon a handful of dried nuts as they continued on with their journey. Gizurr was more irritable than usual that day, as he had found that he had run out of his beloved Dwarven beer. For many hours following this unhappy discovery, he could be heard angrily mumbling to himself about how unfair life was as he continued to glare at the empty sheepskin bags as if they were personally guilty of the heinous crime. Ragni smiled at his old friend’s antics and quietly handed him with a clay pipe that was filled with a curious dark green weed. The irate Dwarf had readily accepted the offering and soon all became quiet as plumes of sweet-smelling smoke began to fill the air.


  As the second day inside the heart of the valley drew to a close, the group had travelled as far as they could go on foot. Ahead of them at the end of the valley stood a sheer wall of rock that rose for hundreds of metres. They were mindful of the dangers of attempting to climb such an obstacle and had already decided that at dawn, Vank would carry each of them to the entranceway of Cave Mirin. They were close enough now that their journey to the cave entrance would be short, minimising the time that they would spend apart from one another and be more vulnerable to attack. Axcil had stated that he would go first in order to scout for signs of immediate danger.


  As they settled down to rest for the night at the base of the cliff, their sleep was plagued by nightmares that were more disturbing than ever. Pale, creatures with sightless eyes that were no longer human moaned and shrieked at them, as insects scuttled beneath their flesh, waking the companions frequently during the night as they cried out in fear.


  As the winter sun finally began to break out from behind the mountain tops, they slowly arose, tired and exhausted from a restless night. Vank had already been up for several hours and had returned with another mountain goat which he promptly roasted, so that the group could all benefit from a hearty breakfast prior to their entry inside Cave Mirin. Other than their emergency travel rations, they had no idea on when they would eat so well again, so the meat was gratefully received by one and all and the group ate their fill. Once the carcass had been picked clean, Axcil wasted no time in instructing the Dragon to take him to the entranceway of the cave.


  As the Axcil approached the entranceway, his eyes widened at the sight of it. It was at least three miles in width and at least a mile in height and a faint orange-pink glow emanated from somewhere deep inside its shadows. The half-Orc slowly dismounted from the Dragon as he scanned the area for signs of danger. All remained quiet, and after several long minutes he was satisfied that their arrival had gone unnoticed. He quietly motioned for Vank to take flight, to bring the others to the mouth of the cave. Before long, they were all stood at the entranceway as they drew their weapons and headed inside. It was on that day that a Dragon, a half-Orc, two Hesparind, a human, two Dwarves and an Elf entered the most infamous cave in all of Nemedia.


  “Shall I travel at the rear?” Vank asked Ellaminva. She nodded without turning to hide her smile as she knew that when nervous, Vank was prone to suffering from severe bouts of wind.


  The rocks overhead glowed in a strange plethora of orange, green, red, yellow, blue, lilac and purple, as if painted by an artist who wanted to experiment with all his oils. A similar rainbow of rocks also littered the ground and a closer inspection revealed them to be igneous in nature, indicating that they had been formed from a source of intense heat.


  Although they had already travelled deep inside the cave, there was no need for torchlight as the rocks shone with their own light. This gave the air a curious orange-pink glow as the companions moved with ease across the uneven ground. As the hours passed, they saw no signs of movement and even the air became still.


  At the end of what they surmised to be an entire day’s travel, they suddenly heard the call of a songbird. It was faint at first, a call that was the most glorious of songs that could only be heard at the height of summer. They each wondered for a moment if it was their imagination playing tricks on them, but then they heard it again.


  It was the song from a Nightingale.


  Its song was so pure and sweet that it would melt even the coldest of hearts. It was a sound that encapsulated beauty and a song that celebrated the joys of life. The companions exchanged confused smiles as they heard its wonderful call once more.


  The air began to stir and soon became filled with the scents of summer. Buttercups, Meadowsweet, White Campion and other wild flowers mixed with scents of green that delighted their senses. The orange-pink glow of the cave began to fade and was suddenly replaced by the white-golden glare of pure sunlight as they passed through what they had thought to have been a cave, to find that it was little more than an enormous passageway that had guided them through the mountainside to what lay beyond.


  They arrived outside, blinking in the light of the midday sun as they beheld the vista before them. In the distance, enormous mountain ranges surrounded an oasis of meadows that were filled with flowers of every hue and colour. In the centre of the oasis stood a gigantic pillar of light grey rock that held a huge stone bowl that was filled with water. A continuous stream of water spilled over the South Eastern side of the bowl, forming a beautiful waterfall that sparkled as the sunlight hit it as it fell towards the earth. Birds of every species flew across the power blue skies as a warm breeze caressed the air.


  Something glinted above the pillar, its cause unknown but the source seemingly originating from inside the enormous rocky bowl. They shielded their eyes against the glare of the sun and saw the faint outline of a stone stairwell that spiralled around the base of the pillar. They slowly began to make their way towards it and soon realised how far away the pillar of rock was, as it took them several hours to reach it. It was at least ten miles in height and a good four miles in diameter. The bowl was also very deep, and Axcil surmised that the depth of the water that it could hold would be at least two miles deep.


  The stairwell was carved into the rock and ascending it would be treacherous as there stone steps were narrow and smooth and there was no handrail to support them. The wind blew stronger, the higher they went and they soon became tired as the angle of ascent of each of the stone steps was very steep. Many hours of laboured travel passed and it was a very relieved and exhausted group that finally reached the top of the stairwell. They were not sure how much time had passed but they were surprised to find that the sun had not moved position in the sky and still shone as brightly as ever.


  As they stared across the azure-blue lake, swans, geese and other aquatic birds paddled sedately across its waters. A swan drifted close by, elegantly dipping its beak inside the water to take a drink, then raising back its head to swallow as droplets upon its beak became flashes of gold as they caught the rays of the sun. Life teemed beneath the surface of the water as water rings and splashes signalled the vibrancy inside it.


  It was then that then that they discerned the source of the glint that they had seen earlier. At the centre of a lake was an island, upon which stood a small building. The house sparkled in the sunlight as the sun shone down upon it with a full force that reflected off its gold leafed exterior, causing its magnificence to flash across the waters.


  There was no apparent means of travelling to the island, as there were no boats or vessels of any kind along the shoreline. They knew therefore that they had no other option other than to swim there or to use the services of the Dragon once more. After several, long minutes of heated debate, it was agreed that Vank and Axcil would do an aerial sweep of the small island, to check for signs of activity. The others would then follow swiftly be taken there one by one, with Axcil going first and then the others being taken one by one. If any trouble began, the enemy would be kept busy fighting the half Orc, leaving the others enough time to swim to the island while Vank would immediately return to offer his support to Axcil.


  Ellaminva put her arms around Axcil’s neck, “Try to not get yourself killed,” she whispered as her eyes widened with worry.


  Axcil nodded gently then kissed her lips, “No witch or anything else will keep me away for long from my woman,” he smiled at her reassuringly as he started to pull away.


  Ellaminva strengthened her grip upon him, “Once this quest is all over I want you to meet my parents,” she said as she stared at him earnestly.


  The half-Orc blinked at her. In Elvish culture, a suitor would only meet the parents in advance of a proposal of marriage. He felt his heart beat quicken in nervous joy, “I would like that very much,” he said as he held her close.


  Feeling slightly awkward as he then saw the beaming smiles of the others who had heard every word, he cleared his throat, “Everyone, keep your eyes alert on what happens when I and Vank land upon the island.”


  The group nodded at him and remained silent.


  To everyone’s immense relief, their arrival passed without incident. Axcil had already attempted to open the front door of the small building, to find it locked. The shutters were also closed, so there was no way of knowing if anybody was inside or not. The companions wondered who the house belonged to, if it was the property of the fabled witch or if it might belong to someone else who might be the guardian of the lake.


  A sudden loud splash behind them made them turn around quickly in alarm. It sounded as if a large fish or other animal had momentarily risen out of the air, before diving back into the waters. Their gaze rested upon the remnants of a recent disturbance some distance away to the South East of them. Several moments later, another loud splash could be heard, this time to the West of them. Whatever it was, it clearly moved underneath the water with great speed and agility. It was also possible that there was more than one creature inside the lake. The companions remained nervous and unsure of what to do, if they drew their weapons it would be interpreted as an act of aggression and they ideally wanted to talk to the witch or guardian of the lake if at all possible.


  It was then that Ellaminva noticed a half-submerged face staring directly at her from the Eastern side of the lake. From what she could see, it was the face of a young woman with stunning light-blonde hair and pale blue eyes. A silver coloured tattoo ran down from either side of her temples and across the centre of her forehead, a mark of magic that was only given to the most powerful of Elven mages from ancient times.


  “Why are you here?” spoke a beautiful voice that seemed to echo across the lake.


  “We seek the witch to help save Nemedia from its destruction,” Ellaminva replied calmly.


  The woman frowned in confusion as more of her and body rose out of the water. The companions gasped in awe at her beauty. Her face formed a perfect heart-shape, with pale golden skin that was almost entirely covered with silver tattoos that were themselves, decorated with tiny, white diamonds that were nestled deep inside her skin. Although she wore no clothing, the decorations upon her body were so numerous that there was no need to do so to protect her modesty. Her body looked tall and athletic as she stood motionless for a moment above the surface of the strangely still waters, before slowly walking across it towards them.


  Ellaminva made no sudden movements as the woman approached. As the distance closed between them, the woman’s pale blue eyes stared deep into her own. There seemed to be no malice in her expression, only one of curiosity, “You have a glow about you,” the woman said then suddenly clapped her hands together in excitement, “oh how lovely, now I know why your aura matches that of the Northern Clans!”


  The woman surprised Ellaminva by swiftly moving forward to kiss her upon her left cheek, “It has been some considerable time but I do remember being fond of babies,” she paused then looked quizzically at Axcil, “are you its father?”


  Ellaminva and Axcil blinked at her.


  Suddenly Gizurr roared with laughter. Clutching hold of his belly, he swiftly sat down upon the ground as his loud guffaws echoed across the lake. A couple of ducks quacked in alarm and took flight to escape the noise.


  “My dear, this must be a shock for you,” Lady Cillina gasped as she rushed towards the stunned Elven girl to comfort her. With the woman staring at them both with an expression of open surprise, Ellaminva was guided towards an area of grass that was filled with yellow blooms and instructed to sit down, largely because Lady Cillina was fearful that her legs might give way at any moment.


  The woman turned towards Axcil and frowned, “I thought you knew. I’m sorry if I have upset anybody as I am not used to receiving visitors.”


  Ragni spoke on behalf of the others, “That’s alright lady,” he smiled at her warmly, “this baby announcement seems to have helped to prevent us making a terrible mistake and possibly attacking one another.”


  The woman arched her eyebrows at him in disbelief, then waved an arm towards the small golden building, “You are welcome to rest here,” she said softly as the door to the dwelling swung inwards, “but I must first ask you why you need my help?” her eyes rested upon Jetzan as she began to examine every aspect of his face and body in great detail, causing him shift uncomfortably underneath her intense gaze.


  “Are you the witch?” Axcil asked suddenly.


  The woman turned towards him and pursed her lips, “Does it matter?”


  “What’s your name?” Axcil pressed.


  “A Troll guardian is not meant to remember such things,” the woman replied.


  Axcil frowned at her in confusion, “You do realise that you are an Elf?”


  It was the woman’s turn to be confused, “Are you blind?” she asked as she glanced at him, “I may have been on my own for some time, but I still have my eyes.”


  Her gaze became more distant, “You all stand here at the source of creation. The kingdom of Nemedia is fed by the Dragon’s Cup, otherwise known by the ancients as the Cauldron of Dagda. It is one of the four great treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann and is it this that feeds the land, providing the sustenance of magic that keeps the kingdom alive.”


  “It is only because you have brought him,” the woman continued as she glared at the bag that Lady Cillina held, “that the stairwell did not close. Others have set foot upon it before and all of them have fallen to their deaths.”


  A rush of surprised murmurs ran through the group.


  Lady Cillina rose from where she comforted Ellaminva and stood before the woman, “We need you to free the High Dragon. He must be taken to stand before the Grand Council and admit his guilt. Only then can we hope to obtain peace with the Northern Clans.”


  Lady Cillina was about to speak further but paused as she saw what looked to be a mirror that rested against the Eastern wall of the building. She frowned as she approached it and stood silently as she stared into the looking glass, “You have always thought that you were a Troll. I suspect that everyone that looks into this mirror eventually is made to believe the same thing,” she remained still as the woman approached, filling the mirror with the reflection of two female Trolls, looking particularly grotesque and sickly as green pus oozed from sores upon their faces.


  “Lies have kept you a prisoner here,” Lady Cillina said softly as tears filled her eyes, “you are a beautiful young Elf woman. In return for the freedom of the truth that I offer, I ask that you release into my custody the High Dragon. I swear that he shall face justice for what he has done.”


  The woman continued to stare into the mirror, holding up her hands to touch upon her face, as if feeling it for the first time, “Tricked?” she gasped as hot tears ran down her cheeks.


  “Aye lass,” nodded Gizurr, “you are quite the beauty for sure. I’d certainly offer to buy you a beer or two if I ever met you in a pub and that’s a fact.”


  Ragni tutted and elbowed Gizurr in the ribs, “Have some respect, she looks young enough to be your daughter.”


  “Well she isn’t is she?” snorted Gizurr, “She’s been trapped here for over two thousand years, made to think that she’s an ugly old bird and fooled by some arse wipe into protecting a lump of rock that is perfectly capable of looking after itself.”


  Ragni pursed his lips and nodded slowly in agreement.


  The woman had watched the exchange between the two Dwarves and realised that it was no act, “Will I die if I leave this place?” she looked at them suddenly in fear.


  Axcil grimaced, “Give the Dragon a lock of your hair, he shall fly beyond the range of the magic of these mountains and if it remains unchanged when he returns, we shall know the answer to your question.”


  The woman readily agreed and cut off a lock of her hair, to which Vank took immediate flight to travel beyond the boundary of the mountains. It would take him over two days of hard flight each way, but the task was an important one and the group were determined to not leave the beautiful young Elven woman alone for another day inside her prison. Furthermore, they had now garnered the support of one of the most powerful Elven mages in all antiquity, held captive since the dawn of Nemedia’s creation. She would now free the High Dragon and help force his confession at the Grand Council of the Tuatha Dé Danann. As she no longer remembered her own name, she was given the name of ‘Skydda’, which means ‘protector’, in deference to her previous role as the defender of the Dragon’s Cup.
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  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  


  Ethan stared at the back of Cara’s head, admiring the way her shoulder length blonde bounced gently in response to each step of her horse. His thoughts and emotions had cleared, now that curse from the Throne of Vines had been removed and he let his thoughts drift towards the night of their first kiss. There was no denying that he liked her but he wondered about the nature of the strange look that she sometimes gave him. It left him feeling uncertain and he was inexperienced in the ways of the heart. He remained uncertain if it was a signal for him to act or if she was just merely attempting to figure out how much she liked him.


  He wished that he could ask her but was afraid of learning the truth. He suddenly sensed eyes upon him and turned to find Talina smiling at him with an amused expression. Feeling embarrassed at her gaze, he turned away but moments later he glanced towards her once more to find her still watching him. She suddenly pouted out her lips and made a kissing motion towards the direction of Cara and he felt his cheeks burn bright red.


  “I have the same problem,” said a voice behind him.


  Ethan twisted in his saddle to find Roban approaching him upon a chestnut mare. The young mage pointed towards the daughter of Lord Acheron whose name Ethan couldn’t remember, “but I also have the added problem of having to adhere to complex social protocols.”


  Ethan looked at him blankly, “Does she know how you feel about her?”


  Roban shook his head, “Not sure, we have exchanged a few short glances, but it could just be wishful thinking on my part,” he pursed his lips then smiled sadly, “besides, her culture is very negative about the inclusion of outsiders.”


  Ethan frowned, “If she likes you in the same way, surely there must be a way?”


  Roban smiled at him then nodded, “I was thinking the same thing about you.”


  The two young men grinned at one another as their horses entered port Milvin. Their eyes widened in amazement as they stared at the transformation that had already taken place. For the past several days following their victory against the Demons, the soldiers had been busy in securing the island against the possibility of a further attack. Barriers made out of wood and barbed wire surrounded the town that extended as far as the Eastern shoreline. Huge watchtowers made out of timber from the surrounding forests and heavily armed entranceways were the only access points into the port, although their wood had been crudely crafted each plank was reinforced with strips of iron that were secured with metal ingots. Lord Acheron had remained true to his word. The island was rapidly being fortified and it was already now with great difficulty that it could ever be conceivably be retaken by the Demons.


  On the seventh day following their victory, a fleet of ships arrived. They came fully laden, with their hulls resting low in the waters as they slowly sailed into the harbour. Their cargo contained a wealth of building materials, ammunition and food supplies, to further supply the fortification of the island as well as to feed the hard-working soldiers who were rapidly depleting the current food stores of the town. They also brought with them additional canons, of the same type that had been used so effectively by the armada, but this time they were unloaded from the ships and placed both inside the town’s main port and around the perimeter of the library of the College of Mages.


  The Grand Mage had remained aloof during the past week, often spending time alone or only speaking with Molgarth. As ever, he kept the Book of the Seer close to him at all times but he was also often seen reading the tome of the Wizard Manannán. Ethan did not doubt for a moment that the delay in their departure to the Thirteenth Tier was due to a very good reason and he did not press the Grand Mage on the matter.


  He sighed as he slowly ambled towards one of the campfires where Cara was busily adding more wood in preparation for heating some broth for the evening meal. She glanced towards him only momentarily, before continuing on with her activities but despite the fading light, Ethan noticed that she seemed to behave more nervously at his approach. He had noticed her behaviour change towards him over the past couple of days, often wondering if it was his over-active imagination that was at work or if indeed, she seemed keen to make an excuse to get away from him, whether it was to rush her words to end speaking with him or to suddenly remember a task that she needed to do.


  He had angrily kicked at a dried stick upon the ground as he saw Talina wink at him from across the other side of the campfire, “May I have a word with you please?” he said sternly as he motioned for her to take a walk with him.


  Talina nodded silently as her eyes twinkled mischievously.


  They walked in silence for some time. Slowly, the orange glow of the many campfires inside the port grew smaller and the sound of voices grew fainter. It was then Ethan turned towards her, “What have you been saying to Cara?” he growled as he felt his face flush with the heat of anger.


  “Just that you fancy her,” Talina replied calmly.


  Her lack of emotion him even angrier, “Is this what is making her so nervous to be around me now?” he spluttered as he flapped his arms in frustration.


  “You’re a fool sometimes aren’t you?” Talina laughed warmly at him.


  Ethan blinked.


  “She fancies you too,” Talina said, “but she is afraid that the two of you may become distracted and put the lives of others in danger.”


  “She really likes me?” Ethan smiled at her awkwardly.


  Talina nodded slowly and remained silent.


  Ethan began to pace the ground, “She is probably right, we must-”


  “Don’t be an idiot,” Talina interjected in irritation, “life is short, so kiss her.”


  Ethan stopped pacing and nodded, “I will,” he said as he turned on his heels and strode back towards the camp. With each step he increasingly doubted his resolve, but he knew that the eyes of Talina were now upon him and if he backed down now he’d look even more foolish.


  Cara had her back turned to him as she was crouched down, busily arranging the bowls in readiness for serving the hot broth. Ethan ignored the rush of excited whispers from the trainee mages that were seated around the campfire as he strode determinedly towards Cara. Without pausing, he grabbed hold of her left elbow, spinning her body around and pulling her toward him as he planted a kiss firmly upon her half opened mouth. At first, her body stiffened in shock then softened as she as she returned his kiss. After several long moments, the two breathless sweethearts came up for air to a loud round of applause.


  It was then that the camp saw the approach of Master Bedwyr. The applause immediately died down as they saw his sombre expression, “It is time,” he announced softly as he stared at the worried expressions of those around him, “we must enter the Thirteenth Tier tonight.”


  Lord Acheron and Bruja stepped forward from the shadows, “A small group is needed to minimise the chance of discovery,” his light grey eyes suddenly hardened as they locked upon those of his daughter, “Bruja shall join this group.”


  “Then I’m coming too,” interjected Roban as he jutted his chin forward and stood protectively beside Bruja.


  The eyes of the Grand Mage rested upon those of the young man, flitting briefly between his face and that of the young woman’s as he studied their expressions closely, “Very well,” he nodded, “but the others shall be of my choosing alone.”


  “What have you learned?” Ethan enquired as he reluctantly pulled himself away from Cara.


  “An intelligent question,” the Grand Mage moved his gaze towards him, “we must contact the rebellion. They fight against the blood lust of their High King and our best hope to help us to sanctify the portal.”


  Molgarth stepped forward, “Although I do not remember my past, I sense that I somehow had a connection with the rebellion,” she raised her eyebrows as she stared down at the current form that her body had taken, “whatever I am, I know that I am different to the Demons and the answers that I seek lie inside the Thirteenth Tier.”


  “How do we even get there without running into thousands of Demons along the way?” Ethan grimaced.


  “That was a danger that took me many days to solve,” held forth the tome of black leather, edged in gold leaf that belonged to the Wizard Manannán and tapped his right index finger upon its warm leather cover, “inside there is a powerful incantation that will enable us to travel directly there, although where it takes us remains unknown.”


  “What if we land on the Eleventh Tier, or First Tier?” Cara asked in alarm.


  “Then we’re toast,” Ethan replied.


  The Grand Mage shook his head quickly, “We shall land on the Thirteenth Tier, of that I am certain, but beyond that I know nothing else.”


  Silence descended upon the campsite as everyone considered the weight of the Grand Mage’s words. The group that was chosen would arrive upon a strange, dying world with no maps to guide them and no way of knowing how to contact with the rebellion. They would be forced to travel blindly, in the heartland of the enemy in the faint hope of stumbling upon the rebellion, to gain the help from one of its members to sanctify the portal.


  “Molgarth, do you remember anything that could be of help?” Cara asked.


  The woman nodded faintly, “I think that when I arrive there, sights, signs and places may help us find the rebellion.”


  Ethan ran his fingers through his short, dark hair, “It’s not much of a plan,” he sighed, “but it seems that it’s the only one we have at the moment.”


  Molgarth’s blue eyes fixed upon his with an intensity that he found strangely comforting, “We shall find the rebellion,” she nodded towards the Grand Mage, “and Master Bedwyr can use spells of illusion that can help you to travel unnoticed amongst the Demons, at least for short periods of time.”


  With heavy hearts, it was that very night that Ethan, Cara, Master Bedwyr, Bruja, Roban, Talina and Molgarth bade their farewells to the rest of the group. The soldiers were to remain under the command of Lord Acheron, who had already been appraised by the Grand Mage of the necessary incantations to remove the curse upon his people. It was agreed that he would also guide the activities of the trainee mages until the return of the Grand Mage. If the Grand Mage had not returned after five days, Lord Acheron was given permission to proceed to enact the spell that could free his people on his own. The man had remained tight-lipped about what he had traded with the minions of the God Odin in return for their initial guidance of his path that enabled him to obtain this help. There was something in his behaviour and mannerisms that seemed to portray to Ethan his sense of surprise about how recent events had turned out. However, although Ethan found being in the man’s company uncomfortable, the man had so far remained true to his word and he had no known reason to mistrust him.


  Their arrival upon the fabled Thirteenth Tier was disturbingly swift. Master Bedwyr asked them to move close together in a circle then had drawn an image of a pentacle upon the ground around them in salt, mixed with the blood of one of the corpses of the Demons. He then opened the tome of the Wizard Manannán and began to speak the words of power. Ethan did not recognise the language spoken. It was not Latin, nor of any other recognisable tongue, with vowels and consonants that were more like a series of spits, grunts and hisses than anything human-like in origin.


  Their surroundings suddenly shifted, as if hit by an unseen powerful force. Then a blinding blue-white light that filled the air was quickly followed by a deafening clap of thunder. The companions arrived, dazed and blinking against the glare of angry orange skies above their heads as an uncomfortably hot wind swept across the lands of the Thirteenth Tier. The grasses beneath their feet had died long ago, leaving behind nothing now but their whispering charred remains that broke and scattered beneath their leather boots, sending dark shapes and dust that swirled around them, almost choking them as they lifted the folds of their cloaks against their faces to protect their lungs against the polluted air.


  They saw that they were stood atop a large hill, most likely closest to the uppermost Tiers of the fires that raged above them. Further below there remained signs of life and greenery, so they quickly began to descend towards what looked to be the heart of a valley. After a couple of hours of steady travel, the air began to feel more bearable, although it still retained a strong scent of smoke.


  As they entered the valley, a small creature suddenly shrieked in alarm, flapping its dark wings quickly as it leapt from the ground behind a bush and rose into the air. Its behaviour struck them as odd, as instead of flying away, once in the air it kept a constant distance between them as its dark eyes studied them closely. After what seemed like an eternity as they stood staring at one another, the creature finally turned and swooped down low, remaining close to the ground now as it adeptly weaved its way in between spindly-looking shrubbery, before finally disappearing off in the distance into more dense foliage.


  The eyes of the Grand Mage narrowed, “It seems that our arrival has already been noted and we have no way of knowing if that creature was friend or foe”.


  “What do you suggest that we do?” Ethan asked as he used his sleeve to wipe away some soot from his face.


  “We won’t get far running away now, I suggest that we just proceed in the same direction that the creature has just taken,” replied the Grand Mage as he struck up a rapid pace, his long legs moving him swiftly forward. After only a moment of brief hesitation, the others followed.
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  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  


  Skydda had remained true to her word and released the High Dragon from his entombment. With a wave of her beautiful arms, the dark, ominous looking statue that held the body and soul of Halaxan, became an orb of blue-white light that rapidly expanded in size, then flashed briefly as brightly as a star before revealing the living, breathing golden dragon that now stood before the companions. Smoke plumed out of the High Dragon’s nostrils as Axcil swiftly explained to Halaxan the recent turn of events regarding the war for the kingdom of Nemedia. The High Dragon’s initial expression of joy at being released from his entombment was quickly replaced, first with an expression of disbelief, then one of anger.


  “I will do no such thing!” Halaxan roared as his golden scales quivered with rage, “if the savages were unhappy with the way that I treated them, that’s no excuse for them to side with the Demons!”


  Axcil’s expression turned dark, “You gave them no choice,” he said through gritted teeth, “they had to try to stop the allies from prematurely closing the ‘second seal’ to prevent the apocalypse.”


  The High Dragon drummed his talons angrily against a flat, grey rock, “To ask me, the leader of all the Akrullin, to apologise to that group of savages is preposterous,” he snorted, “I simply won’t do it.”


  “You will do it or I will kill you,” Skydda interjected as she moved a threatening step towards him. Although her words were spoken softly, her body began to glow, lighting up the tattoos and jewels upon her body so that they became iridescent.


  The High Dragon blinked at her in alarm as a look of fear suddenly crossed his face, “I know what you are,” his eyes flickered in defeat back towards Axcil, “very well, I shall do what you ask.”


  “Thank you old friend,” Axcil smiled at him weakly, “I know that this is difficult for you, but it will help in restoring peace with the Northern Clans.”


  Halaxan glared at the half-Orc that he had known for many years, “You are no longer a friend of mine. I ask that you return my pendant of friendship that I gave you.”


  The half–Orc stared at him as if he had been physically struck. Seconds passed as Axcil came to the realisation of how little the High Dragon must really think of him to request such a thing. Halaxan had also referred to the Northern Clans as savages whose blood that Axcil shared. The High Dragon must have known how hurtful saying such a thing would have been for him to hear.


  Halaxon stretched his neck out to its full length as he towered above the group, “I shall fly to the Grand Council now,” he sniffed at them disparagingly, “I do not need to be delayed by slow and cumbersome land walkers.”


  “You forget yourself,” Skydda interjected calmly, “I do not give you permission to leave. Never forget that the only reason you continue to live is because they have asked that I spare your life, and so you are now under their protection.”


  The High Dragon suddenly lowered his head towards the ground in a gesture of submission, “Forgive me witch, I did not mean to anger you.”


  Skydda’s light blue eyes became mere slits as she raised a finger at him in warning, “You may have fooled others with your false friendships, but never attempt to play games with me, Dragon. I have lived for a very long time and know that arrogant creatures such as you will never remain submissive for long. Know that if you disobey me that I will be forced to break my promise to these people and end your life.”


  Halaxan inhaled sharply as his game was suddenly forgotten, “You would really do that?”


  “Of course,” Skydda laughed at him coldly, “my promise to these people is the only thing that is preventing me from ending your life right now.”


  Skydda’s body continued to glow as brightly as a midnight star as she held the creature’s gaze. Then to everyone’s surprise the High Dragon closed his eyes and began to chant the words of bonding. This rare oath could only ever be freely given and it meant that the Dragon would become duty bound for life to serve and protect the other to which it was bonded. In the entire history of Nemedia, this bond had never been broken by a Dragon as it formed a sacred trust between two souls.


  “Good,” Skydda nodded at the High Dragon in satisfaction as she placed an authoritative hand upon his lowered forehead, “I am glad that you have finally seen sense,” she glanced over to where Jetzan stood staring open-mouthed, “all I need now is a man to share my bed with who is equally committed and I shall be a very happy woman.”


  Gizurr roared with laughter as Jetzan’s face turned bright red. The group smiled at the exchange as they began to visibly relax. They were not sure how they would be returning to the Grand Council, but they were sure that Skydda would ensure that their arrival there would be swift. As Vank had not yet returned, they had some time to rest and recuperate while they waited.


  As the days passed, the companions ate well. The fish from the lake were so plentiful in number, that it almost seemed as it if they had magically leapt onto Gizurr and Ragni’s fishing lines. Amongst the plethora of flowers there were also many bright coloured mushrooms, which Skydda had informed the group were also good to eat. Before long, they were well fed and rested and they spent their time between snoozing in the bright sunshine and taking long, leisurely walks along the shoreline of the lake.


  Skydda had given them a craft to explore the lake. With a wave of her arms, a small boat magically appeared. It was entirely white in colour, with two sets of oars and a small mast and sail for an alternative mode of travel. Axcil and Ellaminva were the first to take advantage of the boat as the half-Orc gently led the young Elven woman by the hand as he helped her step foot upon the boat. The others were aware that the young couple needed to talk privately given their recent news and were more than happy for them to make use of the craft. Before long, the two young lovers were some considerable distance away at the Northern part of the lake, as swans paddled by, offering an almost dazzling image of white as the sunlight shone upon them and reflected off the waters.


  Gizurr and Ragni were equally delighted when Skydda revealed a hidden cache of cider, brewed over many years from the apple tree that bloomed to the Western side of the golden cottage. Skydda only occasionally partook of the drink, using it mainly to sterilise various kitchen items more than anything. Following an initial nervous sip to check its drinkability, Gizurr soon grinned with delight and swiftly downed several tankards, claiming that it was the best cider that he’d ever tasted. After only a few hours, drunken singing and laughter could be heard echoing from deep inside the cellar of the golden cottage as Gizurr and Ragni clashed together their tankards as they sang rather rude songs that turned the air blue.


  Lady Cillina remained in deep discussion with Vimaltan, the other member of her tribe who had accompanied her. Occasionally, Vimaltan could be seen staring across the lake, his demeanour clearly agitated, before returning once more to talk to Lady Cillina.


  On the fourth day, the image of a Dragon appeared upon the horizon. His armour glinted and flashed from afar in the bright midday sunlight as Vank flew directly towards them, flapping his powerful wings quickly as he deftly landed upon the small island at the centre of the lake. The companions stood in silence, both nervous and exciting at hearing his pending news, knowing that the outcome of his findings would determine if Skydda would be free to leave the confines of the Dragon’s Cup or face an eternity inside it. If the lock of her hair that he had taken had turned to dust, Skydda remain trapped forever. If however, the lock of hair had remained unharmed, then she would be free to return with them to the Grand Council and be free to live a more fulfilled existence. It was clear that Lady Cillina had already become fond of the young woman, as she would often be seen fussing over her, acting in a motherly fashion to both Skydda and Ellaminva in equal measure as if they were her own daughters.


  Vank grinned as he held forth the lock of undamaged blonde hair, “I went a fair distance and waited for a good part of the day for the sun to move position in the sky, which it did and the lock of hair is undamaged.”


  Lady Cillina shrieked with delight and promptly hugged Skydda so tightly that the young Elven mage could barely breathe, “This is just wonderful,” she said as tears of joy ran down her face.


  “Aye it is,” agreed Gizurr as his hand wavered and he raised a half-drunken tankard of cider towards her, “you can come home live with me if you like and brew me and my people a pub’s-worth of your delicious cider to celebrate.” Gizurr suddenly sneezed and promptly sat down, smiling briefly at her before collapsing back amongst the flowers as he began to snore.


  Skydda blinked as Lady Cillina released her from her grip then spoke, “If peace ever returns to Nemedia, I would like to spend some time with the Hesparind, but I’m sure that there will be time enough to visit and explore all the homelands of my new friends,” her eyes flickered once more towards Jetzan before finally settling upon Axcil, “but first we must deal with the Grand Council without delay and I know how to get us there without delay.”


  Vank was instructed to carry Ellaminva, not quite yet large and powerful enough to carry two passengers. Halaxan carried upon his back Skydda and Lady Cillina. The remaining companions that were still awake and corpus mentis stood around momentarily in confusion before they saw Skydda’s body begin to glow once more. She quickly whispered an incantation, to which Axcil caught one of the words as including ‘volo’ before realising that his feet were leaving the ground. He was soon joined by the snoring body of Gizurr who was now entirely oblivious to what was happening to him and by Vimaltan and Ragni. Skydda nodded towards Axcil to check that he was comfortable with the arrangements and he responded in kind. Before long, the companions were flying Eastwards across the tops of the mountain ranges on their way towards Lake Diabhal to arrange their meeting with the Grand Council.
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  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  


  Death was nothing but a temporary inconvenience to GraJin. When he had died staring into the eyes of his prey, he had meant it when he had said that he would be back. But now, his quest to kill the young human mage had become personal. He hated him. He hated the magic that he sensed that the young man possessed and his apparent lack of awareness of his own abilities. He hated the man’s humanity that he had become aware of when he had plundered his mind when the human had inadvertently stumbled upon him when he had used the Throne of Vines.


  The wisp-like form of GraJin’s spirit flittered across the blackened earth. He needed to find another body soon to inhabit before his spirit weakened its ties to the energy of life and passed on to the Creator. As one of the most senior Commanders of the High King’s army, he could order any citizen of the Thirteenth Tier to relinquish their life and body to him. He just needed to find the right one that would satisfy his needs.


  As his essence darted across the darkened plains it suddenly paused, sensing the presence of the human mage once more. He was here, but this time on GraJin’s home world, but for what purpose he did not know and he suddenly realised that he no longer cared. If his spirit had a mouth it would have smiled, but it instead moved with a renewed urgency across the earth in its pursuit of a suitable host.


  * * * *


  The creatures that watched them from the lengthening shadows were difficult to discern amongst the thick foliage. To the North and East, three moons had suddenly appeared across the angry orange skies, two of which looked to be positioned extremely close as their shadows stretched across the darkened plains. The closest moon to the East was a deep red, with clearly visible mountains that jutted out from its scarred surface as it slowly turned upon its axis.


  The second moon was partially hidden behind the first and seemed to be a vivid blue in colour. Its surface was hidden behind a thick blanket of pulsing, blue gas that constantly swirled and writhed as the grip of is much larger, red sister moon kept the second moon close. The two heavenly bodies moved slowly together across the evening sky as the blue moon fought in vain to free itself from its jailer.


  The third moon was the smallest of the three. This moon stood on its own, high upon the Northern skyline. Despite its small size, its strangely glassy green surface shone the brightest of all, with a clear green path of light from an unknown source that seemed to be almost magical in origin.


  Ethan felt Alexon briefly stir inside him. It was as if he had suddenly stumbled upon an interesting discovery. Ethan wondered if he had indeed learned something of interest, but knew better than to ask his spirit ring directly. From his past dealings with Alexon, that he knew that the ring of the Seer would only reveal information to him if, or when he chose to do so.


  Ethan sighed in frustration and let his gaze wander to find Bruja staring up in fascination at the blood red moon. Roban moved in silently to stand beside her, his hand brushing briefly past her own as if making a weak attempt to hold it, then falling away at the last moment. Ethan continued to watch the awkward couple as they stood together in silence, each acutely aware of the other, but uncertain of how to respond.


  A sudden, loud chattering noise drew everyone’s attention towards the undergrowth. For hours now, fleeting shadows of an unknown size and shape had moved around them, deep inside the recesses of the thick shrubbery. They had felt no sense of imminent danger as they journeyed deeper inside the heart of the valley as they had assumed that it was merely the local wildlife, but this sound was different. It was much louder and had a discernible intelligence to its call. The shadows that had flitted around them immediately halted and seemed to spread apart, as if to create a path for something.


  Then it appeared.


  A creature stepped out from the heart of a dense thicket, parting the foliage with its muscular arms with surprising ease. At first glance, the creature looked to be human, but a closer inspection quickly revealed that it possessed extremely pale skin and had not yet mastered the ability to mimic human eyes, as its pitch black orbs stared back at them.


  “Humans, Wood Nymphs, Vampires,” said the creature with a surprisingly deep, human-like voice, then it paused momentarily as its gaze rested upon Molgarth, “and something that is not what it seems.”


  Molgarth jutted out her chin defiantly, “I am anything that I choose to be.”


  The man-like creature suddenly grinned at her, baring its white teeth as they sparkled unnaturally in the fading light, “You have always been petulant and it seems that despite your new form, nothing has changed.”


  Molgarth’s jaw dropped open, “You know me?”


  The creature cocked its head to one side and frowned at her, “All Molgarth recognise their own kind. Of course I know who you are.”


  “Molgarth is my race and not my name?”


  This time the man-like creature now grew visibly agitated. Her responses had begun to disturb it, “What is your true name?” it asked her sternly.


  “What do you mean?” ‘Molgarth’ asked it with a blank expression.


  With a quick wave of its arms, the man-like creature signalled to the shadows. What had watched them from deep inside the dense vegetation, suddenly burst forth. Creatures of every size and shape, hue and colour quickly surrounded the group as a myriad of claws, paws and hands quickly bound the hands and feet of the companions with twine. Within moments, they were completely incapacitated as they began to struggle in vain to release themselves from their bonds.


  Without further discussion, they were swiftly thrown over the backs of three enormous Chimera-like creatures and began to the carried into the innermost heart of the valley. With each hour that passed, the firelight from the raging Upper Tiers gradually began to diminish, then disappear entirely as the thick foliage around them blocked out all of the light. At some unknown point, they surmised that they must have entered an underground passageway, as they smelt the familiar scent of stone upon water.


  Theirs captors continued to descend into the blackness, seemingly impervious to its effects as they made no attempt to use the aid of firelight to guide their way. The smell of water upon stone grew ever stronger and they began to hear the distant sounds of an underground river. Although they couldn’t see it, as its sounds grew louder it seemed to be a river that dwarfed the one that led towards the city of Cruroris as they felt the air vibrate with the ferocity of its flow. It was as if the waters of the entire world had gathered in one place, rushing towards an unknown fate as it churned and thrashed its way along the ravines that lay somewhere deep beneath their feet.


  A light suddenly appeared above their heads that revealed a rainbow world as they found themselves surrounded by thousands of creatures of every size, shape, hue and colour imaginable. At first glance, it seemed that they had entered some type of sanctuary as many of the creatures were badly burned and scarred, most likely with injuries that they had sustained when they had fled from the Upper Tiers above.


  “My name is Gareet,” spoke an incredibly deep voice as a totally hairless creature approached them from inside the crowd.


  It walked towards them on two legs. It had the body, head and trunk that at first glance appeared human, but its facial features were slightly disproportionate and its body was over eight feet in height, “what you see before you is my true form. All Molgarth have this as their original form. We are neither male nor female, but we do prefer to alter ourselves and there are some of us who prefer to choose one gender over another. My personal preference is to be male.”


  Gareet’s gaze shifted towards the young Elven woman, who had for years thought that her name was ‘Molgarth,’ “I need to find out why you have no memory,” he continued as his gaze upon remained fixed, “I fear that during your time of imprisonment by the High King that something terrible was done to your mind. Until I am satisfied that you pose no threat to our people, you shall remain at the sanctuary.”


  “We have no time to lose with this foolishness,” interjected Master Bedwyr with an authoritative tone that was surprising given his current predicament, “I demand that you release us all immediately as we have a critical mission and we also need the aid of your rebellion to help us to sanctify the portal.”


  The coal-black eyes of Gareet narrowed, “Who told you about the rebellion?”


  “A Troll, who unfortunately died before we could ascertain his name,” Master Bedwyr replied calmly as he deliberately avoided to mention the fact that it was the companions who had been the cause of the Troll’s death.


  “Does the agreement between the Northern Clans and my people still hold?”


  Master Bedwyr blinked quickly, “It does.”


  The companions held their breath. They knew that the Grand Mage was bluffing and that he had no knowledge about the existence or the nature of the deal. The Troll had died long before revealing such information and they were now relying upon a feeble falsehood.


  Gareet studied the expression of the Grand Mage closely, “Very well. I shall release you and the others, but ‘she’ remains here,” he said as he pointed towards ‘Molgarth’.


  Master Bedwyr chose his next words carefully, “Once the portal has been sanctified, I want your word that you will release her. I also think that she should come to know her true name.”


  Gareet shook his head weakly as a look of pain briefly flashed across his face, “Nothing would make me happier, but I fear that the High King has done something to her mind. He knows that only her own people will know her true name and revealing it to her might trigger something untoward in her behaviour.”


  The Grand Mage nodded as he rubbed his chin reflectively, “You may be right. It is certainly possible that she was allowed to escape from her imprisonment with the hope of using her to expose the location of the rebellion.”


  “Then you will understand my reluctance to release her,” Gareet said as he turned to face the main crowd of onlookers. “My people,” he announced in a loud voice that echoed across the cave, “let us all take food and rest this night as on the morrow the strongest of us will make our way towards the Devil’s Mirror. Those of you who are too ill or weak to travel shall remain here while we sanctify the portal. Once all danger has passed, we shall return to take you to your new home.”


  It was then that the agreement between the Molgarth and the Northen Clans became clear to the companions. In return for their help to sanctify the portal, the Northern Clans had promised them the chance of a new life inside the kingdom Nemedia.


  The gaze of the Grand Mage swept across the sanctuary that was filled with thousands of the creatures. Although his initial response had been one of alarm, he forced himself to look upon them once more with new eyes. It was then that he felt a deep sense of shame. The Molgarth had once been a proud race, but now they had been forced to live like animals underground. The very creation of Nemedia by the Wizard Manannán had brought upon them a slow destruction to their homeworld as the raging fires consumed all that they had ever known and loved. But unlike the other tribes, the changelings had turned away from the path of vengeance against Nemedia, engaging the wrath of their own High King, who now declared them to be traitors.


  With each full moon that passed, the two largest moons drew ever closer towards their homeworld. As the two celestial bodies fought one another, the world had changed its orbit around the sun as its searing fires began to bathe the planet. Master Bedwyr sighed as his gaze shifted towards the young changeling that had he had come to know. Her face held an expression of open curiosity as she stared at the plethora of creatures of every size, shape and colour that surrounded her. Her long blonde hair looked tousled, giving her beautiful Elven face a particularly wild quality as she suddenly caught sight of him staring at her and smiled back at him warmly.


  Master Bedwyr felt his face flush as he noted the beautiful colour of her eyes. It was the same blue colour that he had seen in many different animal guises over the past few days and weeks when she had been following him. It was not her current physical form that he found so intriguing, it was something deeper. He suddenly realised that it was the way that she looked at him. It was also the way that she had hugged him so tightly when he had offered to be her friend. He had remembered the look of loneliness upon her face and how it had changed to an expression of joy, when she had thought that he was one of her own kind. For some reason that currently remained unclear to him, these acts had struck a chord with him and he suddenly realised that he wanted to know more about this intriguing creature. He knew that she was content to remain inside the sanctuary with her own kind for now, both to ensure their safety and to take time to learn more about her people. He also knew that he would return for her.
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  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  


  The winds had died down to barely a whisper as the golden-red sun reflected across the waters of Lake Diabhal. A handful of willow-the-wisps were the only signs of life as they danced through the air, weaving their tiny glowing bodies expertly amongst the thick reed beds that surrounded the shores of the lake with such speed, that a casual observer would find it impossible to trace their movements.


  As the daylight began to fade, the forest had fallen eerily silent as if waiting for an event of great significance. A series of powerful roars suddenly broke the silence, filling the skies above as they echoed across the lake, signalling to the Fae the arrival of the companions. Flashes of lilac, silver and gold filled the waters of the lake as Vank, Halaxan and the other companions who were being transported by the power of Skydda’s magic, flew at great speed close towards the lake in a bid to quickly reach the end of their journey and set foot upon the Eastern shoreline.


  The entranceway to the Grand Council parliament building glimmered with a blue-white light that shone through the screen of nearby trees, changing their foliage into an exquisite turquoise colour as its light spread along the veins of the leaves to their very tips, bathing each tree in a bright light that was almost blinding.


  As the companions drew closer, the gates that glowed with the same luminescence of magic began to swing inward, signalling that they were cleared to proceed. As they entered the main courtyard, Skydda felt the powerful vibration of magic beneath her feet. Its call upon her body was instant and she immediately realised that she had returned home. She smiled softly in recognition at the warm, turquoise grasses that covered the ground that glowed with the same curious mix nature and magic that filled the leaves of the surrounding trees. Her gaze then lifted towards the glimmering parliament building, as its pure, blue-white light filled the air.


  Within moments they had passed through the entranceway and entered the foyer. As on their previous arrival, the same diminutive Fairy flew to greet them and asked them to provide the details of their names for his register. He paused for some considerable time as his beautiful, androgynous face studied Skydda in fascination, noting how the tattoos and jewels upon her skin now glowed in response to magical light that surrounded her. His eyes suddenly widened as if recognising her as he raised a tiny hand to cover his mouth and he asked them to wait there before he swiftly departed.


  “That was strange,” Jetzan remarked as he too began to notice that with each passing moment that the decorations upon Sykdda’s body seemed to glow ever more brightly.


  A few moments later, Givarax, one of the most senior dragons of the Akrullin approached, his jet black scales and large golden eyes serving as a stark contrast against the blue-white light that surrounded him, “Your safe return is most welcome,” he nodded briefly towards Halaxan before his gaze rested upon Skydda, “as is yours my Queen.”


  Halaxan bristled in indignation at the rather brief welcome offered by one of his most senior Commanders. It was then that he took a moment to note the fact that Givarax had referred to Skydda as his Queen.


  “This is not possible,” Halaxan gasped, “it is nothing but legend-,“ his words faltered as he turned to stare in astonishment at Skydda. The jewels and tattoos upon her body were now fully imbued with the magic that surrounded her. Her body glowed as brightly as a star, the decorations on her skin now merging together to form the sacred jewelled claw, the symbol of the Queen of all the Fae.


  “Blessed be!” Givarax boomed as his voice echoed down the hallway, causing the Fae rest of the Fae inside the chamber to fall to their knees in deference.


  Halaxan paused momentarily, before he too knelt before her. Skydda lifted her head, her pale blue eyes shining now with magical energy. She slowly moved towards the Council Chamber, descending the steps towards its central clearing as the golden dome of ceiling sparkled as columns of magical light fell upon her beautiful, glowing form. The Fae and the companions seated themselves in silence upon the many white granite seats that surrounded the room as their gaze remained transfixed upon their newfound Queen.


  The entire chamber now sat in a stunned silence as they stared at the Queen of the Fae. She had disappeared long ago, at the very dawn of the creation of the magical kingdom of Nemedia when they had left the land of Eire. Legend had it, that if she ever returned, that a new era would begin when all the peoples of both Earth and Nemedia would find their true place in the world. On the day of her return, she would choose her king, the one who would be the father to her many children who would each become the liberated, yet faithful Guardians of all magic.


  Over the stunned silence of the crowd, Skydda saw a familiar face. It was Jetzan. He looked as handsome as ever and she felt her heart beat quicken as they exchanged knowing glances with one another. He, as with everyone in the lands of Nemedia since they were a babe in arms, knew about the legend of the return of the Queen of the Fae. Her eyes searched his own for any signs of disapproval at her choice, as she was afraid that he might reject her. But he held her gaze and with a slight nod of his head, signalled his agreement.


  A Fairy saw the exchange of glances between them and motioned Jetzan out of his seat and it guided him towards the central clearing where Skydda was stood. The gaze between Jetzan and Skydda never left one another and with each step closer towards her, Jetzan knew that he had been waiting for this moment his entire life. For as long as he could remember, he had always seemed to possess knowledge about other peoples, of their culture, language and of their magic and he had always had no idea of how this had been passed to him. It was as if he was an old spirit and lived many different lives. He had been both a lord a pauper, experiencing countless joys and sorrows in readiness for the time he would meet the one to whom he was destined to be with.


  “We are home,” Skydda said softly to him as she gently took hold of his hand.


  “Yes,” he replied.


  “Are you afraid?” Skydda asked him suddenly as her eyes searched his own.


  Jetzan’s face blushed, “No,” he answered softly as he gently squeezed her hand and realised that he meant it, “I think that I have waited for this to happen for a very long time.”


  The King of the Wood Nymphs was the last to take his seat. He had heard the excited chatter while taking his repose close to the shores of Lake Diabhal and had quickly returned to the Grand Council chambers. His face held an expression of wonderment as he stared at the glorious couple that were now surrounded by magical light as he swiftly sat down.


  A murmur of nervous whispers began to fill the air, causing Skydda to raise her hands to call for silence, “I have returned ,” she said as her eyes shone with magic, “this is entirely due to the help of your compatriots who came to the Dragon’s Cup with the aim of setting the High Dragon free,” her expression darkened, “and it is with great sadness that I must ask him now to reveal to you all the grave error that he has made.”


  All eyes in the chamber nervously settled upon the High Dragon. Halaxan’s golden scales trembled with emotion as he cleared his throat. He nodded briefly in deference towards his Queen and his shoulders visibly slumped downwards as he began to speak. Gasps of shock and brief outbursts of anger began to fill the chamber as he admitted to his refusal to let the leaders of the Northern Clans speak to the High Council about the reasons behind their alliance with the rebellion and of the need to sanctify the portal. As he ended his confession, the High Dragon’s gaze fell towards the floor.


  The chamber remained in shocked silence as the Queen spoke once more, “Thank you Halaxan for having the courage to admit your crimes. However, in light of their serious nature, I must appoint your senior Commander Givarax, as the new High Dragon of the Akrullin,” she raised her hands to call for silence as a ripple of murmurs filled the chamber, “and his first act will be to send a peace delegation to the Northern Clans.”


  Givarax blinked at her as his nostrils flared with emotion, “With your permission Highness, I would like to request that Halaxan is given the opportunity to redeem himself in the eyes of his people. Although I realise that he can never be given the position of High Dragon again given the seriousness of his crimes, he could accompany the peace delegation to help to mitigate against the damage that he has caused.”


  The Queen studied the expression of the Dragon and then nodded, “I shall allow this. There is great wisdom in your words and your concern for his welfare only confirms to me that I have chosen the right leader for your race.”


  Halaxan frowned darkly as his gaze lifted and flashed towards the Queen. For a moment it seemed that he was about to speak, but his gaze fell to the floor once more and he remained silent.


  Givarax addressed the chamber in a booming voice, “Our Queen has spoken,” he then paused and turned once more towards her, “Highness, many peoples and cultures have referred to you by different names throughout the ages, may I ask by what name you now prefer to be known by?”


  The Queen raised her chin proudly as the decorations upon her body shone more brightly than ever, “As the protector of the Fae it is fitting that I carry a name that reflects this,” she glanced briefly towards Lady Cillina as her eyes twinkled with warmth, “my rescuers gave me such a name and I have already grown very fond of it, as much as I have of who gave it to me. I shall henceforth be known as Queen Skydda.”


  With that, the meeting of the Grand Council began to be drawn to a close. The final command of the Queen was that the scribes of the Fae peoples re-write the history books. As she had set foot once more upon the magical lands of the Fae, her memory had returned to her. The once much loved creator of the magical kingdom of Nemedia, the Wizard Manannán, would need to be recorded as a much darker figure, she had remembered that it was he who had been the one that had tricked her into her imprisonment inside the Dragon’s Cup. Although she was not entirely sure why, she had strongly suspected that he had done it in order to be able to reign as the new ruler of the Fae, although the fates had ultimately determined a different ending for him.
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  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  


  The spirit had chosen its moment perfectly, deciding to catch the creature off guard as it knelt down to take a drink of water. As it punched itself deep inside the creature’s chest, the Demon momentarily stiffened as it fell back towards the ground, as its body then began to shake and shudder. The invading spirit swiftly spread inside it like a poison, using all of its dark essence to pollute every fibre and sinew of its body. As it entered the Demon’s brain, it sensed the creature’s dull mind and realised with a sense of glee that it would not be difficult to take ownership of its body.


  GraJin felt the warmth of its blood run through its veins and the steady beat of it powerful heart as he began to move the creature’s limbs. Despite the Demon’s weak mind, GraJin flashed inside its primitive brain the image of himself as one of the most Senior Commanders of the Thirteenth Tier in order to assert his right of dominance. The creature paused in its struggle, recognising his authority to claim ownership while still remaining reluctant to submit to his will entirely, as it knew that doing so would mean the end of its own existence.


  GraJin felt rage at being kept waiting for his prize. He tore into the creature’s mind, clawing and biting at its consciousness as he sought now to destroy its ability to think entirely. Within moments the battle was over, as the Demon’s soul fled from out its own body, now thoroughly confused and frightened. Unlike GraJin, it had neither the intelligence nor the authority to assert its domination over any other living thing and it now faced an eternity of aimless wandering.


  GraJin’s new eyes caught sight of the spirit as it skittered away. His black snout wrinkled and his mouth formed a grotesque shape, revealing an expression that could vaguely pass as a smile. Seeing the soul of the creature flee that he had slain, he felt an immense sense of power that he found to be extremely pleasurable. He had not needed to use a soul-stone, the black stone of magic that was often used on other less submissive and more intelligent creatures that slowly destroyed their spirit from inside their host body. He was not entirely sure, but the speed and ease at which he had taken control of the creature’s body, even taking into account its submissive nature and slow mind was unprecedented. It was entirely possible that his skills and abilities were growing. One day he realised that he might even be strong enough to possess the body of other species by the sheer force of his will power and magic alone.


  GraJin arose from the damp ground upon which the Demon had fallen, admiring for the first time his muscular body and the thick layer of tightly knitted jet black scales that covered his entire frame. The body that he had chosen was a powerful one. It would not be easily slain, unlike the weak human body that he had been forced to endure while he had taken the guise of the last surviving Councillor of Ellington and searched for the young human mage that he now despised.


  The human mage.


  The very thought of him filled GraJin with a sense of blood lust. A high pitched whine emanated from the back of his heavily scaled throat as he instinctively raised his snout in an attempt to catch his scent. He raised a hand towards his chin in contemplation, only to surprise himself by a sharp, metallic scraping sound as he remembered that he now had claws as they ran across the thick-set armoured scales upon his face. He realised that he had not yet grown used to his new body and that he needed time to study its abilities before he began his hunt for his prey.


  His new body seemed to be equally comfortable both standing and walking on two legs as it was on four, but it came into its own when travelling on four legs. He smiled in satisfaction as he realised that he could retract his claws and crouched over towards the earth. He began to run. He ran for hours, pushing his new body to its very limits as he heard the wind whistle past his as he rejoiced in the thundering beat of his powerful new heart. He took the opportunity to study the length of his strides and to test his stamina as he jumped, dodged and weaved across the earth, as if chased by another who may do him harm.


  Time passed and unnaturally dark eyes suddenly narrowed as he lifted his snout once more to sniff the air. He still could not smell the human, but he had caught the faint scent of something that he did recognise. He slowed then paused to scratch his snout with one of his front paws. The familiar scent was coming from the East but he struggled to remember what it was. His gaze shifted momentarily as he seemed to be listening to something. Within moments his black muzzle and mouth twisted once more to reveal a set of long white fangs that contorted into another hideous smile.


  He had found the Molgarth.


  * * * *


  A young red Dragon named Aranx tapped the floor several times in quick succession with a huge talon, “It isn’t good idea I tell you,” he snorted angrily as he then rose to his feet and began to pace the floor, “the Northern races are bloodthirsty swines and any attempt to reason with them is a waste of time.”


  Givarax frowned at him darkly, “We must all remain loyal to the commands of our Fae Queen no matter what,” he glanced sharply at the Dragon, “and don’t you ever forget that.”


  “Indeed.” Halaxan interjected as he watched the exchange between the two Dragons with a cold indifference.


  “What should we do?” pressed the young red Dragon that had barely entered adulthood and although he was now a solider, he had no experience of battle at all.


  “We are going to send a peace delegation as our Queen commands,” Givarax replied calmly, “but we shall also send a rear guard two days travel behind them. We shall give the Queen’s plan for peace a chance, but we must also prepare for its failure.”


  Halaxan remained expressionless as he listened to Givarax. He had become experienced over the years in being able to hide his thoughts and emotions. If Givarax knew what he was really thinking and feeling, he would have had Halaxan immediately thrown in jail. He knew that he needed to wait for the safest opportunity to slay both Givarax and the Queen so that he could reclaim his rightful place as High Dragon that had believed had been unfairly stolen from him, “I will of course abide by whatever you think is best,” Halaxan added with an insincere smile.


  Givarax pursed his lips as he nervously drummed his talons against the floor before he stopped himself, as he remembered how irritated he had been when Aranx had done it, “I fear that the Queen is too trusting,” he said as his face took on a pained expression, “it is regrettable,” he continued, “but I believe that we must prepare for war. The rear guard will be instructed to assassinate the leaders of the Northern Clans to cause confusion amongst their ranks if the peace delegation fails in its mission.”


  “Who will be in command of this army?” Halaxan asked him calmly.


  “I will,” Givarax let out a long sigh and then grimaced, “their attack on the Dwarven capital city of Takrak, on the Forts of Mavak and Varok where our brethren served and their aid in the annihilation of the Human capital city of Ellington must not go unpunished. I doubt very much that they would trust any offer of peace from any of us after they have already spilled so much of our blood. It is a foolish mission to search for peace, but we are obligated to try as we have been commanded to do so by our Queen.”


  “The Queen has been swimming around in pool of water and picking flowers for over two thousand years,” snorted the young red Dragon with contempt, “she is a threat to the future existence of the Fae because she has no idea about the real world.”


  “Silence!” Givarax boomed as he angrily jabbed a talon at him, “You shall be respectful of your Queen or I shall have you imprisoned for treason.”


  The eyes of Aranx widened as he fell silent.


  Halaxan’s eyes glistened with excitement as a plan began to form in his mind. It seemed that the fates had already decided that he would not have to wait long to get rid of them both after all.
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  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  


  Throughout the ages, the ancient black granite stone had remained a mystery. It was located upon the Eastern plains and it had been in existence for longer than recorded history. Legend had it that only on the darkest, stormiest nights that a hideous creature could sometimes be seen writhing inside it. The beast had been described in many differing ways, but by far the most common description was of an enormous snake-like creature with eyes as black as night and a forked tail that it thrashed constantly against the surface of the stone as if attempting to break free.


  Despite being over three thousand feet in height and nearly five hundred feet wide, the highly polished stone reflected the surrounding terrain with such perfection, that it was often difficult to find. Only when standing close to it, could its true nature be discerned, but even then, it was often mistaken for a gigantic mirror rather than anything made out of stone. Over time, the object grew in its infamy and became known as the Devil’s Mirror.


  On the night that the Wizard Manannán created the magical kingdom of Nemedia, the stone changed. The tear in the fabric of magic drew the red and blue moons closer together, causing them to begin to fight against each other in a deadly dance of supremacy as they moved towards the planet and pushed it ever closer towards the sun. As the First Tier burned from the sun’s rays, an enormous fireball fell upon the Eastern plains. The Devil’s Mirror soon became a glowing rock as the fires raged across the land for weeks. Once they died down, the stone cooled and as it did so its mirrored surface cracked the shattered, revealing a portal that led inside inside ‘the veil’ and beyond to the catalyst of its creation, the magical kingdom of Nemedia.


  When the High King became aware of the portal, he swiftly sent his armies to stand guard over it. He wanted to prevent the potential mass exodus of his people who he suspected might want to abandon their own world in favour of the one that they could glimpse inside the portal. Once he learned from his oracles that Nemedia was the cause of the slow death of his home world, his fears of the loss of his kingship turned to feelings of rage. He sent his armies through the portal, intent on destroying Nemedia in the hope that its annihilation would repair the damage done to ‘the veil’ and save his world. But fate was against him and his forces were defeated in the First Great War upon the plains of Malakan. The portal was closed by Brid Clodagh, the First Saviour of Nemedia, but the High King suspected that its closure was merely a temporary one.


  So he waited.


  He spent his time scheming and building up his armies. Further to those that his lost during the battle of Malakan, nearly one third of his forces had been temporarily lost inside ‘the veil’ when it had been closed, only to return inexplicably claiming that instead of being lost for months, that they had in fact been imprisoned for over two thousand years. Most who returned were afflicted by a terrible madness, but those who could still talk spoke about the horrors that they had seen. But there was one amongst them who stood out who held knowledge and abilities that were of great use to the High King.


  His name was GraJin.


  Once nothing more than a lowly solider of no consequence, GraJin had returned the leader of the horde who now possessed strange magical abilities. He had been the first to learn how to halt the slow decay of his body that had died when he had become trapped inside ‘the veil’ by fortifying his own essence. He had quickly passed on this knowledge to the others, earning him the role of leader to thousands of his brethren trapped alongside him inside ‘the veil’.


  They became a new race, a Demon horde that was stripped of the emotions of life as they spent their time exploring the strange, terrifying netherworld upon which they had become stranded. The food they ate did not sate their perpetual hunger and the water they drank did not slate their thirst. The grey skies above possessed no sun, offering them no warmth to remind them of the joys of being alive.


  At the heart of the cold, soulless terrain they came across a lake. Its waters looked dark and forbidding as its surface slowly rippled like a thick, ominous soup as if something enormous moved inside it. Despite its disturbing presence there was something about it that retained their interest. Years passed as they slowly and carefully explored the shores of the vast lake, but they found to their frustration that they were thwarted by an invisible barrier that seemed to surround the lake. As the decades slowly turned into centuries, they began to lose hope of ever escaping their imprisonment.


  It was then that they saw it.


  The snake-like beast of legend, rising up above the waters as its scaled, black body twisted in the air before crashing down once more inside it, creating an enormous wave of energy that broke the barrier that prevented them from entering the lake. The creature seemed to be in great pain as its body moved faster and faster inside the water, moving in quick concentric circles as the lake became a vast, swirling whirlpool.


  The waters suddenly separated into deep concentric channels, laying bare sections of the bottom of the lake that revealed small glimpses of their home world. It was then that GraJin realised that this was their chance of escape that they had been waiting for. He swiftly led his brethren across each channel, leapfrogging across each now almost solid ring of black gloop that felt underfoot as if it now made out of soft earth. They soon reached the very centre of the lake and it was there that they saw an opening that was large enough for each of them to pass through.


  Then they jumped.


  For a few moments, they wondered if they were passing into oblivion as images of different worlds and universes flashed before their eyes. During this time of unknown length, they gained knowledge about creation that would change them forever. Upon their return to their home world, the tear inside ‘the veil’ began to appear once more, signalling to the High King that he could soon return to the lands of Nemedia. But he knew now that he must be patient. He needed to pit the varying races against one another and to harvest allies. He suddenly grinned as his thoughts drifted towards the Molgarth, as a plan began to form.


  * * * *


  The orange skies burned above with an increased savagery as the companions left the relative cool of the underground sanctuary and returned to the surface. Shielding their eyes against its glare, they swiftly set out on foot along with the most able-bodied of the Molgarth, as they began their long march towards the Devil’s Mirror. Their plan was a simple one. They would use the element of surprise to confuse the armies of the High King that guarded the portal, giving Master Bedwyr time to place a blessing on it before using it to make good their escape.


  The tome of the Wizard Manannán had been very specific about the spell that was needed. Once completed, they would head for the Zarton Territories and meet with General Zik, the leader of the Troll armies. The General had been instrumental in forming the alliance with the Molgarth and it would be he who could offer them protection against any Demons soldiers that might be in pursuit of them.


  “I will never eat anything barbecued again,” Ethan grimaced as his soft leather boots crunched upon shards of broken bones and charcoaled matter.


  “Me too,” Cara agreed as she stared at the burnt remains that littered the ground.


  “Try not to look at it,” Talina advised as she moved to one side to avoid stepping upon a fragile-looking skull that was caked in soot.


  “Not a good idea,” interjected Roban who had just stepped in something as he scraped his boot along the ground in an attempt to dislodge it.


  The air had grown discernibly hotter as they had left the heart of the valley and began to move towards higher ground. Thousands of Molgarth now walked amongst them, with an equivalent number that had taken flight. Some of the creatures were tiny, perfectly mimicking animals from their own home world that were no larger than mice. Others towered many feet above them, with many choosing battle-hardened forms with thick outer shells and a mixture of claws, horns and tusks that made them formidable foes. Yet each time the companions stared at them, they seemed to have changed. The companions quickly realised that the Molgarth were experimenting, changing their forms in preparation for various strategies of fight and flight, as their main mission was to confuse the enemy and to buy the Grand Mage enough time to enact a blessing upon the portal.


  Gareet had informed them that they would reach the Devil’s Mirror by nightfall. The hours seemed to pass by slowly as they fought their way through the searing heat and Ethan found that he was breathing heavily, “This place is awful,” he gasped as he ran his fingers through his hair that was now dripping with sweat.


  Master Bedwyr suddenly halted and pointed towards the distant image of a creature that was now moving rapidly away from them. It was a Demon scout. The High King had jealously guarded the portal from the moment of its opening, killing all wanderers and trespassers who might use it to escape their dying world without his permission. As such, the area was littered with scouts and they knew that if he managed to alert the army that guarded the portal, their element of surprise would be lost and their chances of surviving to even reach the portal to enact the blessing would be diminished.


  The spirit ring on both of the hands of the Grand Mage began to burn with a bright blue-white light. Lightening suddenly leapt out from his fingertips as it streaked towards the Demon scout, only to miss as it as the creature leapt swiftly to its right. Master Bedwyr cursed, turning the air blue with a series of profanities that Ethan had never heard him speak before as he flicked forward his two index fingers, this time sending a series of rapid-fire bursts of pure energy that shot towards the scout like glowing bullets. Most of the energy bursts missed and hit the earth, singing its already black soil as plumes of acrid smoke quickly filled the air as the Demon scout continued to dodge and weave across the dark ground.


  But there were too many of them for even the light-footed creature to avoid as one of them hit its mark, searing through the Demon’s right shoulder as it knocked it off its feet. They heard it shriek in pain as it tumbled to the earth, only to attempt to rise once more. The gaze of the Grand Mage darkened as he drew his hands together. This time the lightening combined to form a continuous beam that hit the creature square in the centre of its back, immediately engulfing its body with blue-white fire as it swiftly burned then promptly exploded in a cloud of ash.


  Ethan glanced towards Master Bedwyr and saw him nod in satisfaction. It had been a close call. They were now only a few miles away from the Devil’s Mirror and there was a small chance that the explosion might have been heard. Time was now of the essence and with a quick nod of understanding to one another, they began to run. Those that flew matched the speed perfectly of those who travelled across the plains, as their many wings created their own wind as they raced towards the Devil’s Mirror.


  Ethan noticed that the body of the Grand Mage had begun to shimmer with an intensity that lit up the centre of the charging army of the Molgarth with the brightness of a midnight star. He felt Alexon stir inside him and suddenly sensed something disturbing about his spirit ring that he did not like. It was as if Alexon was looking forward to something and had purposely hidden this knowledge from Ethan. He frowned momentarily in anger but knew that he had to push his concerns to the back of his mind as he would be soon entering a battle and he would need to call upon Alexon’s powers to protect him from harm.


  The Molgarth had formed a protective circle around Master Bedwyr, aware of the need to keep him safe so that he could enact a blessing upon the portal. As they rounded a wall of rocky outcrops, they saw it for the first time. It glowed with a beautiful golden light that sparkled with flashes of silver. They blinked, momentarily mesmerised by its beauty then their gaze shifted to the Demons that guarded it. They were surprisingly few in number, but there was no doubting that their presence was frightening to behold.


  Ten Demons with arms and legs as thick as tree trunks glanced up at their approach and snarled. The Molgarth thundered towards them, but then seemingly out of nowhere more Demon soldiers appeared. They had missed the presence of a further large outcrop of rocks that lay directly to the East of them that screen an entire encampment of tens of thousands. Black tents and banners with images of red horns upon skulls fluttered in the hot breeze, as Demon soldiers began to move out of their tents in response to the sounds of alarm made by their brethren.


  They knew that if they had only moments before it would be over for all of them.


  “Get through the portal now!” Master Bedwyr barked.


  The Molgarth did not hesitate, their previous courage rapidly dissipating in light of the tens of thousands of hideous creatures that were already clambering towards them, “What about you?” Ethan screamed at Master Bedwyr over the noise.


  “It will take but a moment, a few words for the blessing, then I shall follow you,” Master Bedwyr yelled, “now go!”


  Ethan nodded briefly then ran. As he drew closer to the sparkling golden light he again sensed Alexon’s satisfaction at what was about to happen. As he sprinted into the glare of the portal he felt his body spin. He felt as if he was tumbling through the air as faces and places from his past and present flew by. He then landed suddenly in a sprawled heap upon purple coloured grass as the breath was knocked out of him. He raised his head then blinked in confusion. Purple grass was not normal for either Earth or Nemedia. He glanced around to find that the rest of his companions and the surviving Molgarth were close by, but then he realised that Master Bedwyr was nowhere to be seen.


  He shook his head and slowly rose to his feet and glanced upwards towards the sky as his heart sank. There were three suns in the sky. Two of them were golden in colour and the third was more reddish. It was then that he knew that they were lost.
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  CHAPTER TWENTY


  


  Skydda sighed softly as she snuggled her head deeper into her pillow. Jetzan stared at her, admiring the beauty of her female form that was clearly visible underneath the blankets. He suspected that she had deliberately requested him to visit her chambers very early in the morning just so that he would feel tempted and he had to admit that her plan had almost worked. When he first met her, he felt in awe of her beauty and afraid of her incredible powers of magic, but now he was beginning to learn about the woman beneath. As each day passed, he knew with increased certainty that they were meant to be together. Unfortunately for her, his upbringing was very old fashioned and this impacted upon his courtship rituals. However, he had to admit that there were times when he was severely tempted not to follow them.


  Skydda turned her head towards him as he stood near the doorway and smiled, “Thank you for coming to see me,” she said as her eyes sparkled with mischief.


  Jetzan shifted his gait and spoke, “Why did you need to see me so urgently? I haven’t even had time for breakfast yet.”


  Her smile widened and the entire room seemed to brighten with its brilliance, “I will tell you after you have kissed me,” she breathed.


  “I can kiss you but that is all,” he grinned as he moved towards her. Before he realised that she was doing it, she had embraced him tightly, “now hold on a minute,” he said as he realised that his resolve was beginning to crumble.


  After several long minutes of a passionate embrace the now red faced Jetzan reluctantly pulled himself away, “What was it that you wanted by the way?” he asked.


  “I wanted you to spend the morning with me,” Skydda said as her expression fell when she saw him backing away towards the door. Jetzan halted momentarily smiling apologetically at her. She was the Queen of the Fae. One day soon, she would be much more and quite possibly the mother of his children, but he wanted to honour the memory of his parents by following the correct protocols of courtship.


  “We shall get to that part soon enough,” he said with a frustrated smile, “please try to understand.”


  “Oh all right,” Skydda sighed in irritation, “I’m sorry, I lured you here under false pretences,” she chewed her lip thoughtfully, “can you forgive me?”


  “Always,” Jetzan said as he felt his heartbeat drum inside his chest.


  As the Human left the bedchamber of the Queen, the eyes of another watched him leave.


  The Dragon’s eyes narrowed as it considered its options. The Queen of the Fae was now awake and her magical powers were unsurpassed. It would not be an easy task to kill her and the timing and method of doing so required meticulous planning. The Dragon scowled at the door of the Queen’s bedchamber in frustration.


  “What are you doing here?” demanded a guard as he suddenly spied the Dragon lurking behind a pillar of the hallway.


  “I got lost,” the Dragon replied calmly, “don’t worry, I’m leaving,” he added as he slowly backed away as his tail flicked to and fro in the air in irritation.


  The Guard watched the Dragon leave at he slowly ambled down the corridor. He had only taken a few minutes for a bathroom break and he knew that he should not have done so. Informing his Commander that he had momentarily abandoned his post for a call of nature would have profound consequences for him as he had left the Queen unguarded. He frowned at the receding figure of the Dragon, then shook his head. The Dragons were allies to the Queen and therefore posed no threat. It would not do any harm if he did not mention to his Commander his strange encounter with one of the Akrullin.


  The Dragon did not turn around to glance back. He knew that it had been a close call and that he had almost been exposed. Killing the guard would have achieved nothing other than alerting the Queen and her supporters that an enemy was in their midst.


  He would wait. He needed more time to garner the support of others. There was already another Dragon who supported his desire to be rid of the Queen, but he needed a sorcerer or magician to incapacitate her first, as her powers of magic were legendary. He also wanted to kill the new High Dragon, Givarax.


  It was then that he remembered the human man with the unnaturally dark eyes. His name was Captain Vanimar and they had met briefly when he had taken a walk one morning upon the shores of Lake Diabhal. Although he could not recall the exact details of their conversation, there was something about the man that alarmed him, yet he also sensed that he possessed abilities that would be of great use to him.
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  EPILOGUE


  


  The Devil’s Mirror has been sanctified, paving the way for the enactment of the ‘second seal’ on Earth. But the blessing was placed while Ethan and the others were travelling through it, changing the original pathway to another unknown world. They are now lost and they must find a way back if they are to ever stand a chance of saving both their worlds. But the Grand Mage is no longer with them and the only source of magic that could help them is Alexon. However, Ethan has growing doubts about the nature of his spirit ring’s intentions.


  The long lost Queen of the Fae has returned. But enemies lurk in the shadows, plotting her demise and that of the new High Dragon. Among them are Yariq, the underling of GraJin who has possessed the human body of what once was Captain Vanimar of the 2nd Light Infantry of the city of Ellington and an old friend of Master Bedwyr. Yariq hopes to use the body of the Captain to lure the Grand Mage into his presence so that he can kill him. But in the meantime, his walk upon the shores of Lake Diabhal has been fruitful. He has searched the mind of an impetuous young Dragon and planted the seed of an idea that would serve as a useful distraction while he waited that would also serve the needs of his High King. The murder of the Queen of the Fae would weaken her people by causing confusion and disarray. It is now just a matter of time before a dastardly plan is hatched to carry out the deed.


  GraJin still hunts for Ethan. He has tasted the young Human’s blood, enabling him to track him and his search for him has now become personal. Outraged at the death of the human body at their last battle against one another, his hatred for Ethan knows no bounds, but this time only one of them will walk away to live another day.


  The fates of both worlds hang in the balance. It is not yet known if the races will unite together against the Demon hordes of the High King. The Molgarth offer a solution but GraJin has already located their sanctuary. In particular, his has caught the scent of the one who is currently unaware that she is the best ally that he could ever have.
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  GLOSSARY


  


  Akrullin: Elven word for Dragons in Nemedia. They arrived together with the Elves from the lands to the North of Eire. They share in their worship of the Goddess Danu and are considered to be a part of Fae as well as the Tuatha Dé Danann.


  Baldr: Norse God who is the son of Odin and the Goddess Frigg. He is the God of peace and purity and radiates light wherever he goes.


  College of Mages: The College was established originally to trains humans who exhibited signs of magic just under two thousand years ago. As time passed, the College began to accept recruits from the other races, although this practice remains rare as the other races prefer to school their own people in the ways of magic.


  Council of Elders: Elected Councillors that represent the human populace of the city of Ellington. Usually there are no more than twelve Councillors at any one time. Some of their policies and practices have been influenced by the Elves, due to their promise over a millennia ago to undertake a greater responsibility for the environment.


  Demons: Mysterious and blood-thirsty creatures from the Thirteenth Tier that possess strange magical abilities. They were first seen shortly after the creation of the Kingdom of Nemedia by the Wizard Manannán.


  Draugr: Creatures of Norse legend. Some say that they roam the depths as pale and soulless monsters. Others, that they are the immortally damned rotting corpses of murderers. Yet others believe that they are the mindless beasts of the broken-hearted that now hold inside them no emotion other than rage.


  Dragon’s Cup: Mistakenly thought by many to be nothing other than a geographical oddity. It is in fact one of the four great Treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann.


  Fae: General classification for Elves, Fairies, Dragons and more recently the Hesparin.


  First Saviour of Nemedia: Brid Clodagh, is thought by many to be a High Sorceress. She was in fact the daughter of a local Chieftain from Eire whose father knew the location of the two great treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann on Earth. She was the first saviour of Nemedia who enacted the ‘first seal’ that closed the original tear in ‘the veil’ that returned the Demons back from whence they came.


  Grand Council: The ancient seat of the Fae that sits upon the Eastern Shores of Lake Diabhal for elected Councillors and leaders. The Hesparin were denied a seat until recently following a call for a vote by King Belenus.


  Guild of Shadows: A deadly network of master thieves and assassins that have infiltrated many cities and towns in Nemedia. Their headquarters were originally in Ellington. For a fee, a client can contract them to do virtually anything.


  Hesparin: A race formed many generations ago by a group of Elves who joined a human separatist sect. They live and trade in the Ghemand forests and are spurned by many of their Elven cousins. Attitudes towards them by the Elves have softened somewhat following their recent recognition as being part of the Tuatha Dé Danann, although some deep seated prejudices and attitudes remain.


  Huginn: His name in old Norse means ‘thought’. This is the first of Odin’s ravens that he sends out to search for and retrieve information on his behalf. Huginn is a semi-autonomous being that is almost twice the size of an average raven.


  Kazzaks: Slow-moving and equally slow witted animals that are slightly larger in size than an elephant. Their fur is light grey and they have broad, flat faces that are ideal for grazing upon the grasslands of Nemedia. Their origin remains unknown as no animal of this type exists on Earth.


  Lake Diabhal: Derived from the ancient word for ‘Devil’, the Lake is of an unfathomable depth and holds many dark secrets. Creatures of frightening size have been seen inside its waters and the Fairies are thought to worship them.


  Muninn: His name in old Norse refers to both the ‘memory’ and ‘the mind’. This is the second of Odin’s ravens that he sends out to search for and retrieve information on his behalf. Like his brother Huginn, he is also a semi-autonomous being that is almost twice the size of an average raven.


  Spirit Rings: Objects taken from Earth that can be imbued with spirits of varying power and complexity intensity. Spirit rings are the most fully imbued objects that have the greatest ability to interact with the user and hence, possess the most power. Used in the right hands, they can have a devastating magical effect. Used in the wrong hands, they often kill their owner. The spirit inside each ring can choose to return to ‘the Creator’ at any time.


  Tarns: These creatures are roughly half the size of a fully grown Dragon and resemble a chimera of the body of a vulture, claws of a lion, with powerful flat faces that house an enormous set of fangs perfectly designed for ripping apart huge chunks of flesh.


  The Veil: Magical barrier that hides the Tuatha Dé Danann from Earth as well as acts to block the entry of the Demons from the Thirteenth Tier to the magical kingdom.


  The Creator: Nemedian term for God. It does not refer to the Wizard Manannán but to the overall creator of the universe.


  Thor: Dwarven God of war and thunder. He is a hammer-wielding God that is associated with lightning, storms, oak trees and strength.


  Tuatha Dé Danann: Fae peoples of the blessed Goddess Danu. The races include, Elves, Fairies, the Akrullin and the more recently, the Hesparin.


  Wizard Manannán: Following the impending annihilation of the Fae from the Firbolgs, Manannán was a wizard who originated from Connacht, the home of the ancient seat of Druidic learning and magic to the West of Eire. He took pity upon the Fae and used the Cauldron of Dagda to create the Dragon’s cup, a magical sanctuary that is fed by the cauldron to sustain the Kingdom of Nemedia.
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  SPELL CASTER APPENDIX


  


  Fulgoris: To call for lightening, most often from the spell caster’s hands although advanced users can call forth lightening from active storms overhead more deadly effect on a grander scale by added the combination command ‘Tractus’


  Glacialis: Calls forth shards of ice from the hands of the spell caster but can also be used to turn objects into ice.


  Lapis Scutum: Creates a ‘Stone Shield’ that protects the spell caster. It is particularly effective against physical attacks.


  Luxus: Activates moonstones to emit light. It can also be used to create light orbs above the head of the spell caster.


  (Me) Mutatio: The first part of a powerful spell of transformation consisting of four separate commands. It is rarely used as mistakes have deadly consequences.


  Nox Visio: Enables the spell caster to have night vision. It is an extremely powerful spell that few mages have ever been able to master.


  Pulsus: To push or throw an object or person away from the spell caster.


  Reperio: To find or seek out a person or object. The spell usually only works if the spell caster has an object or possession linked to what it is that they are searching for.


  Semper Ignis: To call forth fire, usually from the spell caster’s hands.


  Spiritus Aqua: Enables the spell caster to breath underwater for short periods of time.


  Tractus: To pull an object or person toward the spell caster.


  Vita Constupro: A dark and despised magic that is rarely used. It corrupts living things into grotesque shapes, be it man, plant or animal.


  Volo: To levitate. Only the most powerful of mages are able to fly short distances.


  


  


  


  The following title is already available by Jake Adler:


  The Wizard’s Magic Kingdom: Book One of the Nemedian Trilogy


  The following title by Jake Adler is due for release soon:


  The Devil’s Mirror: Book Three of the Nemedian Trilogy


  


  


  About the author:


  Jake Adler is a lifelong fan of epic fantasy. The Nemedia Trilogy stands as a tribute to fans of epic fantasy and those who love Celtic, Norse and Greek mythology.


  Connect with Jake Adler Online:


  Blog: http://magickingdoms.wordpress.com/


  Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/jake.adler.712


  Twitter: https://twitter.com/JakeAdlerWriter
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  Thank you for reading The Dragon’s Cup. I hope that you enjoyed reading this book and if you did, please leave a review.
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