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Chapter 1
 
Ethan frowned.
“Leave this place now,” said the voice.
Ethan’s eyes scanned the milling crowd as he stood outside a stone grey building that he had just vacated following the fire alarm.
“Where are you?” he asked in confusion.
“Look towards your feet and you can see me in the water,” it whispered.
He looked down. Near to his feet on the pavement was a puddle. A passer-by had just stepped inside it and its waters were cloudy. After a few moments, the waters settled to reveal the features of a girl. She had bright blue eyes and shoulder length blonde hair. He guessed her to be aged around fifteen years old. She held a flickering candle that illuminated some of the vast shelves of books that surrounded her and she spoke with a sense of authority that he found surprising.
“Go home I need to talk to you.”
Ethan coughed nervously and glanced at his co-workers wondering if they could see what he was looking at.  They didn’t seem to notice anything.
Rain began to fall and the wind had now gathered a strength that sent ripples across the puddle again.  “Go quickly, there isn’t much time!” the girl stated with a renewed sense of urgency.
“What do you mean?” Ethan whispered, covering his mouth to avoid being seen talking to his feet.
“Look, just get moving! Don’t worry about work. That won’t matter once we’ve talked,” she said as her eyes glowed with a strange intensity.  Ethan looked down again and could see her looking at him with a curious expression.
He did as he was asked and headed home. He knew that both his mother and father would not return until later that evening, so he had the house all to himself. It was mid morning and he was only twenty minutes’ walk away from his family’s suburban semi. Spying that his boss had her back turned towards him, he deftly slipped through the crowd at the car factory where he had worked since leaving school last summer and headed home. He arrived back quickly and promptly headed upstairs and flopped himself on top of his comforting dark blue duvet.
“Over here,” said the girl’s voice.
Ethan sat up startled. He looked around half expecting there to be a puddle somewhere with a face in it but saw nothing.
“Come here, I’m in the mirror.”
With an almost drunken lurch he did as he was bid and moved towards the full length mirror on the wall next to his desk. She was there, this time in full length view. The darkness of night that surrounded her stood in stark contrast to the bright sunlight of Ethan’s bedroom. With a quick glance to someone out of view the girl nodded, then looked directly at him.
Ethan stared into the mirror with an expression of both fear and curiosity. The girl was silent for a moment, seemingly trying to gather her thoughts. After a short pause, she spoke.
“This will be a lot for you to hear, but please bear with me,” she gestured toward his desk chair, “please have a seat, this will take some time.” Ethan quickly nodded and did as she asked.
She studied him wordlessly for a moment and then began, “I need your help. My name is Cara Bryne. I’m a second level apprentice at the College of Mages near the coast of Ellington”. Cara continued to talk, but Ethan was only half listening. As usual, his mind was wandering again. He realised that she was older than he’d first thought. It was only her voice that sounded childlike. She was probably nearer to his age and very pretty.
He noticed that she was wearing some sort of dark grey hooded robe with a bright sun shaped disc around her neck and ---.
“You’re not listening to me!” she declared bluntly. “I know you well enough by now to know when you’re not paying attention,” she angrily pulled up a chair from the library as close as possible to the mirror separating them and sat down. “I must insist that you listen! I really exist and you’re not imagining me!” she exclaimed, sensing his thoughts.
“I’m listening,” Ethan responded then frowned, “what do you mean that you know me well enough now? We’ve never met before have we?”
“Not face-to-face.”
Ethan was not sure but it seemed that this question made her blush.  She shifted uncomfortably in her chair, “I will tell you about that later, but first listen to what I have to say.”
Ethan listened as Cara spoke about Lebor Gabála, the Book of Invasions. The ancient tome gave an account of some of the many races that invaded, settled and some that disappeared from the Celtic land of Eire.  Of the many settlers, the Tuatha Dé Danann, were of the Fae, a group of people and creatures born of magic under the Goddess Danu. For many generations, there was much war and bloodshed as the Tuatha Dé Danann fought against many warring tribes, including their deadliest of enemies, the Firbolgs. To save the Fae from their pending destruction, the wizard Manannán placed a powerful spell of invisibility that became known as the veil that hid the Fae from the rest of the world. This magical sanctuary became known as the kingdom of Nemedia. In Celtic terms this is where the Sidhe lives, people and creatures of myth and legend and it is there that the Tuatha Dé Danann have lived ever since. 
However, nearly two millennia ago, there was a weakening in the threads of magic that bind all creation. This weakening enabled creatures from another realm to enter the kingdom of Nemedia. What followed was nearly two hundred years of bloodshed as they struggled to rid the kingdom of the deadly invaders. The war came to a head on the plains of Malakan where the High Sorceress, Brid Clodagh enacted an ancient ritual that returned the creatures from whence they came.
Little was known about Brid Clodagh, other than she originally came from Ethan’s world. After the battle, she disappeared entirely from the history books of Nemedia. Peace has reigned since but reports were now emerging of strange creatures being seen once again.
The College of Mages were ordered by the Council of Elders to ascertain the cause of the weakening of the veil and to research the origins of Brid Clodagh. A trainee mage at the College had recently located a number of ancient texts that were of great interest.
“We have always known that our kingdom was linked to your world due to the Book of Invasions,” explained Cara as she leaned in closer towards the mirror, “The book is fabled in Eire but only we have the original copy. However, upon examining the book in great detail, it was the Appendices section that particularly caught our attention.”
“Hmm,” mumbled Ethan.
“It stated that if ever there was a total loss of magic from the kingdom that this would lead to the ‘End of Days’. The magic that sustains the
veil acts not only as a sanctuary from Earth but also protects us from other planes of existence. If it becomes too weakened, demons can enter Nemedia and use our kingdom as a doorway to enter your world as well.”
“Demons?”
“In reality we don’t know what they are. However, they are evil and possess strange magical abilities,” Cara replied.
“I see.”
She leaned forward anxiously, “You can help prevent the apocalypse.”
“How am I supposed to do that?”
“You can enact an ancient rite that is known only to the Wood Nymphs of Findias.” She stared at him with great intensity, “It needs to be enacted by somebody from both our worlds. We believe that Brid Clodagh must have used this rite the last time to rid the world of the creatures.”
“Why have you chosen me?”
With this question Cara seemed to blush again, “I said that I would explain what I meant when I said that I knew you well enough by now didn’t I?” She leaned back in her chair and fidgeted. Ethan stared. “I’ve been watching you for the past few months through Master Bedwyr’s orb,” she continued, “well, I’ve been watching quite a few potential candidates,” she qualified, “but you seemed to best fit the Council’s requirements.”
“What requirements?”
She fidgeted again and seemed uncomfortable, “They had a specific list of things.”
“Go on.”
Staring at her hands she then glanced upwards towards the same unknown person that she had nodded to earlier. Again, Ethan heard an indistinct whisper. The girl listened intently then returned her gaze back to Ethan,
“I can’t tell you all of it, but I can say that you need to be male.” She smiled and gave him that curious look again.
“Why male if Brid Clodagh was female?”  he pressed.
The girl fidgeted again, “You are of her bloodline, on your mother’s side.”
Ethan blinked nervously, “Why is this important?” he asked.
“We don’t know if it is, but we were tasked to find out more about Brid Clodagh and we traced her lineage to you,” she paused and chewed her lip, “actually we traced her lineage to over three hundred different candidates but most of them were elderly, dead, female or possessed undesirable characteristics.”
“What do you mean by ‘undesirable characteristics’?”
“Cowardice, cruelty, selfishness, the obvious ones,” she answered hesitantly.
There was clearly more that she wasn’t telling him but she seemed sincere enough and somehow very familiar to him. He had many questions, including when she had been watching him and how.  Apparently it was possible through any shiny or reflective surface.  She put his mind at rest by stating that if ever he was in a state of undress she would always look away although he did wonder why a mischievous grin crossed her face when she said this.
“How long do you want me to visit for?”
“A year,” she continued, “Of course, if you don’t like it we can return you as soon as the spell has recharged.”
“How long will that take?”
“About six months.”
“Six months!” He spluttered, throwing up his hands in disbelief, “I was expecting you to say a few hours!”
She replied angrily, “This is an extremely powerful spell! It is it very draining to even the most powerful of mages,” she quickly rose from her chair, “Master Bedwyr wishes to speak with you now.”
Before Ethan could apologise for his earlier outburst she had disappeared from view. In her stead stood an elderly man who was wearing an identical dark grey robe and sun-shaped disc around his neck similar to that worn by Cara.
“Right young man,” he said cheerily, “are you ready then?”
An alarmed Ethan got up from his seat and backed away from the mirror. “No I most certainly am not!”
“Do not worry. Your parents will receive a letter tomorrow morning from your Uncle Jake stating that you are visiting him in America for a year. Part of the spell ensures that they will not worry while you are away,” he smiled reassuringly.
This made Ethan feel better, but he was still not prepared to go anywhere without someone answering his questions. What was he expected to do while he was there? Was there anything dangerous that he needed to be aware of? 
“Please hurry my boy,” said Master Bedwyr interrupting Ethan’s thoughts, “The crux of the matter is that this communication spell is also very draining. If I don’t transport you now, I won’t be able to do so for some considerable time. Our magic is fading, so it’s a case of now or never I’m afraid.”
Ethan thought of his parents.  His father, Alfredo Palladino was a practical man with enormous hands who worked as a builder. His father would see his ‘trip to America’ as a great adventure. It was his mother that he worried the most about.  As her only child, they held an especially close bond with one another and she would miss him terribly.
Cara came into view once again and stood beside Master Bedwyr.  “How much time do we have left?” she asked while glancing up at him.
“Oh, I’d say about five minutes,” he replied cheerily.  Cara looked directly at Ethan and he was surprised to see an expression of deep sadness mixed with something else that he couldn’t quite place.
“So you're not coming then?” she mumbled, her eyes fixed upon his.
“I don’t think so,” he replied and immediately regretted his words.  He was still wondering if what he was seeing was real at all. He didn't have much time to figure it all out.
The ridiculousness of the situation suddenly hit him and he realised that he must be hallucinating.  With his incredulity finally cleared he decided that he might as well enjoy his experience, “Alright, I will come if you kiss me when I arrive,” he said looking directly at Cara. 
She held his gaze with an expression of surprise and after a short pause, she nodded.  Ethan thought better of the game and was about to say that nothing was real anyway but the room had already begun to spin.  The only constant object in the room was the mirror, which seemed to be growing in size and enveloping his body as he entered the library. His head spun and as he stumbled forward he noticed the supporting touch of Cara’s hands as his body swayed. She was speaking to him but he could not hear her words as different coloured shapes and images whirled all around him.  He felt himself lean into her, but to no avail as he slid towards the ground as consciousness left him.
 




Chapter 2
 
Gizurr Eklund grumbled to himself in an attempt to shake away the pain in his hand caused by a misdirected hammer.  “Thor's Blood!” he roared in a deep rumbling voice. Leaning forward he stretched out his good hand and took a drink from a tankard sitting on top of the workbench. “Drengi! Get your backside down here and finish this thing off!”  He yelled then took another gulp from its frothy contents. The young trainee silversmith quickly scurried over and looked at the ornately crafted bracelet.  “Y-yes sir,” he stammered.  Gizurr smiled in reply.  He was a good lad, he thought, always keen to learn and assist and he possessed a natural talent for craftsmanship.
Leaving the boy to complete the work, Gizurr slipped out of the silversmith’s that he owned with his brother Njord and reached inside his right pocket. He counted five large coins and smiled in satisfaction, knowing that he had enough money to spend a full evening at the nearby Axe and Wood Inn.  As it was now mid-winter there would be no opportunity for warm weather for another three to four months.  He silently berated himself for forgetting to bring his cloak as he felt a cold wind rip through his clothing. Pulling in closer the collar of his woollen shirt, he shivered.  The inn soon came into view and within moments he was inside.  His eyes rested on the flickering fireplace towards the centre of the room and he headed towards it.
“Gizurr! You old bugger!  Come share a drink!” yelled a familiar voice.  Gizurr turned to see his old friend Ragni Adolvsson sitting at his usual table that was filled to groaning with meats, breads and cheeses and, of course, a tankard or two of their favourite Dwarven ale.  Gizurr grinned.  This was going to be another good evening. His chill quickly forgotten, he headed over to Ragni. “Ah, I see you have already got the first round in?”
“Of course, I knew you'd be in today, aren’t you most days?” replied Ragni delighted to see his old friend.
“Bah, I know, I'd much prefer to be making swords and helmets rather than jewellery, but times are hard.” Gizurr was referring to the huge profits that he and his brother were renowned to be making in their hometown of Jaktek and further afield.
“Have you heard the rumours yet?” queried an excited Ragni.
“What rumours?”
Enjoying the newfound knowledge that he was the first to tell him, Ragni clasped his hands together and leaned forward, “A trader arrived from Beshok today and spoke of an emissary from the Council of Elders,” his eyes glistened with excitement as he watched for a reaction from Gizurr.  “Apparently, this emissary informed Jarl Egill  that dark creatures were being seen in increasing numbers from The Frozen North,” he paused then whispered “including large groups of heavily armed Orcs and --,”
“Orrccss?!” roared Gizurr. He rolled the word out in a combined gesture of alarm and disgust, “Orcs you say?!”
Ragni continued, “Yes. The emissary asked for the Jarl’s help to route out the filth.”
Gizurr picked up one of the tankards of ale then sat down opposite his friend.  His expression dark, “Their blood’s blacker than a Tarn’s eye, I thought most were slain at Malakan.”
“Egill’s not sending any clan leaders to Ellington to debate this to make his support official, but he’s prepared to pay good money for mercenaries interested in blood sports,” continued Ragni.
Gizurr felt a hand on his shoulder.  He looked up from where he was sat to see that it belonged to Mistress Inga.  She was very similar in stature and countenance to Gizurr, but with a wispy red beard that although other races may mistake as being male, any Dwarf would know as otherwise. 
“Good evening you sexy beast,” she said with a mischievous glint in her eye and all discussion of The Frozen North was quickly forgotten.
* * * *
Ethan awoke in a room filled with bright sunlight.  He felt confused at his surroundings and rapidly came to the conclusion that he must be in a hospital.  He found himself lying in a large bed and the décor of everything around him was entirely white.  Rubbing his eyes to remove the last vestiges of sleep, he then flung off his bed covers and padded softly over to the window to look outside.  He blinked.  His next conclusion was that he was probably in the mental ward of a hospital.  Outside in the garden below his first floor window a group of three girls and four boys were gathered. He noticed that they were wearing identical robes to those he had seen both Cara and Master Bedwyr wear.  An elderly man in similar attire provided feedback on their group attempts to levitate.  A young girl waved cheerily at Ethan as she slowly floated past his window and received a loud round of applause from onlookers in the garden below.
Ethan closed the curtains. 
A knock outside his door made him jump.  Although it was a gentle knock, it might as well have been a fog horn. 
“Come in,” said Ethan wondering if it was a psychiatrist delivering his sedatives.
Cara entered the room smiling with a tray of food and jug of something steaming. 
“I thought you’d be hungry, so I’ve brought some bread and honey and P’ka to wash it down with.  The P’ka is best served hot so it’s a good idea to-,” she paused and frowned, “what’s the matter?”
Ethan stood silent for a moment before replying, “You’re not real,” he stated simply. 
“Oh dear, I had hoped you wouldn’t—”
Ethan ran past Cara out of the open door and into the corridor.  He heard her shout the words “Master Bedwyr!” as he sprinted away. Spying an open door, he darted inside and quickly closed it behind him.  Grabbing an old antique chair that he briefly noted was oddly decorated with images of Dragons, he lodged it firmly under the door knob.  This would buy him a few moments to think!  He realised that he needed a change of clothing and some shoes.
He spun around to see what the room contained and spied a large antique desk surrounded by a few chairs.  He darted forward and quickly opened one of its drawers.
“Blue or black ink today sir?” asked a talking pen gleaming merrily up at him.
Ethan slumped back into a nearby chair.
He heard the sound of footsteps outside the door and the doorknob rattled, “It’s lodged shut from the inside I think,” said a voice that sounded like it belonged to Master Bedwyr.
“Wait, I’m coming out,” announced Ethan, “I realise that I’m not well.”
He got up and travelled over to the door, removed the chair and calmly opened it.  He saw the worried expressions of Cara and Master Bedwyr.  Cara’s earlier shout to Master Bedwyr had also attracted an additional small crowd of onlookers.  They were all dressed in the same robes with the image of a sun shaped disc around their necks.
“My boy, you’re in a state of shock, we should have realised,” said Master Bedwyr with concern, “take Ethan back to his room so that he can get dressed, then bring him to my study,” he instructed Cara.
She nodded as her eyes fixed upon Ethan and gently took his hand.  He allowed himself to be led back to his room and Cara closed the door once they were inside. 
“Your clothes are in the wardrobe,” she said softly, “I think you should eat and drink something first though.”
Travelling over to the abandoned tray that she brought in earlier, she poured out some of the liquid from the jug into a cup and handed it to him. 
“Looks like tea,” he stated numbly and took a sip, “tastes like it too,” he added, his eyes vacant.
Suddenly Cara was in front of him and holding each side of his face with her hands. Pulling his face down towards hers, she kissed him softly.  “There, as I promised you,” she breathed after a few moments, “that was real and so am I.”
Their eyes met and he saw that curious look flash again across her face. She quickly stepped away and headed towards the wardrobe.
“Eat some of the bread and honey. You can wear your own clothes or some of ours if you prefer.”
“Mine for now please,” replied a confused Ethan as he watched a flushed Cara move quickly towards the door and quickly leave the room.
Within his private study Master Bedwyr studied a large book and mumbled to himself as he quickly read its contents.  He squinted at it while holding it out at arm’s length then quietly berated himself as he remembered that his spectacles were on top of his head.  With a quick motion born of familiarity, he flipped them down to rest on top of his oversized nose then smiled cheerily as he continued to read. 
A knock at the door caused him to look up, “Come in!” he replied leaning back sharply into his chair that was carved to look like a sleeping Dragon.
Cara entered the room followed by a nervous looking and now fully dressed Ethan.  “Sit down, sit down!” repeated Master Bedwyr with a beaming smile as he gestured towards two vacant chairs near to the front of his desk, “My boy, I’m sure that you must have a lot of questions,” he added as his warm eyes twinkled.
“Why do I have to be male?” asked Ethan getting straight to the point, “and, why am I really here? Also, what are you planning to do with me?” he added.
“I say! That’s a lot of questions and they are very direct,” Master Bedwyr glanced quizzically at Cara, “what have you been telling the boy and why are your cheeks so red?”
Cara blinked and started to open her mouth to answer but Master Bedwyr had already begun talking again, “Right well, the male thing is because Princess Talina prefers boys to girls and the answer to your other questions are that you’re here to meet the princess and we’re planning on marrying you off to her.”
“Master Bedwyr!” gasped Cara in horror “You can’t go blurting that sort of thing out!”  She quickly darted a concerned look at Ethan who was staring blankly at Master Bedwyr, “Anyway, it isn’t necessarily true” she added, “you will be liaising with her that’s true, but only with regards to the ancient ritual that I already spoke to you about.”
“The princess is really quite pretty you know,” interceded Master Bedwyr mischievously. 
“Master Bedwyr! squawked Cara.
A few moments passed as both Master Bedwyr and Cara waited for a response from Ethan. He didn’t say anything for some considerable time as he studied their faces closely.  “Well, thank you for your honesty,” he finally mumbled.
“No problem my boy,” replied Master Bedwyr with a reassuring wink, “of course, Cara is right in saying that you don’t have to marry anyone, but I think it’s always best you know where you stand.”
Cara let out a noisy sigh and looked away.
“What now?” Ethan asked.
“Now, we get you into some Nemedian clothing so you won’t stand out from the crowd,” he smirked, “you can dress in something fancy when we arrive in Findias to enamour the Princess.” Cara by this time was glaring at him but he didn’t seem to notice.
At dawn, they had arrived at the local ferry located on the island’s most northerly port of Milvin.  The running of the academy had been left in the capable hands of Master Zilvan, a seemingly reasonable fellow, but with a cooler disposition than that of Master Bedwyr.
As their journey was to remain secretive, Ethan had been asked to change his clothing to avoid unwarranted attention.  He had changed out of his work clothing of black trousers, shoes and white cotton shirt into a pair of brown leather breaches, boots and jerkin, coupled with a green woollen shirt and cloak for added warmth.
He walked quietly alongside an introspective looking Cara who was dressed in similar attire.  Master Bedwyr wore similar clothing but although he had insisted on adding a Dragon brooch onto his cloak.  He also carried with him a moderately sized book that he had carefully stored inside his left breast pocket.
“What are you thinking about?” asked Ethan as he stared at the profiled face of Cara. 
“Nothing really,” she replied seemingly unwilling to speak further so Ethan left her to her thoughts.
The town’s notoriously devious ferryman named Bindan strode towards the group. “Fifteen cinterns each if you please,” he stated matter-of-factly. “Fifteen each?” snorted Cara speaking of her own volition for the first time that day.  “Yes fifteen each, inflation is a terrible thing,” the man smirked.
“Then we must pay the fee to gain passage on your beautiful ---er thing,” interjected Master Bedwyr with a forced smile as he dropped the coins into the ferryman’s grubby outstretched palm.
“Just be quiet and don’t draw attention to yourself,” the Grand Mage whispered as he leant towards her left ear.
“Where you headed to?” asked the grubby ferryman with a hard glint in his eye as he motioned them onto the ferry. 
“Nowhere special, just visiting some friends in Dukar,” replied Master Bedwyr as he quickly walked past the man and boarded the vessel.
With an expression as if he didn’t believe a word of what he’d been told, he grunted in reply, stepped on board then slipped the mooring ropes. Within moments, they had begun their journey towards the port of Dukar.
“I’d say current travelling conditions we will be travelling on this ferry for about five to six hours, so best to get some rest.”  Master Bedwyr smiled.
“Can’t we rest when we get to Dukar?” Ethan asked.
“Best not, if I know anything of this Bindan character, he will be having us followed within a few hours,” whispered Master Bedwyr. His expression darkened, “he knows who I am and that something is afoot. I don’t want him to find us in Dukar. It is safer for all of us if we leave town as quickly as possible.”
“How do we do that?”
“I’ve got three horses waiting for us. We’re heading East along the coast for some of the way, then North East across the plains of Nemedia. It involves at least three weeks of travel,” he saw Ethan’s eyes widen. “I’m sorry Ethan but I have no other way of getting you there directly.”
“Why didn’t you teleport me directly there?’ blurted out an exasperated Ethan.
“Quiet!” gasped an alarmed Master Bedwyr, his eyes quickly darting towards the ferryman who stood at the helm of the vessel with his back to them.  Grabbing hold of Ethan by the collar, he unceremoniously dragged him down towards the galley way, “If you want to get yourself kidnapped or even killed, then you’re going the right way about it. Be quiet boy!” Ethan blanched as the words were spat directly into his left ear.  “Teleport spells can only transport a person to where the mage is located,” seemingly returning to his more relaxed self, the old man lifted his head and spoke in a much louder voice, “Yes I know you hate travelling by sea, but really my boy, Dukar isn’t that far then you can enjoy your holiday and see your friends,” he spoke in a voice so loud that Bindan couldn’t fail to hear.
* * * *
The animal markings were unfamiliar.  A frown creased across Jeztan’s forehead as he stared at the forest floor. A seasoned scout and tracker, he was able to instantly recognise all known tracks made by both man and beast. His hands hovered momentarily above the earth as he bent down to examine it.  The tracks indicated that an immense hoofed animal has passed by less than twelve hours ago. His skills indicated that the creature must weigh at least half a tonne, yet the large distances between each set of markings revealed that it moved with great speed and agility. 
With a growing sense of unease, he scanned his surroundings.  The dense woodland showed signs of great disturbance.  Large branches of nearby trees had been snapped as if they were twigs.  He surmised that the beast moved primarily on two powerful hind legs, coupled with the occasional use of its two smaller front limbs that had scythed deep gouges into the earth.  Jetzan grimaced as he identified a second set of older tracks, indicating that there were now at least two creatures.  Both sets of tracks appeared to be heading towards the human settlements located to the South West.
At their current remarkable speed the beasts would arrive at Ellington in less than four days.  There was no way that Jeztan could match their speed on foot, so he decided to head South East towards the Dwarven mining city of Takrak with the view of purchasing a horse. The knowledge that he would not arrive ahead of the creatures to warn the city made his blood run cold. The most first animal had not deviated in its direction while he had been tracking it but it was now too far ahead for him to catch up with it.  Whether the creatures would change their path remained to be seen but Jeztan could not take the chance that their direction was merely random. His thoughts filled him with a sense of urgency so he clasped his sword close to his side and began to run. 
 
 




Chapter 3
 
The milky white eyes of GraJin, one of the most senior Commanders of the Thirteenth Tier glistened in anticipation.  Only five years ago, he had sensed a weakening in the veil and he and a handful of his soldiers had managed to break through it before it had closed again.  He was not entirely sure why, but during his time inside it he had always sensed that there was something inherently wrong with it. Having successfully returned to Nemedia, he quietly sent forth his soldiers to weave a web of deceit to stir his minions for war.
Eight days ago, two of his Blood Trackers were sent to Ellington to slaughter the Council of Elders.  A second Blood Tracker would arrive shortly after the first to ensure that the job was completed.  His familiars, who preferred to travel in the form of ravens, had informed him that the Elves were now scattered across the forests of Nemedia but that the Dwarves had built a powerful defensive city known as Takrak.  He would firstly destroy the rulers of men and let his human puppet temporarily take power. He would then turn his attention to the Dragons, the Dwarves and then finally to the Fae.
* * * *
Gizurr Eklund awoke with an almighty hangover.  He groaned as he struggled to sit up and surveyed his surroundings.  Almost immediately, his hangover was forgotten as he surveyed the face of Mistress Inga lying beside him.  He noticed with surprise that he was at home, how he managed to get there, he couldn’t remember.  He looked down with some disappointment to see that he was still fully clothed but vaguely remembered having enjoyed a thoroughly pleasant evening.  The soft snoring sound emanating from Inga told him that she was still asleep. Slowly, he lurched off the bed and headed towards the kitchen for a tankard of water to slate his thirst.  He noted that he felt as hungry as a Kazzak and swiftly downed half a loaf from yesterday along with a thick wedge of cheese.  Appetite sated, he quickly combed his hair and following a quick wash and change of clothing, he headed outside.
Although cold, the day had started beautifully. The grass sparkled with the morning dew and the sky was clear as he slowly ambled towards his workshop. Gizurr was eager to see Drengi’s progress from yesterday.  He secretly possessed a great affection for the lad, despite his often gruff manner with the boy. Drengi would go far if he was given the right direction and support, and Gizurr had decided long ago that he would be the one to do it.
Despite being early, there were already signs that the workshop was firing up in readiness for the new day. Drengi stood at the kiln shovelling in coals to feed the fierce inferno that was required for melting metal.
“How goes it my lad?” Gizurr asked with an affectionate growl.
Drengi looked up and replied with a nervous smile “Very good sir, the kiln is not yet hot enough to start work but it should be ready very soon”.  He added, “I’ve left the bracelet ready for your inspection on your workbench.”
“Keep up the good work.”  Gizurr grinned as he spied the gleaming bracelet laid upon a cloth and headed towards it.  The bracelet danced in response to the early morning sunlight with a life seemingly of its own.  Gizurr raised it high above his head to admire it.  It was pure silver and spun in several perfect loops, with each loop housing four small blue sapphires, equally spaced and encrusted in sparkling diamond dust. 
“My boy, you have surpassed yourself” Gizurr said admiringly, “this will sell for an absolute fortune and it’s your best work yet.” 
Drengi beamed back a smile at his mentor in response but his eyes showed concern as his saw Gizurr face change to an expression of deep thought.  “What is it sir? Have I done something wrong?” Drengi asked with surprise.
“Not at all!” responded Gizurr quickly, “it’s just that I plan to be away from the Smithy for a few months and I was wondering if you would feel up to running it while I am away? I aim to head out later today with Ragni.” Gizurr’s eyes sparkled as he already knew the answer to his question.
“Oh yes!  I can certainly do that!  I have so many ideas to make some really unique jewellery. Would that be alright?” Drengi paused looking nervously at his master “I know what decent price to charge for the items already and how to source all of the raw materials.”
“Drengi, I trust you implicitly,” grinned Gizurr, “it’s good to know that I am leaving my Smithy in the best of hands.”  Gizurr paused, bringing the bracelet close to his chest as he did so, his fingers feeling the fine craftsmanship of the piece, “I am thinking that one day soon you might want to join me as a partner, perhaps this is the best test of your business abilities,” he smiled warmly.
“You would do that? You believe in me that much?” Drengi’s eyes glistened with emotion.
“After you have crafted this fine piece? How can I refuse?” Gizurr beamed closing in on Drengi and ending the deal with a huge bear hug.
* * * *
It had recently rained at the docks of Dukar and the air smelled of fresh rain water intermingled with the occasional hint of beer emanating from the Dog and Goose Inn near the quayside. 
“Are we stopping for a drink or something to eat Mister Bedwyr?” enquired a famished Ethan.
“It’s Master Bedwyr, not Mister,” smiled Master Bedwyr, “and yes we are, but not there,” he nodded towards the Dog and Goose. “That’s too public. I have a contact in Dukar where we will stay prior to picking up our horses and supplies for our journey.”
Master Bedwyr then struck up a rapid pace, not waiting to look behind him. Cara and Ethan had no choice but to quickly follow and they swiftly blended into the throng of market shoppers.  As they walked, Ethan noticed that one of the stalls housed items of great curiosity, including an item that looked strangely familiar.  He wasn’t sure where he had seen it before, but he knew that it was from his world and not from Nemedia.  Not having time to examine the item for fear of losing Master Bedwyr, he pressed forward.
Another thought struck him and he realised that this offered him the opportunity to speak to Cara, who had seemed unusually quiet that morning.
“I opened the desk drawer back at the College of Mages and a pen spoke to me asking me if I wanted to write in blue or black ink,” Ethan blinked and stared at Cara’s face, “Is it alive?  Was it once a person?” asked Ethan.
“Yes,” responded Cara thoughtfully, “the pen originates from your world, as do all items that we want to imbue with a spirit. If the item talks out loud it is likely to possess a mere a faint imprint of a past spirit. Some mages choose to place all their soul into an object others just place a faint memory.”  Cara glanced at him, “If an object gets lost or remains unused, which is highly unlikely as they are prized objects, then spirits within them can decide to return to The Creator.”
“The Creator? You mean God?” quizzed Ethan.
“Of course,” she smiled then turned her gaze in an attempt locate Master Bedwyr in the milling crowd. “Let’s keep on our toes Ethan, else we will lose track of Master Bedwyr!” It was the first time that day that Cara had genuinely smiled at him and he felt as light as air.  He realised that she was very pretty and wondered if she had someone special.  It made no difference he realised sadly, as if she would be interested in him anyway. He walked upon his toes in an attempt to spy the transitory and fast moving figure of Master Bedwyr and pressed forward.
After what seemed like hours of trekking, both Cara and Ethan came to an abrupt halt in response to the now stationary figure of Master Bedwyr. “This way!” he shouted over the busy crowd of people while not even glancing behind him to check if they were still following him. With a sharp turn to his left he rapidly disappeared into a side alleyway.  “Dum-diddly de-dum,” he sang in a cheery voice, “not far now!” He added almost skipping now in anticipation of their pending arrival.
After several minutes he stopped abruptly outside a dark wooden door with a huge black knocker shaped like a taloned claw.  “Say nothing either of you, just follow my lead,” he warned, turning round to face them for the first time, “we are with friends, but secrecy as to the reasons for our journey need to be maintained, both for their safety as well as ours.”  Master Bedwyr’s face held a serious expression for a moment which was rapidly replaced by a warm smile and quick wink of reassurance aimed at Ethan.
Turning back towards the wooden door once more, he knocked slowly three times.  After a short wait, the door opened with a groan from hinges that were in desperate need of oiling, “Damn and blast! The door squeaks like my wife!” growled an irate looking middle aged man with a bald head and heavily tattooed arms.
The man’s face instantly changed to a friendlier expression upon spying Master Bedwyr, “You dog! You’re early!” he roared with pleasure, quickly grabbing hold of his hand and shaking it energetically.
“Yes, a day early I think, but needs must!” Master Bedwyr grinned in response.
“Come in, come in, you and your travelling companions,” the man added as he spied the stationary figures of Ethan and Cara a few steps behind.
Upon entering the dwelling Ethan was struck by the wonderful warmth offered by the raging fire and realised how cold and wet he had become in his recent journey.  The living room was friendly, if a little basic, with objects present on most shelves that hinted that the man had a strong nautical interest or past. 
“Get yourselves out of those cold damp things and grab some supper with me and my wife. My angel!  We have guests!” he announced, his voice softening to a surprising level considering his earlier outburst.
After only a few moments, the vertically beaded entranceway to the kitchen rattled and a figure deftly appeared.  The woman was stunningly beautiful, with skin touched by the summer sun and large dark brown eyes.  Upon seeing Master Bedwyr her eyes lit up and she flashed him dazzlingly white smile.  “How was your journey? Did you have any trouble from that scallywag Bindan?” she inquired as she moved forward to kiss him warmly on the cheek.  “And who is this?” she added staring inquisitively at Ethan.
“May I introduce Ethan Alonso. He hails from a land far to the East, which is why he isn’t very knowledgeable about our ways. Ethan, I would like you to meet my niece Yarilina and her husband Naran.” 
“I am very pleased to meet you,” Ethan responded with a slight bow.
Yarilina’s eyes seemed to grow larger and she flashed another dazzlingly white smile. Within minutes, they were wearing dry clothing and tucking into a hearty vegetable stew coupled with chunks of fresh warm bread topped with delicious knobs of butter. Ethan almost forgot his manners he was so famished but quickly held himself in check when he glanced up to see Yarilina’s eyes watching him.  “I take it you approve of my stew?” she smiled.
  “Absolutely do!” replied Ethan with his cheeks bulging.
   “So Bedwyr, you will stay the night of course.  I will have the horses ready for you by the morning at the agreed hour.” Naran smiled warmly as he rose from the dining table and headed towards the door.
“Don’t drink too much tonight.” Yarilina warned, “you need to be up at six o’clock and I don’t want to throw another bucket of water over you to wake you up tomorrow,” she chided.
“Your wish is my command. I will return no later than eleven o’clock tonight my sweet.” He crooned as he blew her a soft kiss to fortify his words.
“If you are any later then you are sleeping on the sofa for a week.”   Yarilina stated in a quiet but firm voice.  The door remained open a moment longer, indicating that Naran had heard.
“He will be back by ten o’clock tonight,” Yarilina stated confidently, “and your horses will be ready by six at the precise hour when you need them.”
“Of that, I have no doubt,” replied Master Bedwyr with his eyes twinkling.
* * * *
The sound of cracking branches was quickly followed by a deep rumbling sound, much louder than before as the body of what seemed to be a massive beast moved in closer, circling the area in an attempt to locate its prey.  Out of nowhere, a huge boulder flew out of the trees, snapping many large branches as if they were twigs.  The rock had been thrown at least five meters into the air and had travelled over twenty metres through the forest, closely missing the hiding place of Gizurr and Ragni as they lay huddled under a massive tangle of ancient oak tree roots.
“Thor’s blood!” Croaked Gizurr.   
“Sshh!” responded Ragni, his face only inches away, his eyes wide with terror as he peered out into the surrounding forest.
The forest fell silent as the beast neared their position.  Within seconds, it appeared out from behind a large tree.  With a deftness that belied is huge frame it leapt into the centre of a nearby forest clearing. The beast’s black eyes narrowed as its lizard-like face lifted upwards to sniff the air. 
A high pitched whine emanated from its heavily scaled black throat and it moved its head side to side rhythmically in an attempt to catch their scent.
Upon failing to locate them, the creature shook its head in confusion and paused to scratch its snout with one of its front paws.  In comparison to its large hind legs, the front paws looked almost spindly, yet they were heavily taloned and looked fully capable of disembowelling most foes with one powerful swipe.
The beast’s head snapped to the left, as if hearing something of interest, and in response immediately bounded back into the forest, the sounds of breaking branches slowly dying out as the beast travelled at incredible speed further West of their position.  Within a few moments the sounds of the forest returned and birds began to sing, signalling that all was clear.
Gizurr let out a loud sigh and shuddered as he slowly scrambled out of the mass of protective roots that snaked around the moss strewn tree in which he and Ragni had been hiding. “Bless Thor’s Great Beard that we were upwind from that creature,” his eyes flashed, “else we would have been done for!”
“That was not of this world,” replied Ragni following behind Gizurr gingerly. “That was a demon if ever I saw one.”
“It looked like it was heading with purpose towards the human settlements,” replied Gizurr his eyes widening and looking back at Ragni.
Standing for the first time in the cold light of the midday winter sun they silently looked at one another.
“What shall we do now?” asked Ragni staring at his old friend in both fear and confusion.  “I will battle Orcs any day but demons, I don’t think that anything but an army or a mage could down such things.  We wouldn’t survive long if we tried, even with our swords and armour.”
Drawing his two hand blade Gizurr lifted it high above his head to admire it for the first time in many seasons. His mighty blade which he had nicknamed Blaze flashed in response to its movements in the air, sunbeams dancing off its highly polished steel and intricate Dwarven markings that stood for ‘Loyalty, Brotherhood and War’.
“The humans must handle this battle if indeed the beast is heading towards them. It will get there before we can warn them,” replied Gizurr, “what we must do now is warn our brethren to the East.”  Gizurr paused and swallowed hard, “Thor protect us, we must get word to Jarl Egill in Takrak and call the tribes to arms to protect us from such creatures that now walk our lands.”  He shuddered again, as the chill in his bones slowly began to fade in the midday sun, “we must also travel to Lolivam and warn our brothers the Elves.”
“The humans,” quizzed Ragni, “do we do nothing?”
“What would you have us do?” Gizurr thundered. “We cannot get there before that that thing does. We must concentrate upon protecting our own people.”
“Agreed,” Ragni sighed, “Let’s get going, we have a lot of ground to cover before all hell breaks loose!”
“Indeed my brother,” growled Gizurr.  With grim faces they set their paths directly Eastward and began to run.
* * * *
They awoke early and headed towards the stables just past day-break.  Ethan was offered a chestnut coloured Mare, which he affectionately named Bella.  The mare sniffed his hand and snorted in pleasure as Ethan softly stroked the side of her neck and gently rubbed behind her ears.
“It seems that you have an admirer.” Cara smiled as she softly patted the neck of her black stallion, newly named Jet.
“You shouldn’t name your animals,” admonished Naran, “they’re working animals and often swap owners many times during their lives.”
“Well Bella likes her new name. Don’t you Bella?” Ethan crooned who had always had a soft spot for animals as he gave her a hug to seal the deal.   Cara laughed in response and Master Bedwyr smiled as he mounted his dark brown mare which had remained unnamed.
Having received an agreed supply of foods and other goods from Yarilina and Naran for their journey, the companions were ready to depart.
“One final thing,” stated Master Bedwyr, “these roads might be dangerous. With that in mind I’ve given each of you a short sword. Please equip yourselves before we leave.”
“What sort of trouble are you expecting Master Bedwyr?” asked Cara. “I’m an apprentice mage, so why would I need a short sword?”
“The key word is here ‘apprentice’, Cara,” Master Bedwyr replied gently, “if danger arises, you might forget how to defend yourself with words, so a short sword is always a useful backup,” he smiled at her reassuringly.
Having strapped on their short swords, the party headed out of the cobbled streets of Dukar and into the surrounding open fields to the village cross roads.  A sign written in English read, ‘Ellington 50 miles North East’ and ‘Beshok 61 miles South East’.  There were no signs for any other villages or directions.
“That’s what you call bad signage.’  Master Bedwyr laughed as he sensed Ethan’s thoughts. “As it happens, we will be making out way to Beshok, so it doesn’t matter on this occasion,” he clicked his mouth to encourage his horse to begin their journey.
Ethan and Cara remained silent and turned their horses to follow Master Bedwyr.  “Why is everything written in English?” asked a quizzical Ethan after a short time of travel along the beaten track.
“It isn’t,” replied Cara, “you are reading and speaking Nemedian. However, you won’t be able to understand other languages, such as Dwarven and so on. The teleporter spell aids in forming a communication link between the subject and the teleporter.  It’s quite clever really.” 
“Yes, I suppose so, so you were always speaking to me in Nemedian?” Cara smiled at him and nodded in response.
“Thank you for the kiss by the way,” He added, feeling his face redden. “You didn’t need to feel obliged you know. I was only joking at the time, as I thought you weren’t real.”
Cara glanced quickly at him quickly and said nothing.  She seemed about to speak then thought better of it and nudged her horse ahead of him so that Ethan could no longer see her face.
* * * *
The slaughter at the Council of Elders was to be the first of many great disasters which would befell the humans.  It happened at dawn in the Council gardens where they met most Sundays in the heart of the garden basin. This practice harkened from a long held tradition following an ancient promise made to the Elves by the humans that their rulers would maintain a greater awareness of the environment when making important political and economic decisions.
To their credit, the Council had maintained the tradition and sat most Sundays, weather permitting, within the Council gardens. The human traitor had informed GraJin of this practice and the demon had ordered him to remain absent from the meeting on this particular day. 
Councillor Mulan was debating how to engage a more positive response from the Jarl Egill to the worrying signs of creatures being seen from The Frozen North when his words were interrupted by a loud howl.   
Sitting bolt upright, his face drained of all colour as he saw the first Blood Tracker appear seemingly out of nowhere.
With a startled yell of defiance, his bodyguard drew forth his sword and jumped in front of the Councillor.  The beast paused, seemingly taking a moment to assess the situation as its eyes narrowed to study the two men.     
Moving slowly with deliberate steps, the creature began to circle the terrified men. Seven out of the eight Councillors were present that day, each accompanied by their own personal bodyguard. 
“Creator protect us!” Councillor Hillian cried, his grey beard quivering in terror.
The creature hissed and paused.  Its gaze had shifted momentarily and it seemed to be listening to something. Within moments its black muzzle had twisted to reveal a double set of long white fangs and its dark eyes had returned to watch the men.
A howl was heard off in the distance, chillingly close and familiar.  There were at least two of them now. The men instinctively knew that they had to leave the gardens to stand a chance of survival.
“Move quickly towards the exit, follow my lead.” Captain Milko barked.
Seeing the men move towards the possibility of safety, the creature lowered its head and lunged.
Captain Milko was killed instantly. The beast pinned him to the ground with the full weight of its massive body, crushing him as if he were child’s toy. Turning quickly, one of its taloned front paws quickly lashed out and disembowelled Councillor Hillion who stood nearby frozen in terror.
The remaining group of men now panicked.  All thoughts of strategy and defence were lost as they scrambled frantically towards the exit.  Crazed and excited now with the scent of blood, the creature lunged again, killing another man with a deadly bite to his neck that decapitated him in seconds.  A second bodyguard made a vain attempt to attack its rear, only to see his weapon bounce off its heavily scaled torso. The demon ignored him entirely and swiftly killed a third Councillor with its powerful jaws.
A second creature now appeared. Squatting atop the walled gardens, its forked tongue flicked through its razor sharp fangs as it excitedly tasted the blood filled air. 
The sound of screams had alerted the internal Council guards but they were now powerless to intervene as the body of the first beast had moved to block the door.
For the first time, a cold, hard intelligence could be seen in its black eyes as the first beast studied its prey.   Decision seemingly made, it moved towards the main exit and sat down upon is hind quarters blocking all chances of escape.  It then narrowed its eyes in satisfaction as it watched the first creature began to move forwards.
“We all attack at once else it will pick us off one by one!” Lieutenant Billick roared to the bodyguards, “target its face and belly!” he yelled as he ran forward.
The creature hissed in surprise and moved backwards a few steps back as the six remaining bodyguards charged as a singular tactical unit, half positioned to either side of its flanks.  To its left, two men targeted its eyes while a third went for its belly.  A similar tactic ensued to the beast’s right flank where Lieutenant Billick was located. He ran towards it and deftly avoided a savage swipe from one of its front paws. At the very last moment he slid onto the ground with his forward momentum he rammed his blade into a weak spot between the beast’s scales to gain entry into its ribcage. 
The beast roared and lowered its head to locate the source of its pain only to be greeted by a second attacker who was now in range.  The man immediately swung his weapon towards its right eye, exploding its eyeball like a bowl of red jelly. 
Half blinded now and in immense pain the beast whined. The situation was rapidly changing in favour of the humans and it was at this time that the first demon re-entered the attack.  Moving from its statutory position from the exit, it now lunged forwards into the group of men, snapping and ripping apart four of them within a few seconds. Overwhelmed by the mass of blood and flying body parts, Lieutenant Billick stumbled backwards.
“To the exit!” he screamed as he saw the survivors move nearer to the doorway.
Lieutenant Billick was able to see the badly injured body of Councillor Vichan being dragged through the exit by the last surviving bodyguard, before the mass of the first Blood Tracker blocked his view, its jaws enclosing round his face and neck.  He realised that he was beyond help within less than a second and his last thought was one of surprise at how little pain he felt as the darkness rushed to meet him.
 




Chapter 4
 
The Dwarven capital city of Takrak was entirely surrounded by granite walls that rose up over thirty metres into the air with a thickness of two men.  Na’Jak C’ral, Nemedia’s famous Dwarven architect, had ingeniously built the city atop a large hill, ensuring that its Eastern, Northern and Southern most flanks kissed a four hundred metre sheer drop into the famed ravine and icy waters of the Kalapel River. Legend had it, that if ever the walls of Takrak were breached, that the sun would die and the heavens fall.  
Jetzan had been watching the silhouette of the city’s many spires grow steadily larger as he journeyed South East through open farmland. He was still a good fifteen miles away from Takrak, having long since left the forest terrain behind him. 
The road to Takrak ran in a classical Dwarven straight line, with perfectly crafted stones that appeared to have no edges. Jetzan gauged that the stones were of high grade feldspars, with a famed hardness of that between steel and quartz.  The milky white and slightly glassy appearance of the stones, plus their unusual usage for a road made Jetzan wonder if he had guessed incorrectly.  He marvelled that such a road could support the weight of the many trade wagons laden with passengers and goods that must have passed by over the five hundred years since its initial construction. The road looked as new as the day it had first been built.
Putting his musings to one side Jetzan began to jog.  He had much ground to cover if he was to reach the city before nightfall.   Further ahead he could see a cross of milky white, jutting out brightly surrounded by the bright green fields and knew that he was about to reach the crossroads where he would turn East to complete the final leg of his journey.  His keen eyes quickly narrowed as he identified two distant figures, both broad and short in stature, most likely Dwarves he surmised, each seeming to be running from the West towards the crossroads.
Jetzan paused mid-stride as he pondered whether or not to approach the two men. His long athletic legs would undoubtedly ensure that he would arrive at both the crossroads and Takrak before they did.
The tracker’s eyes studied their strong gait coupled with their jagged movements, indicating that they were beginning to tire. Briefly, a ray of sunlight glanced off one of the Dwarves, revealing that he was carrying a sizeable weapon of some sort. Curiosity got the better of him and he decided to wait for them at the cross roads.
* * * *
“So will you tell me something about this Princess Talina?” asked an inquisitive Ethan, as the three companions rode along the muddy road towards Beshok. The path was deeply scarred with tracks of many wagon wheels with frequent evidence of some wagon having been stuck along the way. 
“What do you want to know my boy?” smiled Master Bedwyr, glancing towards him.
“Well, what is she like?” Ethan responded.  “What use am I and you had better know that there is no way that I am marrying anyone,” he added, feeling brave enough to speak his mind for the first time since he had arrived in Nemedia.
Cara gave a quiet cough and covered her mouth. Ethan flicked his eyes over to her and realised that she was attempting to hide a chuckle.
“Oh don’t go worrying about that. It’s not essential anyway,” replied Master Bedwyr cheerily, “well, to answer your question, Princess Talina is not human. We are travelling into the realm of Wood Nymphs and Fairies.” He slowed his horse so he could get a better look at Ethan.        
“I’ve had the great pleasure of knowing little Talina since she was a babe in arms, and I know her father very well,” he smiled.
“Not human?” quizzed a confused Ethan, “what is she then?”
“Talina is a Wood Nymph,” Master Bedwyr replied.
“I’ve heard of Wood Nymphs in my world. They are sometimes mentioned in Greek legend.”
“Oh don’t go expecting your Greek legends to be anywhere near accurate,” Master Bedwyr stated, “Princess Talina and her people that are the only race that have not experienced any loss of magic.”  Master Bedwyr raised his hand to adjust his spectacles, “we suspect that it has something to do with their strong connection to the forests of Findias. We’d like to see if you can achieve a similar connection, both in our world and between our worlds.” 
“How on earth would I be able to do that?” asked a confused Ethan.
Master Bedwyr’s eyebrows raised as he peered at Ethan over the top of his circular rimmed spectacles, “Wood Nymphs can travel between trees in spirit form.  This ability may create an unbreakable barrier that saves them from any loss of magic.”
Master Bedwyr’s eyes shone with a fire Ethan hadn’t seen before, “Long ago, just before the battle of Malakan, a human from your world was able to use magic in both our worlds,” He lowered his head and whispered, “this ability killed her in the end, but we will be more careful next time.” Master Bedwyr finished his words with a friendly wink and nudged his horse forwards before Ethan could respond.
Ethan stared dumbly at the back of Master Bedwyr, letting the full impact of his words sink in.
“What was Master Bedwyr whispering to you?” inquired Cara, seeing Ethan’s troubled expression.
“You heard the bit about the Wood Nymphs?”Cara nodded, “well, he mentioned something about someone from my world having magical powers,” he paused as he was suddenly struck by the urge to protect her from worry.
“Oh I don’t know, it didn’t make much sense.” His gaze moved off towards the distance.  It was something he would do when he was either lying, or trying to avoid answering a difficult question. 
“You are keeping something from me,” she stated as her eyes locked onto his.
“I – er,” he mumbled in response and blinked rapidly, “you should ask Master Bedwyr,” he finally breathed in response.
“I’m asking you, not Master Bedwyr,” she persisted, holding his gaze now with an iron grip. 
Ethan knew that he had no option but to tell her. “Well, apparently I am to be taught how to travel between trees and might die in the process,” he stated the matter simply.
Cara continued to stare at him for a few moments longer, while she gauged whether what he had just told her was the truth.  Finally satisfied, she shifted her gaze towards Master Bedwyr.
With a quiet and firm voice she spoke, “No you won’t die Ethan.  I won’t allow it. You are far too important to me to allow that to happen.” Cara glanced back at him again with that look, which he couldn’t quite place.  Within moments, it had disappeared again. Without speaking further, she quietly nudged her horse forwards further along the path.
* * * *
Gizurr was the first to notice the tall figure of a human standing about a mile off into the distance.  It had clearly stopped and was facing in their direction.  “Poke my eyes out and roast them in embers!” he growled nodding his head to direct Ragni’s gaze.
“Might be one of those human Emissaries?” responded a heavily perspiring Ragni.  His friend was clearly tiring.  Ragni could be described as a slightly more overweight version of Gizurr which in itself was quite an achievement. In recent years he had taken a particular liking to the steak and kidney pies baked within the kitchens of the Axe and Wood Inn which he would regularly wash down with several tankards of ale each day.
“He could be a robber or just an idiot.” Gizurr grumbled.  He was well known to generally dislike humans, considering them to be overly smug about their height advantage.
Ragni smiled at his friend’s gruff response, “What do you think we should do?” he queried, looking down at the fast moving feet of Gizurr who was now speeding up ahead of him.
“Talk to him or kill him.” Gizurr snapped as they closed the gap between the human.
About a hundred metres away Gizurr halted, “Ho there human!” he shouted. “Are you waiting for us or just spitting in the wind?”
The human, a tracker by the look of his clothing gave a surprisingly warm smile. “I could well be doing both couldn’t I?”
“Well I have no time for wind spitters!” barked Gizurr grimacing in response.  Keeping his eyes on the man, Gizurr leaned forward and rested his hands on his thighs.
Ragni who had now caught up with them approached in a friendlier vein, “Well met human.  We have news of something evil, last seen travelling South West.” He panted, swiftly dropping to one knee to recover from his long run.
With these words the face of the human changed to that of concern.  “Tell me more,” he asked with a sense of urgency that neither of them could mistake for false curiosity.
Gizurr instinctively liked the human, much to his own irritation. “A demon it was,” he stated, his eyes widening with the memory, “black like a shadow out of hell.”
“Did it travel on two hind legs and move at great speed?” the human asked.
“Have you seen it’s like before?” Gizurr enquired, moving closer towards the human and examining his face closely.
“No, but I have followed its tracks for the past couple of days. It travelled too quickly for me to be able to catch up with it on foot.  I suspect it has already reached its destination.” The man’s deep green eyes settled upon Gizurr and a look of deep sadness crossed his face.
“Time we spoke with Jarl Egill,” growled Gizurr through a clenched jaw.
“I couldn’t have said it better myself.  We also need horses,” the human remarked.
“You may call me Gizurr,” said the Dwarf as he grabbed hold of the man’s hand and shook it firmly.
“Jetzan. I’m a tracker by trade and profession.” Jetzan responded with a surprisingly deep bow.
The three men wasted no more time and with a twitch of Gizurr’s head they began a slow jog towards the city of Takrak.  The terrain consisted of flat open fields of lush grasses that rippled like waves in the afternoon breeze.  Some quarter of a mile off the main road, Jetzan’s keen eyes noticed a small break in the uniformity of the grasses that he instinctively knew to be unnatural.  If somebody lay injured and he had passed by, it would not sit easily with him.
“Gizurr –,” he began to speak.
“I see it too,” interjected Gizurr, “and you want to investigate it.” The Dwarf responded as if the matter was already settled.
Reassured at the Dwarf’s reply, Jetzan immediately left the roadway, noting the change in the sound of their footsteps, as their legs pushed through the thick grasses that were at least two feet high.
Within a short space of time they had closed in on the dark area which had grown steadily in size as they had approached.  It was not a body but a gigantic hole.  Slowing into a series of micro steps, they gingerly inched themselves forward to peer over the edge.
The hole was at least four foot wide and it looked like there had been some type of cave-in.  A faint glow of orange firelight could be seen some twenty feet below them, indicating that they were stood above tunnels that were being actively used. 
“Do you have any mines out here?” inquired Jetzan.
“There’s only dirt, clay and a few worthless rocks out here. There are no gems, metals or anything of value.” Gizurr replied in confusion.
Almost at once the three companions knew what the side tunnel indicated and a deep sense of foreboding hit them.  The fabled city of Takrak, impregnable granite walls, sheltered on three sides by a four hundred foot ravine and river, was built upon a hill.  This hill, which would add to its strategic defence against those attacking above on the surface rested only upon average soiled and slightly rocky ground.  If you cannot break through or go over an obstacle, there is nothing stopping you from going underneath it.
Before the companions had a chance to back away from the hole, fate decided that due to the recent rains that it would widen it by a further couple of feet and instantly swallowed them down into its depths.
 




Chapter 5
 
Ellaminva Llellyvn sighed and cupped her chin in her hands as she sat in the warm grass to stare at her friend.  Vank was a male adolescent Dragon and she had known him since he was a newborn Dragonling some eighty years ago.  He had been up to his old tricks of helping himself to her father’s vegetables again, something which most Dragons strictly avoided, largely due to their infamous digestive problems.
“You really should strike a match after that last one.” Ellaminva admonished.
“What for, I’m out in the fresh air and besides, it’s better out than in.”  Vank grinned, his lime green eyes and rainbow coloured scales glistening in rhythm to his soft chuckles in the afternoon’s warm sunshine.
POP.  “Ah that’s better,” he snorted and spun in a slow circle wrapping his oversized tail around him as he settled on the soft grass. 
Ellaminva uncrossed her legs and stood up with a smile.  “You really do make me laugh, but if you dare do that inside the house I will be upset.”
Vank stared up innocently at her face to gauge her mood and then immediately smiled as he saw her warm blue eyes twinkling.  Ellaminva was now of an age to be considered a beautiful Elven woman.  She could easily be classified as comely even in the eyes of her kin, who were themselves considered to be a fair race.  She stood an athletic six feet tall yet moved with an almost ethereal grace.  However, Vank was not fooled. Underneath her grace and beauty lay both a strength and agility that could easily best most of those pesky humans that Vank had heard so many bad things about.  To Vank, Ellaminva was both his best friend and his family and he followed her everywhere.
“I’m going to see father to apologise on your behalf about his prized vegetables,” Ellaminva said, “and you’re staying here until you’ve finished.”
POP. POP. POP.                     
“Yes, well I don’t need to say anything further on that do I?” She grinned as she spun around and jogged towards the village green, “See you in a few hours!” she shouted over her shoulder as she began to run.
But Vank was already fast asleep.  Popping and burping merrily away in the afternoon sun.
* * * *
Gizurr groaned and rapidly felt a hand clasp itself over his mouth in response.  “Ssshh” said Ragni his eyes huge in the semi-darkness as he nodded towards the moving silhouettes highlighted by the torchlight of an adjacent passageway.
“Thank the Creator he’s finally awake,” whispered Jetzan, who Gizurr found to be closely pressed against him in the small confines of the side tunnel where they were hiding.
“Where are we?” croaked Gizurr as he lifted his left hand to feel his forehead to feel a massive bump, loosely covered by some sort of cloth mixed with the wet, warm throb of his own blood.
“Don’t mess,” Ragni hissed. The Dwarf was clearly terrified and wanted Gizurr to remain both as still and quiet as possible.
Gizurr steadied himself and silently felt around in the gloom with his hands.  Jetzan’s tall torso was situated to his right and had clasped hold of one of his arms and Ragni was situated to his other side. They had clearly been holding him upright between the two of them for some time while they hid behind a slim column of rock situated near to the collapsed tunnel that they had fallen into.  At any moment they might be discovered and it was immediately clear to Gizurr that they needed to move fast.
“Get ready on my command,” whispered Jetzan as he stared into the semi darkness and listened.
The silhouettes of over a hundred bodies on the walls of the tunnel could be seen passing by. The occasional grunts and guttural sounding dialect that they used informed the companions that the shadowy figures were those of Orcs.   Gizurr’s blood turned cold with the knowledge that should they be discovered that they were thoroughly outnumbered and would be easily slaughtered.
The shuffling sound made by the Orcish battalion slowly became fainter and the silhouettes disappeared from view.  This was their opportunity to move and they all knew it.
“Now hold onto my belt Gizurr, and Ragni you hold onto Gizurr’s!” hissed Jetzan as he darted from behind the stone column where they were hiding and crept cautiously ahead into the gloom.
Even in the semi-darkness, the companions were immediately struck by the size of the main tunnel.  It was large enough to house the movements of heavy equipment along with a large invading army.  Standing at over forty feet high and thirty feet wide it must have taken both considerable time and effort to have them engineered.  The companions stood in no doubt that nothing less than a mass invasion was about to take place, whether this would affect just the Dwarven stronghold of Takrak remained unknown, but given the sighting of demons headed South West to the human settlements, it was looking increasingly likely like that it was a worldwide invasion that was taking place.
Shaking his head at these thoughts, Jetzan focused on the immediate task of finding a safer hiding place for the group.  Spying a mass of boulders to the right hand side of the tunnel Jetzan quickly led them there and they crouched down low to consider their next course of action.
Gizurr used his right sleeve to wipe away some of the congealing blood that had travelled down his face from his head wound.  “So what now genius?” he winced, instantly regretting his harsh use of words towards Jetzan who had just found them a safer place to hide.
“We need to find one of their exit routes. They must have some located along one of these side tunnels.  We just have to find one of them,” he replied ignoring Gizurr’s earlier comment.
Suddenly another group of Orcs appeared from the Eastern route of the tunnel, another battalion, smaller than the first but with larger shapes mixed among it heading their way.  The companions pressed themselves flat against the cold boulders and stone flooring and lay motionless.  The scraping and foot shuffling sound grew louder as the battalion neared their hiding location.  Gizurr held his breath and began to worry if a Troll was amongst their number as Trolls were notoriously good at scenting out blood.  If a Troll was among the band they would be dead for sure.
Fortune must have smiled upon them as for a second time the group escaped detection. The three companions heaved a sigh of relief.
“We can’t go on like this. We must escape now else the next time we will be discovered for sure.” Ragni gasped, his eyes were now wide with terror.
“Agreed,” growled Gizurr as both of them looked towards Jetzan for guidance.
“I suggest we travel with the invading groups rather than risk going in the opposite direction.  These tunnels are likely to be crawling with the enemy and anything going against the flow will stick out.” Jetzan suggested.
“How do we do that?” Ragni asked in confusion.
“We wait for an opportunity to acquire some armour from some Orcish stragglers, then travel incognito until we pass an exit.  I’ve seen their garb, some of them look vaguely human or Dwarven in stature and many have full armour masks, so we stand a chance.”
“Small chance of survival as opposed to no chance, let’s takes the small chance?” Ragni asked, his eyes appealing to Gizurr to agree to the plan.
Gizurr stared at the dim outline of the human as crouched down among the rocks.  The human had helped them survive so far and he knew that he had no better idea. He had already decided that he both liked and trusted the man.
“Sounds like a plan,” he growled as he silently drew his sword in readiness.
“I’ve also got my Grandmother’s Bedazzler Locket.” Ragni added, almost as an afterthought. He held it up to show it to Jetzan.
“Creator be blessed!” Jetzan exclaimed in excitement, leaning forward to examine the locket more closely.  “It’s a Bedliari Miplivan charm locket!” he smiled at Ragni, “do you know how to recite the charm?”
Ragni frowned, “My grandmother once told it to me, but I’ve never had the need to use it. However, I’m sure it must work sometimes even without reciting the charm.  Besides, I can’t quite remember the words,” Ragni, finally admitted.  It was too dark to see but Jetzan was sure that he was blushing with embarrassment about forgetting to mention that he possessed the locket much earlier.
“What’s a Bedliari thingymagig when it’s at home?” Gizurr asked.
“It’s an Elven charm locket.  Some have mild magic whereas others are incredibly powerful.  They help calm both beasts and potential enemies. Sometimes they even enable the wearer to become invisible for short periods of time.” Jetzan exclaimed excitedly.  
“How did you come by this?  They are incredibly rare outside of the Elven peoples.”  Jetzan asked then swiftly shook his head, “Never mind.  You can tell me all about it later once we’ve got the hell out of here.” 
Ragni immediately gave the locket to Jetzan. The tracker closed his eyes at the as his fingers clasped hold of the charm.  He quietly whispered some words which sounded Elven to Gizurr’s ear and also sounded familiar to those told to Ragni by his late grandmother.  After a few short moments Jetzan held opened the palm of his hand for Ragni to retrieve it. The locket looked exactly the same, save that it felt mildly warmer to the touch.  He placed the locket around his neck and tucked it safely away underneath his woolen shirt.
“How did you come to learn the language of the Elven?” Gizurr asked, squinting curiously in the dark at the increasingly curious human to which he’d taken a liking.
“It’s a complicated story and not one to be recounted right now.” Replied Jetzan as he peered into the darkness. He withdrew a jagged edged dagger from his boot.
Taking his cue, both Gizurr and Ragni readied their weapons.  Gizurr had decided to replace his beloved Blaze with a garroting rope, in order to achieve a silent kill.  Ragni had opted for his favorite sickle shaped hunting knife that he used for field kills on animal hunts.
The three companions waited and it was not long until another band of Orcish warriors could be seen heading towards their hiding location.  As before, they pressed themselves flat against the cold stones in an attempt to hide their presence, but this time with the view to spying the tail end of the group as soon as they had passed.  As the sound of footsteps began to diminish Jetzan could hear a few late trails of scuffed boots from the end of the battalion.  Having assessed that it was safe to act, he immediately sprang up from behind the boulders and attacked the nearest Orc who was dead with a blade in his neck before he knew what had happened.  Ragni was the next to appear and deftly twisted his blade under the chin of the second Orc, who again, was quickly dispatched without too much effort. The third Orc had more time to respond and swung around with a wickedly spiked club, narrowly missing the head of Jetzan and crashing into the tunnel wall.  Gizurr was next to move, dropping his now useless garroting rope and grabbing the legs of the Orc as they tumbled to the ground.  Jetzan quickly leaped on top of the downed Orc and dispatched the surprised creature with one smooth motion of his dagger across its throat. 
“I hate Orcs”. Grimaced Gizurr as he stared into the dead face of the allotted Orc whose armour he would be taking.  Its greenish blue skin and lizard like eyes made his skin crawl.  
“Think about something nice that you will do with Mistress Inga when you get back home,” Ragni winked in reply.
“Aye indeed I will!” smirked a much happier Gizurr.
* * * *
Ethan absent mindedly rubbed the ears of his mare Bella as the three travelers wound their way along the muddy path leading towards Beshok.  He was the last in the line of horses, with Cara located just ahead of him and Master Bedwyr leading the group.  Whilst doing so he admiringly examined the sway of Cara’s back as she moved in perfect motion with her mount.  It had occurred to him some time ago that she was very pretty and from what he gathered so far had a kindly nature.  He also found himself thinking back to the kiss she had given him on the Isle of Vallan, how soft and inviting her lips were and the warm blue of her eyes.  There was no doubting that they shared a connection and he wondered how often Cara had been looking at him over the past few months with her use of Bedwyr’s magic orb.  This thought troubled him.  Had she seen how he was treated by his factory supervisor?  What must she think of him in how meekly he had put up with it for so long?  She probably pitied him he thought with embarrassment.  He was nothing but a mild natured man-boy with no backbone to stand up to the office bully. He decided that she had probably kissed him out of kindness and nothing more.  Besides, he thought, she had chosen him for someone else anyway, for that Princess Talina no less.
Sighing with disappointment at his short lived romantic daydream he decided to reaffirm his connection with the mysterious Princess Talina, “So, Cara, do you think that the Princess and I are well suited?” he enquired to the back of her head.
For a moment he wondered if she had heard him, but slowly she positioned herself around on her mount to view him, “As much as anyone else I assessed,” she smiled back with an expression he couldn’t quite place.
Mildly irritated at her rather muted response he replied, “Well if she’s pretty and has a good sense of humour, you never know I might marry her.”
“Good for you,” she responded without expression and turned her gaze back to face the road ahead.
Ethan stared at the back of her head and remained silent.  Chivvying up his horse, he moved ahead of Cara and closed in on Master Bedwyr.
“Do you really think that I have the ability to use magic?” he asked, rubbing his forehead as he could feel the beginning of a headache coming on.
“Yes I do,” replied Master Bedwyr mysteriously.
“How so?”
“There is a lot about you which fits the description of the person written about in my books,” said Master Bedwyr, patting the bulky shape of the book hidden inside his left breast pocket.
“What do you mean ‘written about’? What book?” queried Ethan with his eyebrows slightly raised.
“There’s a text, written by a Seer who lived some two thousand years ago.  So far, the text has predicted quite accurately much of what has happened. It mentions that someone from another world will come to forge a bridge between our worlds. This person, with courage, honour, love and sacrifice will halt the loss of magic from our world and heal the plains of existence.
“So this is where the love bit comes in,” sighed Ethan, “I am to fall in love with Princess Talina and do the squishy stuff, but what about the sacrifice bit?  Is that where I snuff it?” he asked, failing to sound nonchalant.
Master Bedwyr looked at Ethan with an intense gaze, “I have no intention of letting you ‘snuff it’ as you put it.  Besides, I am thinking that it would be taken quite badly by your parents, not to mention other people.”
“What other people?” Ethan asked with an open expression.
Master Bedwyr’s expression grew darker.  “Are you really that blind?” he whispered.
Ethan looked blankly at Master Bedwyr and blinked.  Sighing, Master Bedwyr looked at the road ahead and tapped the flanks of his horse with his heels.  “We need to cover more ground if we are to find suitable lodging before nightfall.”  Master Bedwyr moved his horse quickly ahead before Ethan was able to speak further.
Both Cara and Ethan matched their mounts to the pace of Master Bedwyr’s horse as they sped across the path.  In the cold light of the morning Ethan noted that the sky was a clear ice blue and not a cloud was in sight.  To either side of them were open fields of grass as far as the eye could see, with a smattering of a few oak and elm trees to either side of them.
After several hours of swift travel, their horses showed signs of fatigue and they slowed their mounts to a walk.  Master Bedwyr leaned forward to feel the heaving sides of his horse and promptly stopped and dismounted, beckoning them both to do the same.
“We are in danger of pushing them too far.  We shall walk some of the way.  There is a small stream up ahead there where we can water our horses.” Master Bedwyr pointed towards a small hillock some four hundred meters ahead of the group.
“I didn’t mean that,” said Ethan, almost saying the words without knowing he was going to say them.
“Didn’t mean what?”  Cara asked with her back towards him.
“About marrying Princess Talina,” he replied, “as if she would be interested in someone like me anyway,” he laughed nervously.
Cara was silent for a moment and quietly patted the neck of her horse. 
“You haven’t met her yet.  Maybe she looks like the backend of a Tarn’s arse!” she replied as she burst out in laughter to which Ethan immediately responded in kind.
Turning round to face him, they smiled in unison and were relieved to note that the tension between them had gone.
“Come on you nutter,” she stated, “let’s go water our new pet horses and get walking!”
Smiling at one another they headed towards the hillock.  He had no idea what a Tarn’s arse looked like, but he was sure that it wasn’t pretty.
 




Chapter 6
 
Councilor Delabo rubbed his hands together in glee in anticipation of the power he would have following the massacre of the Council of Elders.   Only the bloodied body of Councilor Vichan had survived for a few hours after the attack; finally succumbing to his many horrific wounds in the early hours of the following morning.  His death had removed the headache of Councilor Delabo finding a way to have him killed without arousing suspicion.  Although one was badly wounded, both of the Blood Trackers had disappeared as quickly as they had arrived. Their trail was last seen heading North East, back to whence they came, so that problem was also solved.
At long last, Councilor Delabo had realised his lifelong ambition for power. The only price was servitude to GraJin to which he readily agreed. It was during his secret exploration of the diabolical dark arts that he had established a communication with a servant of GraJin, a small wraithlike creature that called itself Yariq. Councilor Delabo suspected that the small hooded creature which reached no higher than his waist was one of the lesser demons that had recently escaped from the veil along with GraJin.
The first instruction that he had received from Yariq was to recall the Emissaries and to end all communications with the Isle of Vallan.  The first order could be achieved by bringing forth the argument of the lack of response received from both the Dwarves and the Elves.  The second order to break all communication with the College of Mages could also be achieved but would arouse some suspicion from the populace.
Councilor Delabo knew that he needed to establish himself as being a safe pair of hands that was working towards the security and safety of his citizens.  The enactment of mandatory subscription into the army and the training of the troops in readiness to protect the city would be required.  This was merely a tactical move on his part but it would satisfy his subjects for the time being.  The main thing was to be ready when GraJin called upon him.
* * * *
Dilliavin Llellyvn stood with his arms crossed and lips pursed as his daughter Ellaminva explained and apologised for the loss of his latest crop of prized cabbages and peas.
“So you see, he’s really is doing it for health reasons,” said Ellaminva, biting the corner of her lip which she often did when she didn’t quite believe what she was saying, but when she hoped that the other person would believe her.
“Not for anybody else’s health,” responded an unconvinced Dilliavin.
“Well, no.” Ellaminva confessed with a half-smile.
He raised a stern finger, “No entry into our house until all the after effects are complete and no flight training for at least a week!” he added.
“A week?” Ellaminva cried, “Vank will be mortified!”
“Well maybe he will think twice next time before taking other people’s prized vegetables,” replied Dilliavin who then turned on his heels and went inside their family home. He immediately headed towards the kitchen of the snow white cottage to help her mother with the stew and inform her about the missing ingredients.
“Not a week,” Ellaminva mumbled, “not even an hour!” she mumbled even louder and swiftly turned on her heels. She stopped briefly at her bedroom to collect some items and then immediately headed towards the family barn to pick up Vank’s flight training gear.
With her face burning with anger at the injustice of it all she headed out with purpose towards the rather large figure of the sleeping Dragon which could be seen twinkling in the sunlight from a fair distance. His rainbow coloured scales changed from violet, to pink to blue and then finally to indigo as they moved in response to his breathing and twinkled in the midday sunshine.
A lime green eye popped open as Vank’s keen ears heard the soft padding of a very determined set of feet over a hundred yards away.  He saw the set expression on Ellaminva’s face and then swiftly spied the flight gear that she held in her hands. He immediately leapt up and danced around in a tight circle excitedly, popping a few times as he did so.
“Flight time! Flight time!” he roared in glee as his face beamed and he was now excited and fully awake.
Ellaminva could not suppress a huge smile seeing how happy Vank was.  What was father thinking in banning Vank for a week? He knows how much Dragons love to fly.
“Yes my darling Vank. We are going to rid you of your wind with some flying exercises.” she piped in a cheery voice, slipping on Vank’s riding bridle then swiftly throwing over the first set of ropes onto which the riding saddle would be attached.
“Erm Ellaminva, I’m not sure I’m ready for that yet,” he said with a worried frown.
“Oh don’t be silly. Of course you’re ready! You’re strong enough to carry the both of us.  You’re certainly big enough by now and I trust you,” she responded warmly and patted his neck reassuringly.
Vank’s face beamed with pride and he snuggled up closely to the crook of her neck, blowing a snort of warm air into her neck as Dragon’s do with only a select few to whom they have given their heart.
Ellaminva blinked back a tear and smiled as recognised the important gesture of love and companionship offered by her dear friend and hugged his neck.
“Right then, let’s fly!” she shouted, as she quickly leapt into the training saddle and grabbed the reins.
Vank spread open his sizeable wings, which fully extended spanned some thirty feet.  His wings matched the scales of his body, and changed colour in response to different angles of light caught by the sun.  At times, he could easily be considered to be a rainbow Dragon, although sometimes all the colours seemed to collide together to form the purest beams of bright white light.
“Hold on!” he roared as he began to beat his powerful wings at great speed and readied himself for a gigantic leap into the air.
For the first time, Ellaminva hesitated, wondering if Vank was indeed ready to fly with her weight added on top.  He was quite young she thought, but he was so strong and test flights with weighted dummies had proven successful.   Before she could think further on this matter, she felt a great whoosh of air as Vank leapt up high, followed by powerful gusts of wind made by Vank’s long, strong wings either side of her body and they were up and away.
The trees rapidly shrank in size as Vank made an almost vertical climb for some two hundred feet.
“Vank, level off!” gasped a worried sounding Ellaminva as she clung on precariously in the training saddle.
Immediately Vank responded and they started to glide across the forest.   Ellaminva grinned with joy and leaned forward in her saddle, her long hair billowing behind her.  Across her athletic back, she carried a quiver of arrows and a long bow, items which she kept with her at all times now, especially following recent rumours of creatures afoot towards the West.  For some reason, despite her haste, Ellaminva had also brought along with her the fine Dwarven sword that was presented to her by her father last summer at her coming of age event.  Dragons may indeed be the natural lords of the skies in Nemedia, but it was not unheard of for a young or wounded Dragon to be attacked and killed by a flock of Tarns. These creatures were roughly half the size of a fully grown Dragon and resembled a horrific chimera of the body of a vulture, claws of a lion, with powerful flat faces which housed an enormous set of fangs perfectly designed for ripping apart huge chunks of flesh, which they seemed equally capable of doing while in midair as well as when on the ground. Their usual feeding behavior was solitary. However, in recent times when food was short, roosting groups could be seen high in the mountains of Findias that would occasionally hunt together in flocks.
The hours seemed to pass quickly as the two companions slowly glided even higher above the tree tops, eventually abandoning their Westward direction and heading on a more Northerly route towards Findias.
* * * *
Ragni squeezed his hands around the Bedazzler Locket, his lips silently reciting a prayer to Thor, the Dwarven god of War.  The three companions had already cleaned off all of traces of blood and donned the armour of the dead Orcs.
“Quickly, drag their bodies behind these rocks,” commanded Jetzan who now wore a full set of Orcish green plated armour and a full length visor. At a distance, he could easily be mistaken for an Orc and his two smaller companions could be mistaken for a Goblin.  The two Dwarves were able to wear the Orcish body armour, helmet and boots, but had to make do with their original leggings.
“The locket you wear should help somewhat,” Jetzan nodded towards the item that Ragni clasped hold of. Jetzan had managed to create a make-shift backpack for them to store their original equipment and they then began to tentatively make their way along the dimly lit passageway. 
“We must move in the same direction as the enemy else we will draw attention to ourselves.” Jetzan whispered, glancing back briefly to ensure that the corpses of the Orcs were totally hidden from view.
“Aye, every tunnel must have an escape route or air shaft,” Gizurr agreed as his eyes squinted in the darkness.
Time seemed endless as they nervously moved through the dimly lit tunnels, halting every few seconds to listen for the sound of footfalls.  By pure chance they came across a second shaft.  The tunnel was not lit, which indicated that it was not in current use.  Jetzan’s keen nose picked up a distant breeze and scent of the meadow flower Oxbrey, a small blue flower which he had seen growing within the grasslands and woodlands near Takrak.
“There’s an exit or air hole up ahead I think.” Declared Jetzan, a slow smile spreading across his strained face which neither companions could see behind his visor.
“I trust your judgment,” replied Gizurr, surprised at the warmth of his own response.
“Aye and so do I,” Ragni added.
Without hesitating, Jetzan led the way forward as they moved slowly into the narrow side passageway. It was barely wide enough to fit more than one person.  If they needed to fight, they would have no room to manoeuvre, but neither would their enemy.
Jetzan could sense as he walked that there was a slight incline in the angle of the ground which indicated that the tunnel was slowly leading towards the surface.  After what seemed like an eternity, the slight breeze that he had sensed earlier began to become discernibly stronger.  Jetzan stopped and his two companions followed suit. They listened.
The sound of trees swaying in respond to a stiff breeze became steadily louder. They could not hear the sounds of any animals or see any sunlight above and Jetzan surmised that darkness of night had now fallen. He moved forward, feeling with his hands and quickly located the edges of what seemed to be a wooden ladder that led up towards to the surface.  Without whispering a word, he fumbled for the arm of Gizurr and guided him towards the ladder.  Gizurr repeated this action and quietly alerted Ragni of their escape route.  Deftly and with great care, Jetzan led first and began to creep up the ladder. From the sounds above he guessed the surface to be some thirty feet away. If anyone looked down into the hole, all they would see would be darkness. 
Jetzan was not foolish enough to think that the enemy would be absent.  They had created this tunnel for a reason.  It was not a ventilation shaft as the ladder indicated that it had been placed there for the enemy to enter and leave at will.  The most likely explanation was that it was a surveillance exit, both for monitoring the progress and direction of the tunnel as well as for sending out spies to monitor the activities outside the city of Takrak.
The entranceway would most likely be manned, ensuring the silence of anybody that may stumble upon its existence.
As he neared the top of the ladder Jetzan stopped once more. Slowly, his hand reached down into his right boot and withdrew a long hunting dagger.  Clenching the item between his teeth, he continued upwards. 
Around a foot from the surface Jetzan stopped climbing once more.  He’d placed his feet higher up the ladder while maintaining a crouch position with his legs, ready to jump out of the hole should the need arise.  Gingerly he then raised his head and scanned from his new vantage point a circular sweep of the area.  From what he could see, they were situated in woodland to the West of Takrak. This made tactical sense as the trees would provide a natural screen of activity surrounding the side tunnel. 
Some sixty yards deeper into the woodland the sound of a twig snapping caught the attention of Jetzan.  As a tracker by profession, he knew instinctively that the noise was not made by any animal.
Quickly, he assessed how much time he had and judged his exit route to be safest leading towards a dense thicket of bushes.  He deftly leapt out of the hole, while holding his backpack close to his body to silence any noise of its clinking contents and quickly crawled into the heart of the thicket.  Almost immediately, he was joined by the softly panting bodies of Gizurr and Ragni.
The three companions lay waiting, weapons drawn.  The gaze of the Dwarves followed that of Jetzan, who indicated with a brief finger towards his visor and nod into the dense woodland that danger was near.
A second crack of a twig alerted them that something was moving closer to their location, no doubt heading towards the mine shaft entrance.   After a few moments a dark figure appeared.  It looked human, but the night was dark and looks could be deceiving.
“Where is that blasted hole?” said the voice of what was now clearly that of an elderly sounding human who sounded very irate.
“Ah, there you are,” he continued, oblivious to the presence of the three companions hiding in the thicket.  
They watched as he peered over the entrance of the hole, then, muttering to himself with his back turned to them, removed his backpack and started rummaging through its contents. Sensing his chance, Jetzan crawled out slowly from behind the thicket, his dagger clenched once more between his teeth.  He had already decided that the human posed little threat in his current state of distraction. He would learn more from capturing and questioning him than from killing him outright.
With a swift lunge, Jetzan grabbed the old man from behind with his left arm and used his right hand to press his hunting dagger across his throat.  The old man tried to yell out in fear.
“Quiet!” Jetzan hissed, fearful of alerting others.
The old man immediately did as he was told. “You don’t sound like a stinking Orc, what are you, a robber?” he asked trembling.
“Not an Orc.  I am human like you old man.  Explain yourself.” Jetzan spun the man around sharply to face him, his dagger was now poised dangerously above the old man’s heart.
“I’m here to blow that hole to kingdom come.” The man stated who now glared at him with steely blue eyes.
He gestured towards his backpack, “I’ve killed the Orcs guarding it with bear traps and now I’m going to dynamite the rest.”
Appearing out from the thicket both Gizurr and Ragni headed towards the backpack.
“There’s enough dynamite in here to blow up half of Nemedia!” exclaimed Ragni.
Jetzan lowered his dagger,“Where are the Orc bodies?”
“Still in the bear traps, you can go check them out if you want,” the old man replied as he pointed towards the forest depths.
“Take me there and explain who you are and what you’re doing here.” Jetzan commanded, still wary of the old man.
“My name’s Baxan Morholt. Consider me at your service,” replied the old man with a slight bow.
“Speak then.” Jetzan responded, not willing to get on friendlier terms with him until he knew more about him.
Carrying the backpack of dynamite with them, they proceeded to follow the man to check out his story. As they travelled the old man named spoke, “You see, I’ve lived in these woods for some twenty years.  They are quite good for hunting grounds you see and generally I am left alone, which I like.”  Glancing back briefly at Jetzan he continued, “Just a few days ago, I smelled something different in these woods, it took quite a while for me to remember the stench of Orc.”  He snorted, “You tend to notice if Orcs are within a square mile of you.”
“Indeed.” Gizurr growled approvingly.
“Well, Orcs aren’t too bright either. All I needed to do was follow them for a couple of days to see where they went then I set the bear traps. The stupid creatures were dead before they knew what happened.”  He nodded towards his backpack that was being carried by Ragni.
“My final task was to close off their access route into my woods.”
“Do you know what that access route was?” Jetzan enquired in a neutral tone.
“Don’t know, don’t care.” Baxan responded.
“By blowing up that hole, all you would have done is slow them down, or worse, alerted them that someone on the surface might know of their plans.  Within hours, hundreds of Orcs would be scouring these woods looking to spill your blood!”  Jetzan exclaimed.
Baxan froze then turned around to face him. “What plans?”
“There is about to be a major invasion of Takrak.  You’ve stumbled upon a side access tunnel.  There’s a massive excavation underway underground in preparation for annihilation of the city.” Replied Jetzan, his expression still masked by his visor.
Even though it was dark, Jetzan thought that he could see the colour draining from the old man’s face.  “What can I do to help?” whispered Baxan.
“Show me the bodies first. We must hide them quickly to avoid alerting the enemy that we know of their presence.  We must then get a message to Jarl Egill in Takrak immediately.” Jetzan instinctively placed his hand on the shoulder of the clearly traumatised old man.
“Down there,” said Baxan, pointing towards a well camouflaged deep pit, where closer inspection revealed the silhouettes of three mangled bodies impaled by wooden stakes.
* * * *
The horses had been well watered and Ethan had the mind to pick up a few apples in Dukar for his horse Bella.  Stroking her mane gently he fed the chestnut mare the second to last of his store of apples and she snorted happily in response to the unexpected treat. Ethan smiled at Cara as she petted her own horse that she had fondly named Jet. Her animal was well named.  She was as black as night, save for a small white blaze that ran across her forehead.
“Right you two, the day is drawing to a close. It’s time we found a suitable camp site,” stated a cheery sounding Master Bedwyr.
“Master Bedwyr? Do you think that I possess magical abilities?” Ethan enquired.
“Yes I do, but I don’t know yet if you are an Enacter or a Channeler. We can test that once we pitch out camp.” Master Bedwyr nodded towards a copse of trees located some half mile off into the distance.
“What’s an Enacter?” Ethan asked.
“An Enacter is exactly what the name implies.  They can make things happen. This can be the elements, fire, wind, air, water, earth.   For example, with fire, you can set things on fire or send out fireballs.  Earth is more complicated, you can use the forests to bend trees to garrote enemies or make roots sprout from the ground to spear them. You can also make your body into stone, useful if you need some protection no?” Master Bedwyr responded with a quizzical raise of an eyebrow and mischievous glint in his eye.
“Indeed!” replied an excited Ethan, “yes please to trying that out!”
“Tell him what a Channeler does,” interjected Cara who sounded worried.
“Hmm, a Channeler,”   Master Bedwyr rubbed his nose then tweaked his spectacles, as he glance over at Cara, “a Chaneler is someone who is able to be a vessel to magnify the powers of another.”
“I don’t think I like the sound of that.” Ethan responded, blinking rapidly.
“There are not many people that can or want to become Channelers and nobody can make a person be one without their consent. It’s not a type of possession. Think of it as someone who magnifies the abilities of another with them both working towards the same goal,” Master Bedwyr explained.
“I will teach you two words of power, and you can try them out to see if you can make a camp fire, that should do the trick for the first test,”  he said giving Ethan a smile.
“What are the words?” Ethan asked as he was already impatient to get started.
“We shall start tonight my lad, not now.  I don’t want you setting fire to your hair or something if you don’t know how to focus your words properly.”
Master Bedwyr clicked his heels moved his horse ahead of both Ethan and Cara closing off the conversation for the time being.  Ethan leveled his horse next to Cara’s and spoke, “Do you know of any Channelers in the Isle of Vallan. Which are you?” he asked, peering curiously at Cara’s face.
“I’m a second level Enacter and no, Channelers are extremely rare.”  She held Ethan in a strong gaze and added, “Please know that both I and Master Bedwyr won’t let anything happen to you that may cause you any harm.”
Ethan held her gaze for a while longer, feeling his cheeks redden at the intensity of her gaze.
“I believe you,” he responded, looking away ahead of them to view the growing silhouette of the town of Beshok, still some forty miles off into the distance.
As the day began to draw to a close, they located a small copse of trees nearby to which the pitched camp, rolling out their bedrolls to lie beneath the emerging stars.   Ethan could hardly maintain his excitement as he waited for Master Bedwyr to ask him to light the evening fire and he almost ran around at break-neck speed to gather kindling for the evening camp fire.  Once he had amassed a sizeable pile of branches and twigs he looked up expectantly at the turned back of Master Bedwyr who stood reading a chapter of the book which he always carried close with him.  Ethan recognised it as the book that Master Bedwyr had referred to regarding the prophecies of the Seer that were written over two  thousand years ago.
Master Bedwyr turned around still reading the book, a look of intense concentration on his face, his spectacles sliding down his sizeable nose as he did so with his head bent forward.
“Ah yes, so that is what’s needed,” he stated to no one in particular.
“What’s needed?” Ethan frowned in confusion.
“What? Oh, yes, sorry, I was concentrating on something,” he replied, rapidly shutting the book and moving it to his inside breast pocket jacket in one swift action.
Clapping his hands together he gave Ethan an intense stare and motioned him to be seated.  Ethan rapidly did as he was bid and was surprised to feel the warm leg of Cara who was sitting in very close proximity to him.
“Good.” Master Bedwyr nodded approvingly, “Cara, take hold of Ethan’s left hand and Ethan, please raise your right hand above the kindling.”  
Ethan did as he was asked and felt Cara clasp his other hand. Her eyes were now closed and she was mumbling words that he did not understand.
“When you announce the words that I am about to tell you, focus upon the wood, and use your will to force it to catch fire.”  Master Bedwyr was now kneeling close to Ethan and had both his hands covering the top part of Ethan’s right hand, “speak aloud the words Semper Ignis”.
Ethan looked at the wood pile and repeated the words.  Nothing happened.
“Speak the words again,” responded Master Bedwyr, “and believe that the wood will catch fire.”
Ethan eyed the wood pile again and this time imagined the fire burning hot, high and as a ferocious blaze. He could imagine in his mind’s eye the wood glowing hot and that and the heat of the flickering flames, then he spoke the words, “Semper Ignis.”
Immediately he felt a surge of power surge out from under his right hand, he sensed the heat yet the fire did not burn him.  Both Cara and Master Bedwyr were mumbling incantations as a faint haze of magic surrounded them to protect them from the stray fire that now burned erratically all around them.  “Focus Ethan, focus!” yelled a worried Master Bedwyr, “aim your fire at the kindling only!”
Ethan imagined the flames narrowing down to a singular stream from out of his hand.  Almost immediately, in response the fire became directed and the kindling caught alight.  “Imagine the flame has stopped now Ethan!” Master Bedwyr exclaimed in excitement, “If you can’t do it, just say Desino to stop it.”
Ethan’s mind was full of awe and he knew instinctively that he would have difficulty this first time in imagining it to stop, so he said the word, “Desino”.  In response, the flame immediately ceased from under his right hand and the three companions were left with a sturdy camp fire.
Both Cara and Master Bedwyr halted their incantations and the three companions now leaned back in relief to view the result of their exertions.
“Congratulations,” sneered a voice from the shadows.
A figure quickly emerged into the camp to reveal the grinning face of Bindan the ferryman. He had somehow managed to follow them out of Dukar. A brief lick of his lips revealed that the man was enjoying himself.
Ethan could perceive the vague shapes of others shifting in the shadows. For a moment, both Ethan and Cara looked blankly at each other and then suddenly leapt to their feet, drawing their short swords, their eyes scanning for danger.  They now stood either side of Master Bedwyr who had remained seated.
“How can we help you and your friends Bindan?” Master Bedwyr enquired as he pushed his spectacles further up the bridge of his nose with his index finger.
Unnerved at the calm demeanor of the old man, Bindan paused. Something was wrong.
After a quick glance into the shadows for reassurance, Bindan snorted. He had travelled too far to leave with nothing.  The boy clearly had something of value and he wanted it.  Of course, that would mean their deaths to ensure their silence, but he had done such things before. The old man was nothing but a fool who knew a few magic tricks. The girl and boy were no threat at all and besides, he had brought backup. They were as good as dead.
“Tell me where the money is and I might let you live,” he lied, offering an unconvincing smile.  They might have buried their treasure somewhere nearby and he needed to learn where they had hidden it before slitting their throats.
“We have no money Bindan,” Master Bedwyr replied as he rose slowly to his feet and rolled back his sleeves.
For the second time, Bindan felt unnerved. For all the years that he had been the ferryman at the port of Milvin he had never seen the old man do anything more than a few magic tricks. Surely he posed no threat?
“You must all leave now or I will be forced to kill you.” Master Bedwyr announced quietly with a dark expression that made Bindan’s blood freeze.
“Enough of these wind spitters!” An angry voice growled from the darkness. A dagger whistled closely Ethan’s face and he gasped out loud in fear.
Suddenly, out of the shadows three heavyset men, dressed in similar scruffy attire to that of Bindan charged the group. Yelling battle cries, the first attacker reached Ethan who managed to jerk his head back just in time to miss the vicious swipe of a blade.  Stumbling back in terror, Ethan instinctively raised his short sword to block a second attack aimed at his belly.  Ethan gasped the words, “Semper Ignis”, raising his free hand as he fell backwards towards the earth.  Nothing happened.  In the brief second that his brain had to process the situation, he recalled the need to imagine the object or person actually being on fire.
“Semp-,” Ethan began to speak again, but was interrupted by the need to roll sharply to his left in order to avoid the downward thrust of a sword.
He would not get the chance to roll again. The man had leapt on top of him and now had his full body weight on Ethan, pinning him to the ground. He saw the man raise his sword arm for a fourth time, unable to move, Ethan closed his eyes to wait for the inevitable.
Ethan did not die.  To his surprise he felt the weight of the man disappear at the same time as hearing a blood curdling scream.  He quickly opened his eyes to see the body of his attacker some ten yards away, the last vestiges of magical power still flickering around his burning corpse. 
Master Bedwyr, eyes as dark as thunder, stood in the centre of the camp site,  his arms pointing towards the second attacker, a ring on both of his hands burning with the brightest blue-white light that Ethan had ever seen. Lightening crackled from his fingertips a second time as he attempted to kill yet another assailant.  The man deftly avoided the attack with a swift roll to his right.
Ethan’s eyes darted towards the last place he had seen Cara to see her tackled to the ground.  Bindan was nowhere to be seen. Before Ethan could act, the attacker had raised a clenched fist and Ethan could hear the chilling sound of bone on bone as Cara was knocked out cold.
Rising quickly to his feet off the now unconscious form of Cara, the man quickly turned to join the third assailant as they moved in towards Master Bedwyr. With eyes narrowed, Master Bedwyr pointed his arms towards his attackers, his body shimmering with an intense magical power that now pulsated within him.  With a quick nod to one another, the attackers raised their swords and charged.
Ethan yelled and scrambled to his feet. The men ignored him. Flanking each side of Master Bedwyr they had nearly reached him when out of nowhere, large tree roots burst out of the ground to ensnare their legs.  The roots were strong and thick and Ethan could hear the sounds of bending and cracking wood as they curled fluidly around the attackers.  With the rings on his hands now glowing brighter than ever, Master Bedwyr waved his arm in a spiral motion, finally halting once the roots had encircled their necks. The two men were now locked in place, clearly frightened, their thoughts of murder forgotten.
Ethan looked around quickly, and began to speak but Master Bedwyr silenced him with a finger to his lips nod toward the darkness.  Sensing the presence of Bindan nearby, the Grand Mage raised both his arms and clasped fingers together to form the shape of a globe. This shape rapidly became a gigantic orb of white light, opening up his palms, the ball of blue-white light then floated above the head of the Grand Master some fifteen feet. Night was transformed into day. The crouching form of a now surprised looking Bindan could be some twenty feet away.  The would-be murderer let out a muffled cry and scrambled to his feet, turned his back and ran.
Master Bedwyr was not done.  There would be no escape for Bindan.  There could be no return to Dukar for either of them now until one of them was dead.
Master Bedwyr rapidly raised his arms, flicking forward his two index fingers towards the fleeing figure of Bindan.  For the third time that evening, Ethan saw the power of lightening leap out from the hands of the Grand Mage. This time, though, the power was concentrated within two thick streams of blue-white light.  The first stream missed Bindan completely but the second one hit him squarely in the back and he fell without a sound.
Master Bedwyr slowly turned his attentions back to the remaining two men, now whimpering in fear, their eyes wide in terror.
“What will you do with them?” whispered Ethan as he ran towards Master Bedwyr.
“I shall send a message to Master Zilvan at the College of Mages of what has happened and tell him of their location.  The local authorities can deal with them.” Master Bedwyr shot Ethan a sharp look, “know this young man, I will kill but only when I have to.” 
Master Bedwyr’s nodded towards the motionless form of Cara, “Go to her, I think that she needs you.”
“Cara –,” Ethan began to speak, suddenly remembering what he had seen.
With tears welling up in his eyes he ran to her and knelt down. Her face was ghostly white, save for a rather ugly looking purple bruise that had already begun to appear on the left side of face.  Her eyes were closed but the steady the rise and fall of her chest informed him that her breathing even and strong.
Instinctively he touched the right side of her cheek and spoke her name softly.  Cara did not stir.  Grabbing hold of a nearby blanket laid it on top of her, taking great care to tuck its edges around her body and neck to keep her warm.
“I’m useless!” he growled, wiping away a bead of sweat on his face.
Master Bedwyr stared at him wordlessly for a few moments and then spoke.
“Come walk with me my lad,” he said softly, nodding towards the direction of the tethered horses some fifteen yards away. “We must speak privately,” he glanced sharply at the two entrapped attackers.
Slowly, Ethan followed Master Bedwyr out of the campsite into the surrounding darkness.  The moon and stars had brightened in the night sky and he glanced at Master Bedwyr expectantly.
For a moment, the Grand Mage remained silent. A deep frown was furrowed across his brow and Ethan noticed that his right hand gently cupped the edges of the book that he always carried with him in his left breast pocket. Finally he adjusted his spectacles and spoke.
“There is much that I haven’t told you and much that you must learn before this night is over,” he trailed off momentarily then continued, “tonight you saw the purest of magic.  Lightening is not just elemental fire, air, earth or water but a combination elemental and spirit magic.” He moved his right hand towards Ethan and nodded towards the ring on his right index finger.
“This ring possesses a spirit within it. With this ring, I am able to conjure the most powerful of spells by the use of thought alone.” 
Ethan nodded, “That makes sense as I noticed that you didn’t speak.” 
“Indeed.  Such items also serve to keep secret powerful magical incantations,”   a small smile touched his lips, “besides careless users of such words may cause great harm in the wrong hands.”
“Does everyone in Nemedia have magical ability?” asked Ethan.
The Grand Mage stared at him expressionlessly for a moment then shook his head.
“No, but not everyone is tested for it. There will be those who will never know that they possess the ability.”
“You do realise that we all nearly died tonight?” Ethan asked quietly.
The Grand Mage paused a moment then laid a reassuring hand of Ethan’s shoulder. “Yes I do my boy and that is why I am giving both you and Cara a spirit ring.” Ethan looked up in surprise as the Master Bedwyr continued, “Such items should not normally be in the hands of the inexperienced, but tonight has shown that you both need to converse with one.”
“Converse with one?” Ethan repeated the words with a look of confusion. 
Master Bedwyr smiled faintly, “Remember that these rings possess within them a spirit”. He reached into his breast pocket, drawing out a small red box containing two golden rings topped with a pure white diamond, “Take one,” he said offering the box to Ethan.
Gingerly Ethan took one of the rings and placed it on the index finger of his right hand, matching the ring finger he’d seen chosen by the Grand Mage.  The ring fitted him perfectly and felt pleasantly warm to the touch.  Almost immediately he could sense the presence of another.  The presence did not talk with words, but with a flurry of excited images and emotions.
“It will take you some time to master your connection with one another,” he stated, “however as the days and weeks pass, your bonds of communication with one another will strengthen.”  He looked at Ethan in earnest, “You must never let this ring fall into the hands of another and under no circumstances must you reveal any details about it.”
“And what of it’s magic?” Ethan asked staring at it intently.
Master Bedwyr scanned the darkened horizon, “In your head, call out the name of your spirit ring. The spirit was once a man. He no longer remembers himself as a man, but still responds to the name Alexon.  Inside your mind, speak the word Fulgoris to call for lightning. The ring will hear you.”
“What other words can you teach me, I must learn as many as possible,” pressed Ethan.
Master Bedwyr paused momentarily. “I can tell you a few others as it seems that you must learn them far quicker than I had anticipated.” He stroked his chin reflectively,  “If you are falling or need to levitate try Volo. To call for ice shards you could try Glacialis. To turn your outer shell into stone to protect yourself from injury you could try Lapis
Scutum.”
“And how do I bring roots from out of the ground?”  enquired Ethan, his eyes now closed in deep concentration.
“That is something that a handful of words cannot achieve my boy.” Master Bedwyr replied as he stared intently at Ethan, “it is something that I do very rarely as it corrupts nature and forces living things into unnatural shapes.”  He sighed deeply, with a look of great pain, “I dislike manipulating living things but it was all I could think of at the time to stop those men without killing them.”
His eyes glinted in the moonlight, “We have spoken long enough this night.”  He moved away from Ethan and headed back towards the campsite.
Ethan watched the receding form of the Grand Mage for a short time, his mind a maelstrom of thoughts. He could detect the definite presence of the spirit at the back of his subconscious. The presence seemed to sense the need for quiet now as Ethan followed the Grand Mage towards the campsite.  With a quick glance at Cara, Ethan set his sleeping blanket close to hers and noted with interest that Master Bedwyr was already asleep. The two prisoners seemed entirely subdued. Satisfied that all was well, Ethan closed his eyes and immediately fell asleep.
 




Chapter 7
 
Over her right shoulder, Ellaminva could see the ominous peaks of Devil’s Ridge. The savage and harsh mountain range ran across the entire backbone of the Eastern edges of the lands of Nemedia and many a tale existed of unwary travelers disappearing within them without trace. Instinctively, Ellaminva tugged on the reins and Vank immediately responded, altering their direction away from the mountains towards the North West. The sun was dipping behind the horizon and dark angry clouds were now gathering above. There was no longer enough daylight remaining for a safe return to Scribillon. Ellaminva realised with a faint smile that she had always planned for this and now had the perfect excuse to stay overnight with Uncle Hallapind who lived in a small village south of Lolivam.  He would of course, disapprove when he learned that she had not informed her father of her journey, but this response would be short-lived, as he was always delighted to see his favorite niece.
Her eyes scanned the horizon and immediately located the distant silhouettes of The Two
Ladies of Grace.  These two natural landmarks were fabled as once having been two princesses that had turned themselves into stone to protect the land from evil. For the first time, Ellaminva had the opportunity to admire these two landmarks from above, which themselves stood over three hundred feet high.  In reality, they were nothing more than two oversized hillocks. However, to an untrained eye, they did vaguely resemble the image of two women with their arms stretching up towards the heavens.
Ellaminva decided that it was time to update Vank of her plans, “We are going to stay overnight at Uncle Hallapind’s,” she shouted over the loud beating of Vank’s wings.
“Fabulous!” Vank replied, who sensed that Ellaminva was up to mischief. Vank didn’t mind as he was always received lots of wonderful meals when he visited her uncle.
Ellaminva grinned in response and leaned forward to point Vank’s gaze towards an ideal landing site.  This would be the first time that Ellaminva had visited her uncle while riding Vank.  She knew his back garden like the back of her hand and had already decided that the safest place would be just south of his rather sizeable duck pond.  The grasses there were very long and springy, which would come in handy if there was need for a cushioned landing.
Vank raised back his head and narrowed his eyes in concentration as he changed his angle of descent.  Flapping his powerful wings furiously he brought forward his hind legs in preparation for touchdown.  Ellaminva hung on tight and gripped in her thighs in hard to maintain a proper hold as the forces of gravity and Dragon fought against one another.  To both their surprise, he managed a perfect landing. Vank’s powerful hind legs deftly touched the ground and there was little vibration, save for the great gusts of wind generated by his massive wings.  With a satisfied smile, he folded in his wings and snorted.
Slipping quickly out of her riding saddle she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him softly, “Well done my darling. You are now officially a perfect riding Dragon,” she beamed a smile at him as tears welled up in her eyes.
He dropped his head and nuzzled her neck affectionately, “I am also a perfectly hungry Dragon!” he chuckled, raising his head to quickly locate Hallapind’s cottage.  All that flying with the added weight of a passenger, he’d expended a massive amount of energy and he could feel his stomach rumbling in protest.
Moving quickly they made their way towards her uncle’s cottage. The pretty white stone building lay situated towards the Western edge of the village and Ellaminva smiled as viewed in the distance its quirky looking chimney.
It was now early evening. The night lamps had already been lit and the village was surrounded in a warm golden glow.  As they neared the cottage they could hear raised voices originating from the direction of the Town Hall.  Curious to learn about the raucous, they pressed forward through the milling crowd.
“I tell you that the Fairy must be mistaken!” an angry looking Elven man exclaimed.
“Our brothers in the Fae don’t make mistakes.” Nillapon responded who was the village leader.
“It makes no sense!” pressed the man, glancing around him in an attempt to gain support from the crowd, “how can we be expected to respond on the say so of just one aberrant Fairy?”
“This is no aberrant Fairy!” Nillapon snapped. His eyes narrowed and he stabbed a thin finger at the Elf, “Don’t you dare question the integrity of any of the Fae!” 
The Elf, clearly shocked at the uncharacteristic anger of Nillapon swallowed hard and remained silent.
Taking a deep breath to calm his anger, Nillapon closed his eyes momentarily and then spoke, “What the Fairy says is true.  He will tell you again what he has seen when he looked into the waters.”
The crowd murmured nervously at the appearance of the Fairy from behind Nillapon.  He was no taller than the span of a man’s hand.  His face and body possessed an androgynous beauty and grace that took Ellaminva’s breath away. His wings seemed to flap so quickly that they almost looked like they stood still and she noticed that his hair and eyes were the colour of the brightest summer skies.
For a moment the crowd murmured in appreciation at beautiful creature that they saw before them. To this day, the Fairies had remained a secretive race and to see one this far South was extremely unusual.
“My brothers and sisters,” spoke the Fairy, his voice surprisingly strong and deep given his diminutive stature, “I have looked into the waters of Lake Diabhal and seen a dark prophesy.”  At these first words the murmurings of the crowd grew louder, yet still the voice of the Fairy remained heard, “I saw a dark hand rise out from the veil to strangle off the threads of magic that weave life throughout our lands. As the threads became destroyed, I saw the death of all livings things.  I saw the shadow spread and the world become a desert.”
Many legends and tales existed surrounding the magical waters of Lake Diabhal, including those that claimed that it was the gateway to other worlds. It’s magical waters of both healing and prophesy were once collected and drank by the ancient Knights of Ellington prior to the battle at Malakan.  Some believed that this action aided them and the High Sorceress Brid Clodagh in the final battle.  Others viewed the waters with great fear, claiming that the waters were evil.
Many of the Fairies chose to live along the most Northern shores of the Lake. Although most people in Nemedia acknowledged the fact that Fairies were inherently good, some believe that they lived there due to possessing an affinity with dark magic. The answer remains a mystery as all Fairies have always refused to offer any explanation.
The Fairy was now silent. He had ceased his flight and now sat upon the shoulder of Nillapon who stared at the crowd with a deep frown.  After a short pause the onlookers erupted into a frenzy of nervous chatter. People were firing questions at both Nillapon and the Fairy at great speed.  Nillapon raised his hands, “Calm yourselves!” he barked in irritation.
“This fairy comes as a messenger.  We are requested to spread word of this prophesy to Scribillon.  Another Fairy has already travelled to Findias.”  Nillapon rubbed his temple and squinted his eyes as if in pain, “We must call upon the Akrullin to attend a Grand Council with the Tuatha Dé
Dannan.”
The Akrullin was the Elven term for Dragons and Tuatha Dé Dannan referred to the ancient view that the Elves, Fairies and Wood Nymphs were united as one people under the loving embrace of the Goddess Danu. Upon hearing reference to his kind the Akrullin, Vank stepped forward, “The High Dragon is presently at fort Mavak.  I humbly offer my services,” he bowed his head at Nillapon.
Vank’s sudden appearance caused the village leader to raise his eyebrows in surprise.  Before he could respond, a worried sounding voice interjected from the crowd.
“Vank?  Ellaminva?”
Recognizing the voice as belonging to that of her uncle, Ellaminva quickly jostled herself forward.  “We have just arrived this evening!” She panted, “This is most opportune as we can fly out tomorrow morning to deliver the message.” She offered Nillapon a faint smile while glancing back nervously.
Nillapon stared at her beautiful face and looked deeply into her twinkling blue eyes.  The girl and her Dragon friend did indeed offer the quickest way to deliver the message.
“That’s four full days’ worth of flying at least!” Hallapind growled, who had by now pushed his way successfully through the crowd.
“They are too inexperienced for such a journey!”  His angry expression was tempered with a look of desperation.
Nillapon nodded, “Yes, it is too far for them to travel to Fort Mavak.”
“But-,” Ellaminva interjected.
“BUT,” Nillapon continued as he ignored her interruption, “they can fly to the East flank of the Kalapel River.  I know of a suitable man at a small trading outpost who can deliver the message quickly the rest of the way. He is also known personally by the High Dragon so his response will be immediate.”
Nillapon hesitated. His light blue eyes studied once more the beautiful face of the young Elven girl. At last he nodded, “Come with me. I will write the authority for this message. You will travel the location that I will specify to you shortly.”  Before moving back towards his private chambers of Town Hall he glanced at the worried face of Hallapind, “Do not worry. The path that I will set for her will be safe.”
Hallapind’s expression did not change.  The journey being proposed was at least two day’s flight time and this was the first time that he had seen Ellaminva ride Vank.  They would be alone together, with no one to help them should they face trouble.
Sensing his thoughts Nillapon spoke again, “Very well. I will also send out two men to travel the same path.  Although they are travelling much slower by horse, they will be able to quickly locate her if she is in need of help.”
Hallapind’s face was clouded with mixed emotions. After a short pause he nodded his permission. The crowd of onlookers still remained and with a wave of his hands the village leader signaled that the meeting was over. The Fairy had already taken flight and was last seen heading back towards the direction of Lake Diabhal.
* * * *
Councilor Delabo was worried. Following the massacre of the Council of Elders, there was a call among the populace of Ellington to elect a replacement Council. This was unexpected. The call had been reported by the local newspapers. Within less than a day, Yariq had ‘replaced’ all the chief editors with supporters of Delabo. However, discontent remained among the populace.  Furthermore, he felt a growing sense of unease at being forced to wear a necklace given to him by Yariq.  The creature had told him that it was to aid the GraJin in monitoring the situation, but from the first moment of wearing it, he felt trapped.  His mind had been wrenched open and he was already certain that time had passed to which he had no memory.  Although he was under strict instruction to never attempt to remove the necklace, he already knew now that he could not.
The thought of being under the direct control of the GraJin terrified him.  He was nothing more than a puppet now and he knew it.  At any moment, his body could become a vessel to GraJin again.  At any moment, he could be killed. 
Delabo nervously paced his private chambers. Yariq was unusually late for his nightly visit. Delabo had time to glance at himself in the mirror. What he saw was a face that now looked unusually thin, with skin that had a slightly grayish tinge. It reminded him of a corpse drained of blood and he curled up his lips in disgust.
“I am here,” Yariq rasped.
Delabo turned to face the small hooded creature, “You’re very late this night.”
“Yes.” Was the simple reply and the creature moved to the other side of the room.  It cocked its head to one side, “there have been developments.”
“What developments?”
“We sensed the use of powerful magic at the College of Mages.  They have brought forth another.” The creature moved in closer now and Delabo felt his skin crawl.  Although the creature was small and slight, he knew that it could kill him if it so wished.  He also sensed that although it appeared calm, that just beneath the surface lurked an insatiable hunger for murder.
“The College must be eliminated,” it stated, handing him a small document. “This gives you proof that the senior mages have been using necromancy. With this, you can disband the College and call for the execution of all senior mages.”
“What is this document?”
“A signed confession from Grand Master Bedwyr,” the creature sniggered, “he will not survive long enough to deny its authenticity.”
Delabo recognised the strategic brilliance of this move.  With sightings of unknown creatures increasing across the lands, what better way of diverting attention away from their true source, than blaming the College of Mages for necromancy?  Doing so would also rid GraJin of his enemies within the College.   “Where is the Grand Master?” Delabo enquired as he rubbed his chin reflectively. 
“My spies inform me that he is travelling on the mainland.  We will find him and kill him.” The creature made a slight smacking sound which Delabo guessed would be for whatever passed as its lips. 
“There may be questions. It won’t be as simple as–,” Delabo’s sentence was cut short. “OBEY”. Spoke the darkness that filled his veins. Delabo did as he was commanded.
 




Chapter 8
 
The four companions were grateful for the cover of night as they departed the forested area west of Takrak. However, the city watchtowers would soon note their approach as soon as dawn’s sunlight flecked the sky. They had been jogging at a brisk pace now for nearly two hours with no sign of pursuit. “We’ve made it!” Gizurr panted. 
The old man had fallen far behind and the heavy clunking of his backpack was now clearly audible. When they had first begun their journey, he had been careful to hug it close to his side, but now, through sheer exhaustion such care was abandoned.
After a further hour of steady jogging, the four tired men reached their destination.  Glancing upwards, Gizurr marvelled at the finely chiselled beauty of the city’s walls.  Each block of granite sat at least a hundred feet wide, with a height of at least fifty feet. The walls stood at over six hundred feet in height. Legend stated that they possessed a thickness of over fifty feet.  Each massive block sat so perfectly next to its neighbour that the joins between them were indiscernible.
The companions quickly passed the finely chiselled statues of Thor and Baldr, the Dwarven gods of War and peace and headed towards the gates.
“Who goes there?” A youthful sounding voice yelled from atop the front gate.
“We have urgent business with Jarl Egill.” Gizurr shouted who had quickly stepped forward, “I am Gizurr Eklund. He may remember me.  It was my Smithy that gifted him a jewelled scabbard last summer.”
“State your business,” said the voice that now sounded bored.
His ears burning with a mixture of anger and embarrassment Gizurr growled, “It’s a matter of life and death you idiot. Now open this gate before I get mad.”
Sensing that the situation was worsening, Jetzan quickly interjected, “Please inform the Jarl that we bring him urgent news.”
After a short pause and the sound of muffled voices the front gates began to slowly swing inwards.  “Come forth,” spoke a different voice that was much older and deeper than the last.
The companions were met at the entranceway by a stout looking Dwarf with jet black hair and a huge scar across his right cheek.  The Dwarf was suited in light blue and silver armour, signifying the colours of the city. His shoulder plate was embossed with three gold chevron bars, indicating his rank of Sergeant.
He spoke curtly, “You must leave your weapons and possessions behind.” He motioned towards a rather grumpy looking young red haired Dwarf, which Jetzan surmised to be the original one that they had conversed with. 
Without argument, the companions did as they were instructed. After a swift body search, he gestured them to follow him. They moved swiftly across the courtyard that was chilled with the morning’s frost.  On passing through a second gateway into the palace, they were led into an opulent looking reception room. During their wait, Gizurr and Ragni took the opportunity admire the long tapestries of famous Dwarven battles displayed on each wall. Baxan and Jetzan instead each chose to relax on one of the many high backed chairs and partook a goblet of fresh water.
After a relatively short wait, a palace official arrived.  He was dressed from head to toe in an outfit of light blue crushed velvet. Both his sleeves and trouser bottoms were edged in golden embroidery to complete his image of opulence. His face held an expression of superiority and sniffed at them disparagingly. Jetzan smiled, realising that they must indeed now look rather dishevelled, given their recent adventures in the mines. With a quick motion of a crisp white hanker chief that he brought out of his trouser pocket, the official directed them to follow him through to the throne room.
Jarl Egill was sat atop an intricately carved granite throne that was strewn with a plethora of deep crimson cushions. “This had better be important,” he growled.
“It is.” Jetzan responded with a tired sigh.  He then proceeded to inform the Jarl of the tunnels just west of Takrak.  As Jetzan spoke, Egill’s expression steadily darkened.   His message was immediately accepted as a credible source based upon Gizurr’s reputation that was known by many of the more palace officials.  All senior officers were immediately summoned to the War Room.   It was decided that the army was to be placed on high alert but that the citizens would not be informed.  This was to avoid panic as well as to retain secrecy that they were now aware of the threat.
The first challenge was to assess the extent of the tunnels.  The second was to assess the size and location of the enemy.  A group of the city’s finest engineers were summoned to survey the sewerage systems underneath the city for signs of enemy activity.  A second group of engineers were given the task of surveying the surrounding grasslands for signs of subsidence and excavation. All engineers were to be accompanied by an armed battalion of soldiers. For cover, the soldiers were to be sent out under the guise of a training exercise.
Baxan offered his expertise in explosives to aid the city’s engineers.  Within only a few hours, they had designed an explosive device that was more powerful than the contents of Baxan’s entire backpack that could be used to close off the tunnels at critical structural junctions. 
The exact location and size of the enemy forces remained unknown.  The vast bulk of the enemy forces may already be amassed within the tunnels, or located miles away.
Jetzan hunched over the map strewn across the table and pointed towards the location of the exit tunnel, “There were at least a couple of hundred soldiers headed in advance of this point.  I am unsure what they were doing.”
Commander Haugen reflectively stroked his blonde bearded chin, “We must get someone in there to have a look.”
A rush of murmurs filled the hall. Positioned at the head of the table, the Jarl spoke, “We need someone who can blend in.  We need Axcil Binnadan.”
Once again, the hall erupted into a rush of murmurs and whispers.  Commander Haugen raised his hand signalling the need for silence and then spoke, “A half-Orc.”  Commander Haugen gave a faint smile, “granted, he looks slightly more human than Orc, but with a bit of face paint, he could pass for an unusually handsome Orc.”
“Aye”, nodded Corporal P’Jaz, “we also have a full set of Orc armour in our stores to further his disguise.  He could be with us in two days.”
“Do it.” Commanded Jarl Egill and with a swift salute, Corporal P’Jaz left the chambers to issue the orders.  From the immediate response by the men in the room, Jetzan surmised that this man was both well-known and trusted.
“We need more options,” Commander Haugen pressed. “We need an immediate plan to defend ourselves should the tunnels already extend underneath Takrak.”
Baxan stepped forward “With your permission highness?” he asked, signalling the need to place a second map on the table.  The Jarl nodded his approval.  Baxan proceeded to unfurl a large map of the underground sewerage system, “If they have breached the area under Takrak they will most likely utilise some or all of the sewerage systems.  If the size of their excavations are as large as we suspect, this degree of overlap will be inevitable. Also, as they near their final destination, they will be keen to minimise noise of their excavations, so utilizing the existing tunnels seems a logical choice.” 
“Here,” he said, tapping his finger on a location marked South West of Takrak “this is the most likely area where the enemy will have breached.  It follows the direction of the tunnels that we came across and intersects with a major sewerage branch of the city which pipes downhill some forty miles into underground rivers.”  Moving his hand to his lower lip he rubbed it deep in thought.  After a short pause he then pointed towards a second location on the map.  “This second area is a guess, but it may be that they are planning to invade from two points.  Your engineering plans point towards major fresh water being taken from an inlet from the Kalapel, just North West of the city. There are masses of open rock formations that your engineers have blasted along the way. It’s another good entry point for an enemy excavation.”
The face of Commander Haugen looked ashen “How could they have missed such an important security risk?”
“They are civil engineers, not soldiers,” Baxan replied softly.
“What are our options?” Commander Haugen asked with a firmer tone.
“We must get two teams down to both locations as soon as possible.  These teams may well be on a suicide mission. We must place a series of explosive devices at key locations.” Baxan stood up straight and eyed Jarl Egill firmly in the face, “I volunteer my services for the South Western expedition.”
* * * *
The morning had begun cold. Prior to wakening, Ethan had shifted many times in the night in a vain attempt to gain warmth from his sleeping blanket.  His eyes finally forced opened to the chill winter skies just as the chilled morning sunlight touched the horizon.  Immediately, he sensed the presence of the spirit ring. He wondered if he should think of it as an object or as a person.  Without fully understanding why, he instinctively felt the importance of recognising its humanity.
Ethan stretched and rolled over to face where Cara had been sleeping.  To his surprise she was already awake.  She was sat leaning forward upon her sleeping blanket with her arms wrapped around her legs, her expression deep in thought.
“How are you?” he asked gingerly.
“Leave me alone!” she yelled, jumping angrily to her feet and moving swiftly towards where the horses were tethered.
Shocked at her response, he silently watched her go. For the first time since his arrival in the Nemedia, Ethan felt terribly alone.  He felt his cheeks flush with anger as he realised that he felt a deep sense of resentment towards Cara. It was due to her that he had entered the Kingdom of Nemedia in the first place and when he had agreed to do so, he thought that he was hallucinating. Now, he was trapped in a strange new land and the reality of the danger that they faced was beginning to sink in. He was also missing his parents and worried in particular about how his mother was faring while he was away.
After a long pause, he slowly rose to his feet and walked over to where Master Bedwyr was busily cooking breakfast. “Have you given Cara her spirit ring yet?” Ethan asked as he angrily scuffed the ground with the toe of his right boot.
Master Bedwyr smiled faintly “Don’t fret.  She is just angry that she couldn’t protect either of us last night.”  He looked up at Ethan from the campfire where he was busily stirring the contents of a bubbling pot, “I will give her the ring when she has calmed down.”
The Grand Mage sniffed the pot, “Alas, I am no cook but the gruel is ready.”
They ate their rather bland but delightfully hot breakfast in silence. The two prisoners also remained silent, but their eyes followed every movement of Master Bedwyr. As they finally led their horses away from the campsite, Ethan glanced over his shoulder to see that the two men had now begun struggling frantically to escape.  By noon, the companions would be in Beshok and soldiers would be sent back to have them arrested.  He wondered for a brief moment what their fates would be, but realised quickly that he didn’t care.  They had made their choice.
As the day progressed, Ethan’s keen eyes noticed a distant flock of birds circling East of their position.  Master Bedwyr followed his gaze, his expression darkening.
“It cannot be,” he whispered with a grimace.
“What is it Master Bedwyr?” Cara asked as she nudged her horse closer.
The Grand master nodded his head towards the darkening skyline. Cara stiffened in her saddle.
“What’s wrong?” asked Ethan.
Master Bedwyr bent forward and reached into his left breast pocket to retrieve the book that Ethan had seen him do now many times.  After a few moments of indistinct mumbling he nodded then snapped shut the book.
“We must get off these roads now!” he barked, not waiting for their response.  With a sharp nudge of his heels he directed his horse down a steep side path into a nearby shallow ravine and quickly dismounted. Ethan and Cara quickly followed suit.  They were fortunate to have stumbled upon a spot within a narrow ravine that was overshadowed by one of the few remaining large oak trees in the area.  As they watched, the large flock of birds drew closer.
Seeing Ethan’s confusion Cara leaned in close to whisper, “We think they might be ravens. They are scouting familiars of those who practice the dark arts.”
Ethan kept his gaze distant and nodded curtly.
The creatures were now encircling overhead over a thousand feet above them.  From even that great distance, their distant squawks could be discerned above the rustling of the leaves from the giant oak tree. For over an hour, their shadow remained, until finally moving out of sight towards the West.
The time spent hiding had clearly unsettled the Grand Mage.  His expression remained strained for some time until he finally reached into his left breast pocket to feel the comforting edges of his favourite book.
After several hours of travelling they reached the outskirts of Beshok. By this time, Master Bedwyr’s face looked calm. “We shall join a trading caravan when we reach the city.  This will afford us both increased anonymity and armed protection.”  With an authoritative wave of his hand he motioned Cara to join him and instructed her on the use of her spirit ring. 
Upon their arrival at the city they left their horses at the stables and immediately passed through the courtyard towards the market square. Beshok was a bustling hive of activity with merchants yelling above the din of the crowd as they attempted to sell practically everything imaginable. 
Master Bedwyr immediately headed towards the largest stall in the market square. It belonged to one of the city’s wealthiest merchants, Garagor Neyan.  The man was sat behind his stall upon a cushioned high chair, his eyes keenly scanning the crowd.
”You are Garagor?” Master Bedwyr enquired.
”I am indeed!” the man replied with a smile that did not match his dark eyes.
“Some of your trading caravans travel North East?”
“They – do.” Garagor answered hesitantly, his eyes suddenly narrowing.
“We are travelling to Fort Varok and would like to travel with one of your caravans.”  Master Bedwyr replied at the man warmly, “we have our own horses and food but expect to recompense you for allowing us to travel with you.”
The man’s eyes scanned every detail of Master Bedwyr’s clothing, items and gait then flicked over to both Cara and Ethan who shifted uncomfortably under his gaze. His eyes lingered a moment on the bruise on Cara’s face. “Why would you wish to travel with my caravan?  Are you hiding from someone?”
The question was asked with a cheerful smile, but there was no masking its intent.
“Don’t be ridiculous!” Master Bedwyr snorted, “My children and I just want to travel more safely.”
It was a bold lie. The man’s eyes had narrowed now to such a point that they were almost slits. After a short pause he spoke, “Three hundred cinterns in advance and a further three hundred when we arrive at the fort.”
Cara inhaled sharply. Master Bedwyr ignored her reaction, fully aware that the games had begun, “Don’t be ridiculous!” he scoffed, “we are merely travelling with you, not wishing to buy all your wagons!”
A ripple of chuckles erupted from a crowd of milling onlookers.
Garagor’s smile never wavered, “My mercenaries will be expected to protect you. That costs me money.”
“The costs remain the same whether we travel with you or not!” Master Bedwyr replied with feigned surprise.
“Not so.  They charge per head. I must be recompensed.” Garagor lied, sensing a victory.
Master Bedwyr sighed, raising his half empty coin bag and jingling its contents.  The man’s smile rapidly disappeared. “How much money do you have?”
“I can pay you fifty cinterns now and a hundred when we reach Fort Varok.” Master Bedwyr fixed him with a stern gaze.
“That is not enough money,” Garagor responded, clearly irate now, his false smile gone.
Before he had a chance to respond further Master Bedwyr quickly interceded, “Both my children will help you with some chores along the way, as further recompense.”
The man’s lips were now pursed in deep thought.  This was not what he had initially wanted, but perhaps he could gain more out of this offer.  He nodded and swiftly pocketed the fifty cinterns given by Master Bedwyr. With an unwavering cold smile he warned, “Be at the front gate by six tomorrow morning.  Know this, I will not wait.”
“Agreed,” Replied the Grand Mage but by then the man had turned his back on them in a gesture of indifference.
 




Chapter 9
 
Vank took a determined breath and sharpened the angle of their descent. It was close to the end of the second day of their journey and they were nearing their destination. They had received exact instructions from Nillapon to hand their message to a man named Axcil Binnadan at the trading outpost.  Apparently, he had once saved the life of the High Dragon and was now trusted implicitly.
Ellaminva leaned forward and squinted against the cold air. The outpost was visible and now clearly occupied, its log cabin billowing plumes of smoke out of its chimney stack. 
“There!” said Ellaminva as she pointed towards the cabin. 
Vank immediately responded to her directions and within moments, they had landed.  Ellaminva quickly marched towards the cabin door and knocked. There was no response.  She tried again and still no response. Eventually, she plucked up the courage to try the door handle.
“Hello?”  She announced, craning her neck around the door.  There was no one inside, but a warm fire crackled high within its hearth.  She glanced back outside towards Vank, “he must be nearby as –”.
“Didn’t anybody tell you that it’s rude to go into someone’s home without permission?” a deep voice enquired.
Ellaminva spun round to face a very tall man with the deepest green eyes that she’d ever seen.  She blinked in both surprise and embarrassment, noting briefly that although his features were very human that he possessed a sizeable set of lower fangs, indicating a mixed heritage of Orcish blood.
“I’m sorry, I – er, did knock but there was no reply,” she mumbled.
In the few seconds of their first meeting, she noted that instead of the usual black hair of Orcs, that his was a deep golden brown.  She also noted with surprise that despite his noticeable lower fangs, that his overall facial features were rather handsome. With this realisation, she blushed.
The man smiled warmly, interpreting her reddening face as one of embarrassment for her earlier transgression. “My name is Axcil Binnadan and I am at your service,” he announced with a deep bow.
“Ellaminva Llellyvn.” She mumbled in reply then remembered the reason for her arrival, “we bring you an urgent message from Nillapon.” She promptly handed him the sealed envelope from her backpack.
Axcil nodded in thanks and took hold of the letter.  Instead of opening it immediately, he gestured towards the cabin, “Please, both of you, you must be tired by your journey. I have a barn attached to the rear of the cabin for your friend. Help yourselves to both food and water.”
With this, he slowly walked towards the distant rushing waters of the Kalapel to read his message in private.  Ellaminva watched him slowly depart.
“Oh goodie, lots of food!” yelled Vank whose distant voice indicated that he had already settled inside the barn.  Ellaminva smiled and headed inside. 
The cabin possessed an internal door that led directly into the barn. She headed there first to find Vank sat atop several bales of fresh hay, merrily munching upon foot-long pepperoni sausages. He smacked his lips in delight as he popped in one after another into his mouth, closing his eyes with an expression of pure rapture.
“Be careful not to eat him out of house and home.” She wagged a disapproving finger, while stifling a laugh. Satisfied that all was well, she headed back into the main cabin. It was beginning to get dark and she wondered briefly if she should go and look for Axcil.  She then immediately dismissed the idea. He must have a good reason for not returning.
She sighed and settled herself into one of the pair of comfortable armchairs located near the fire and busied herself by polishing her weaponry.  She must have dozed off, as when she next opened her eyes Axcil had returned and was stood next to the fireplace pouring himself a hot mug of P’Ka.  Upon seeing her stir he said, “Would you like some?” he asked, his pan hovering over a second mug.
“Yes please,” she mumbled, rubbing her eyes to remove the last vestiges of sleep.  The fire was still going strong.  He must have added more wood while she slept.
He silently handed her the mug and sat upon an opposite armchair facing the fireplace, “You must both be very tired what with travelling such a distance,” he smiled warmly at her and she felt her heart flutter.
“How did you know?”
“It’s all in the letter,” he leaned forward, his eyes glistening in the firelight.
”We have a problem.”
“What is it?”
“I usually possess the means to contact the High Dragon directly, but of late, I have not been able to. I tried again this evening and have again failed,” he leaned back, his expression troubled.
“Vank mentioned that the High Dragon was at Fort Mavak. Perhaps we could fly straight there?” She asked, not keen to part ways with this interesting man so soon.
Axcil shook his head ruefully, “Your Dragon friend is much too young to carry two people.  Besides, I have clear instructions to ensure that you both now return to your Uncle in Lolivam,” his warm eyes twinkled with amusement.
Ellaminva was unsure what exactly was written in the letter but guessed as to its contents and her face burned with a mixture of both anger and embarrassment, “I don’t care about what they’ve written. I’m an adult and I make my own decisions, do you understand me?”  She glared at him, jutting her chin forward.
After a short pause, Axcil suddenly threw back his head and laughed. Immediately the tension between them was broken and Ellaminva found herself smiling in return.
“I can see that you care for your weapons”. Axcil finally replied, nodding his approval.
“You have a keen eye,” remarked Ellaminva feeling her face redden.  Both the cloth and oil pot that she had used earlier remained close to her chair.
Sensing her discomfort, he arose, “We will discuss this in the morning.”
“No you don’t. You’re not pulling that stunt on me!” she grimaced.
“What are you talking about?”
“This is where I wake up in the morning to find that you have already left without me.”  She spoke through clenched teeth, “Know this, that if you do that, I will travel directly to Fort Mavak anyway.”
Axcil’s eyes flashed and he moved towards the fireplace. Silently, he looked within the hearth, seeing its logs crackle amid the heat of its flames.  After a short pause he spoke quietly, “What would you have me do?”
The question was asked simply and directly.  Ellaminva thought quickly, realizing that her next reply would have far reaching consequences, “The important matter is to inform the High Dragon of the need to attend the Grand Council of the Tuatha Dé Dannan. Any decisions regarding myself are mine to make.”
He turned to face her, immediately seeing the determination in her eyes, “Agreed”. He smiled warmly, “you have my word.  We shall decide upon our next course of action at dawn.” 
She nodded firmly. She sensed him to be a man of his word.  They quickly settled down for the night with Ellaminva gratefully accepting use of Axcil’s bed while he elected to use both armchairs and a camping blanket next to the hearth. 
* * * *
A cold frost had settled upon the city of Beshok. Its crowded chimney stacks were peppered with a white spray that refused to depart, despite being touched by the first rays of the winter sun.
Master Bedwyr, Ethan and Cara stood ready just outside of the city’s main gates.  They had arrived there early to ensure that Garagor Neyan had no excuse to depart without them.
Close to half past the hour, a thread of trading wagons began to slowly weave their way out of the city. The companions quickly joined the front of the caravan, nudging their horses close to a wagon that was being led by a cheerful looking fellow named Polvin.  He informed them of their travel itinerary which included a brief sojourn at Sharak, followed by a lengthier stay at Jaktet and finally onto Fort Varok. In total, it would take them close to ten days before they would reach their destination.  With this news Master Bedwyr frowned deeply, but his mood had lightened significantly by midday upon seeing the sizeable number of mercenaries that were accompanying the caravan.  They would travel slowly, but they would be safe.
They had spent the remainder of their first day travelling East. There were over fifty wagons and caravans with were over a hundred men, women and children with an entourage of twenty mercenaries protecting their valuable cargo.
The day had warmed up considerably as the sun reached its zenith and the frosts finally started to disappear to be replaced with wet glistening grasslands that slowly swayed in response to the soft Southerly winds. The sky had remained virtually cloudless all day.
They had spent their first night inside the first sectioned encampment.  For the purpose of safety, no larger than twenty caravans were permitted in any one singular protective circle, to ensure that if bandits broke through, that it was of a size that could be adequately defended.
“Where should we sleep?” Cara asked, staring at Master Bedwyr in confusion.
Master Bedwyr’s expression was troubled, “Be sure not to accept any food, water, or hospitality from them,” his eyes narrowed, “we agreed with Garagor that we would bring our own supplies, be certain that he will hold us to that promise.”
The first day and night had passed uneventfully and the companions had been left largely to their own devices. By the afternoon of the second day Ethan nudged his horse closer towards Master Bedwyr and spoke cheerily, “This seems to be going very well doesn’t it?”
The Grand Master shook his head ruefully “Don’t be a fool Ethan. Garagor has left us alone the first day to lull us into a false sense of security.” He gave Ethan a stern gaze, “rest assured that he will approach us soon regarding your ‘chores’. Be certain, that he plans to profit from all of us”. 
Ethan swallowed hard and blinked rapidly, “What do you suggest that we do?”
“Both of you stay close to me. Accept nothing from them, not a drink of water, nothing, do you understand?”
“I understand.”
With a new sense of foreboding, Ethan nudged his horse towards Cara’s and quietly warned her of the situation.  The remainder of the second day was spent largely in silence as the companions solemnly contemplated what might happen next. The sojourn at Sharak was brief as it was nothing but a small trading village. Within hours, they were moving on towards Jaktet.
By the evening of the third day as preparations were just completed for the encampment for the evening, Garagor approached them, “Good evening,” he said, with an insincere smile.
“Would you take a cup of P’Ka with me?” Master Bedwyr asked while holding out a hot mug of the liquid.
“Alas, I have just drunk one and have no room for more.” Garagor responded with his eyes narrowing.
A young man appeared from out of the shadows, playing with a short sword that Ethan thought looked familiar to his own and smirking directly at Ethan.  On checking his waist belt he found it to be missing. 
“Did you lose something?” the young man asked Ethan, his grin growing wider.
Taking a determined breath, Ethan walked over and stood in front of him, “It’s mine.  Give it back,” he said then angrily held out his hand.
Before he knew what happened, Ethan was on the ground, pain exploding from his jaw.  He tasted his lips to find them bloody.
“Enough!” Garagor barked and the young man lowered his head in submission.
Ethan staggered to his feet and lurched towards the relative safety of Master Bedwyr who was glaring at Garagor, “What do you want?”
“You owe me money,” stated Garagor with a renewed false smile, “so we have agreed to ‘chores’ and I have now decided on what they will be.”
“Go on.”
Your daughter will work each evening with the women, helping to prepare all the meals and washing all the dishes.  Your son obviously can’t fight, so he has no value, so I have decided that I will take in payment instead that ring on his finger.” He nodded at Ethan’s spirit ring.
“NEVER!” Ethan yelled with a rage that he found surprising.  He felt the presence in the spirit ring stir in response to his anger.
“That was never agreed. We spoke of chores, not possessions.” Master Bedwyr responded with a menacing tone.
For the first time, Garagor looked disturbed and shifted his gait. After a short pause he spoke, “I can see that the ring has sentimental value.”
“We will never part with any of our rings.” Master Bedwyr cut in quickly.
Garagor frowned in displeasure, then gestured toward the young man to return Ethan’s short sword, which he tossed towards Ethan with a laugh.
“We shall talk again,” Garagor warned as he spun around to return to the shadows, closely followed by the young man.
Master Bedwyr’s eyes swept the darkness before them.  Although they were in the heart of the first encampment, most of the travelers were curiously absent.  After a few moments, the travelers began to reappear, signaling that all was clear.
“We must leave this place.” Ethan mumbled while spitting out a mouthful of blood.
“They will not allow that to happen.” Master Bedwyr replied who then sat down next to the fire.  He motioned them to join him, the firelight dancing in his eyes.  “We have inadvertently revealed that our rings possess a value beyond their initial financial worth.  He will want to find an ‘honourable’ way of claiming them.”
“Why not just tell them that we are members of the College of Mages?” Cara asked who was anxiously fiddling with her ring.
Master Bedwyr leaned forward, “I had hoped that we could maintain our anonymity. Mages in the caravan would lead to gossip in the next town we visit. However, I fear now that such gossip is unavoidable.”
Ethan’s mood had darkened considerably, “If he tries anything I will use the ring against him.”
Master Bedwyr sighed and nodded sadly, “I fear that may happen. He will not allow us to leave with our rings. That much is certain.”
Ethan stared at the Grand Mage in surprise.  He had expected him to attempt to dissuade him in his course of action.  His agreement indicated that their situation was very dire.  For the remainder of the evening, they ate their meal of beans and bread in silence. Both Ethan and Cara remained vigilant of the movements of the travelers, who now maintained a considerable distance between them.  Master Bedwyr had spent the entire evening leaning over his book, his lips working silently.
As the evening drew to a close, Ethan spoke, “Should one of us stand watch?”
The Grand Mage shook his head. “He will prefer to use guile for the time being rather than direct force.  He must be seen by the others as being the ‘honourable’ owner of our rings.”
Ethan looked desperate, “If we leave tomorrow, we will owe him much less, perhaps if you give him the hundred cinterns remaining we could just go?”
Master Bedwyr’s gazed sadly at Ethan, “I suspect now that had he noticed that we had our spirit rings from the very beginning.  If we left, now, he would have the perfect opportunity to send out his mercenaries ahead of the caravan and take them from us directly.  It is safer for us to remain within the caravan.”
Ethan’s voice hardened, “We can’t continue like this.  I would prefer that we took our chances at running or stay and fight.” His eyes flashed with anger, “If I have to learn to use magic to protect us then now is as good a time as any.”
“I agree.” Cara agreed as her expression turned dark.
Cara’s interjection had taken the Grand Mage by complete surprise. He studied them both wordlessly for a moment with a growing realization that both of them had already established a powerful bond with their spirit ring. This boded well for their future development as powerful magi. Their rings offered them knowledge, power and abilities beyond their wildest imaginations. They were their most trusted shield, weapon and constant companion that would support them over the difficult times that lay ahead.
At last he spoke, “Then we must prepare ourselves for the morrow.  Know this, that once we make our stand, we must leave the caravan, bypass Jaktet and move directly to Fort Varok,” he gazed at them sternly, “do you agree to this plan?”
They both nodded their heads solemnly.  “Then let us discuss both words of magic and strategy for the morrow,” he said and they huddled together around the dying embers of their evening fire to ready themselves for the dawn.
* * * *
Delabo straightened in his chair, “Then it’s completed?” he squinted up at Captain Vanimar of the 2nd Light Infantry.
“Yes my Lord,” he replied, staring at Delabo without expression.
“Were any prisoners taken?”
“We have three hundred and fifteen trainee mages in the city’s dungeons. We have, on your orders, executed all the elder mages.”
Delabo leaned forward and smiled, “Good.  I want a full written report by noon today.” He waved his hands dismissively, “you may leave.”
It was done.  The majority of the College of Mages had been razed to the ground.  On the command of GraJin, Delabo had ordered that the library be spared. This was to enable GraJin’s minions to secretly plunder its secrets once all the people on the island had been forcibly evicted.
Instinctively, Delabo reached inside his tunic to grasp the necklace around his neck.  The black stone attached to its golden chain now throbbed in perfect unison with his every heartbeat.  For days now, he had felt the essence of himself slowly draining away. With each rhythmic pounding, the world seemed to be fading further away
He was dying.  He was certain of that now. He sensed the presence of GraJin growing stronger.  It shifted inside him like a man trying on a new suit. He was powerless to stop it now and knew that it was only a matter of time until he was taken over completely and forever. For a brief moment, a feeling of great sadness descended upon him as he wished for a return to the days when he was merely a Councilor of Ellington.  He may not have been the grand ruler, but at least he had a life to look forward to.  Now, he was nothing more than a dying puppet.
His sensed movement in the corner of the room as Yariq emerged from its shadows.  “You have done well.” It said, gliding across the floor, its robes barely touching the floor.
“What next?” Delabo asked hesitantly as he rose from his chair to face the creature.
“Your body is not coping well.” Yariq remarked who then made a strange clicking sound.
Delabo went rigid with these words, a trapped look on his face. “I – I have been unwell these past few days,” he stammered.
“It will soon be noticed by others.” Yariq added coldly.
With an effort, Delabo stated confidently, “If you release me from this necklace, I will get better.”  His flimsy resolve suddenly crumbled to be replaced by a look of desperation as he dropped to his knees, “Please, I beg you! I don’t want to die!”
“Everybody has to die sometime.” Yariq rasped mysteriously. The creature remained silent for a long while, as if listening to someone.  Finally, it spoke.  “It is the battle for ownership of your body that is damaging it,”  it moved in a little closer, “it will return to health once the battle is over,” again, it moved in closer.
Delabo froze in terror as he stared into the shaded cowl of his executioner.  It was so close to him now that he could finally makes out its facial features within its deep recesses. It possessed large bulbous black eyes and a row of savage sharp teeth within a grey skinned face that looked similar to that of a bull frog. “Everybody has to die sometime,” it rasped again, sniggering as it punched a shadowy claw deep inside his ribcage to rip out the last remaining tendril that attached his soul to his body.
 




Chapter 10
 
The first group of engineer reports had arrived back. So far, there was no visual evidence of excavation within a perimeter mile of the city. However, the engineers warned that if the mines ran significantly deep enough, that they would be difficult to identify without using more invasive surveying techniques. There was also the open question regarding the city’s sewerage systems. So far, the second group of engineers had failed to respond and were now presumed missing in action.
Jarl Egill paced the floor anxiously, “How many men are down there?” he asked Commander Haugen.
“There are two engineers and ten soldiers in the sewers. They are now considered missing in action.”
“I want a guard placed at every entry point into the sewers!” Jarl Egill ordered sharply. 
“We must assume that the enemy is already beneath the city.” Stated Baxan, to which a wave of nervous chatter then erupted from within the War Room.
“Silence!” Egill barked.
“If they are already here, an invasion is now imminent.” Baxan spoke quietly and the War Room fell into a shocked silence.
After a long pause, the now ashen faced Jarl spoke, “What are your suggestions?”
“I have examined the plans further,” Baxan replied as he squinted at the drawings, “there are two specific geographical formations nearby which can be blasted to redirect an underground river into the sewers.”
“You mean to flood them to drown the enemy?”
“Correct.” Baxan responded with a broad grin, “This new location serves us better as all the majority of the tunnels from that point forward will then be flooded.”
“What about the city’s foundations?” Commander Haugen cut in quickly.
“The location I’ve identified is some nine hundred yards outside the main outer wall.” Baxan replied, “You may have to fight the remaining enemy closer to this point, but they will have no ability to call upon reinforcements.”
“So this gives us a fighting chance?”  Commander Haugen asked quietly.
“Without this you will be annihilated.”  Baxan grimaced.
Jarl Egill bristled, “Tell me what you need.”
“Stealth is the only way that this can be achieved. I will use Ragni’s Elven locket for stealth.  I need to get down there now and plant those devices. There is no time for your Axcil Binnadan character to arrive. An attack is imminent,” his eyes narrowed, “the devices will be placed on a short timer, but once used, have your army ready. The remaining enemy beneath your city will be forced up and will fight their way out.”
“What of our citizens?” Egill asked.
“I shall move them into the main church within the barracks. They should be safe there.” Commander Haugen replied confidently.
Jetzan stepped forward, “You will require help carrying all those explosives.”
“Aye.” Added Gizurr and to which Ragni nodded his head in agreement.  Baxan’s eyes moistened.  Their likelihood of returning alive from such a mission was extremely remote.
The Jarl quickly gave his consent and preparations were quickly made to move the citizens of the city inside the church.  The companions were asked to accompany Jarl Egill to the Royal treasury along with Commander Haugen who had been ordered to accompany them on their mission. Upon arrival, they found that it housed many rare antiquities and Jetzan swiftly identified four more rare Bedazzler lockets, similar to Ragni’s. Repeating his earlier Elven incantations, he activated each locket and handed one to each of the companions, saving the final locket for himself.
Their final stop was the city’s Armoury Museum.  It was an enormous building located in the heart of the city centre and famed as housing the most comprehensive collection of ancient weaponry and armour in all of Nemedia.  Inside was a vast array of items, both Dwarven in origin and from other races of vanquished foes from a bygone age.
Jetzan and Baxan identified a full set of heavy dark green Orcish armour which looked virtually identical to that which Jetzan had used earlier.  Their helmets possessed a full length visor, which would disguise their faces and true racial heritage.   The three Dwarven members of the group were also able to fully equip themselves with an entire set of Goblin armour. Goblin armour was also dark green in colour, but its plates were smaller with broader meshes of black chain mail in between for added manoeuvrability.
To complete their look, the weapons that they chose matched the racial origins of their armour, save for the two handed sword which Gizurr insisted on keeping.
After checking and double-checking their backpacks had the correct amount of explosive devices, fuses and timers and finalizing the awareness of all the group of where and how to place the devices, should Baxan be killed in action, the companions were finally set.
The army of Takrak maintained a state of high alert. Earlier that day, a regiment of soldiers had been tasked with the mission of closing off the many hundred of smaller one-man access holes peppering the city with fast drying concrete, finalizing the act of making the exits impenetrable by strategically placing heavy-laden wagons on top of each floor panel. Bubbling vats of oil were now also located above every remaining larger sewerage access point, with a platoon of archers at the ready to light its contents. There were only a small number of these larger access points within the city.  The strategy was to confuse the enemy in limiting their use of just a handful of remaining exits.  This would channel their sizeable numbers into a relatively small area, thereby reducing their ability to both move and fight.
The daylight was rapidly fading as the group gingerly approached one of the remaining access areas. From the shadows, the figures of many Dwarven soldiers could be seen shifting both on the ground and the upper ramparts of the city, their movements now watched closely by an army on high alert.
Jetzan was grateful that Baxan had the presence of mind to bring along with him a pungent ointment, layered with lavender. He offered round to pot to each of the group to rub around their nostrils. This would enable their travels within the sewerage systems to be more bearable.  At their current point of access, they were entering a main rainwater drain, but they would very soon branch off this drain into the main sewerage section of the city’s wastes, on their journey southwards towards their first geological fault where they were to lay their first explosive device.
“May great Thor keep you safe,” said Jarl Egill solemnly, grabbing the shoulders of Commander Haugen and pulling him into a powerful bear hug.  The Jarl hugged each of the companions in turn and then spoke, “I pray that you will return safely.”
An approving rush of whispers could be heard from soldiers that surrounded them as they slowly made their way down into the city’s murky depths.
* * * *
The morning was unusually bright and cheery as Ellaminva glanced outside the cabin window.  It was still early dawn and she could hear the distant thundering waters of the Kalapel. She realised that she was eager to see Axcil again and hurried to find a mirror and wash basin to tidy up her appearance before breakfast.  She could hear sounds coming from the main cabin and smelled the welcoming scent of fried bacon.  Her stomach gave a spasm in response and she realised that she was famished. 
Having briefly refreshed her face and fixed her hair she entered the main cabin to find the adjacent inner door to the barn wide open.  Vank’s head and entire neck was firmly pushed through the door as he merrily chomped down on the contents of a high stack of fried bacon along with several plates of eggs and beans.  For added bulk Axcil had handed him four entire loaves of bread, which he was now energetically dipping into his hill of beans.
“Is it good?” she asked as her eyes twinkled at her friend.
“Oh yes!”  Vank replied with his cheeks bulging.
“Now it’s your turn.” Axcil smiled, gesturing towards the table.
After a hearty breakfast upon which Axcil received many compliments, Ellaminva offered to head outside to gather some water to wash the mound of dishes and pans that had accumulated.  On her way back from completing the task she noticed a man on horseback that was moving towards their position from the other side of the river.  He would arrive there within moments and with this knowledge she shouted a word of warning as she sprinted back towards the cabin.
Axcil grabbed quickly grabbed hold of his sword and ran outside.  For safety, he ordered both Ellaminva and Vank to remain out of sight.  Ellaminva did as she was asked, opening one of the ground floor windows to aim her bow out of it to offer Axcil some added protection.  Vank’s head had disappeared from the main cabin he was most likely keeping a keen eye on the visitor from a good external vantage point near to the barn.
Before the man had reached the other side of bridge, Axcil’s demeanor had visibly relaxed. “It’s fine, he’s a messenger from Takrak,” he shouted back towards the cabin.
Axcil strode forward at great speed to meet with him.  They both exchanged words quickly and the messenger nodded at something and the immediately departed.  Axcil returned to the cabin, his expression dark.
Ellaminva gave him a questioning look, remaining silent to give him time to gather his troubled thoughts.  Finally he spoke, “This is where we must part ways.”
“How can you say that?”
He brushed aside the question stiffly, “There is an invasion imminent at Takrak. I am needed,” he quickly grabbed her hand, “please, be safe and go home.”  His touch made her face redden and she started to lean in towards him. He responded with a startled expression and swiftly moved away.
Ellaminva suddenly felt angry, “Do you think so little of me?”
“What do you mean?”
She moved towards him again to gaze into his deep green eyes, “I happen to find you incredibly attractive. There, I said it.”
He blinked at her in surprise.  Before he had time to respond, she had looped her arms around his neck and pulled him towards her to kiss him on the mouth.  For a few moments, his body stood rigid then it relaxed, as he responded to her kiss.
“There,” she breathed, “now that wasn’t so difficult was it?”
He wrenched himself away and started to pace, gingerly touching his lips that still felt hot with the burning sensation of desire. “We hardly know each other!”  He threw his hands up in exasperation.
“I’m guessing that you also liked me straight away too,” she teased, clearly delighted with this unexpected turn of events. 
His expression hardened, “I’m about to go on what may be a suicide mission and you’re playing games.”
Her smiled dropped, “What are you talking about?”
He held her shoulders firmly and stared at her face intently, “I have been asked to go undercover as a spy amongst the invading arms of Orcs underneath Takrak.  I know their native tongue because of my father.”  Seeing her look doubtful at the plan, “I will be wearing full armour so it will hide my human ancestry.”
“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” she snorted. “tell them to go and kiss your dog’s backside.”
Her statement was a common insult used by many in Nemedia and its use in this instance strangely made a lot of sense.  He stood silent for a moment and then chuckled softly.  This woman was the first person that made him look at the world differently. He had automatically risked his life so many times on the orders of others, that he’d stopped questioning why.  Although he was still quite young, he had retired from the army.  To expect him to immediately agree to go behind enemy lines and risk his life again on a mission that was likely to fail was both unfair and ridiculous. If he was caught, he would be killed and nobody would have benefited anyway.
After a few moments, Ellaminva’s expression changed to a look so sensuous that it took his breath away.  Before he could speak, she had wrapped her arms around him again and was kissing him furiously.  Finally, they parted and she spoke, “We shall go together to Takrak, but know this, you are my man now. I will not allow you to throw your life away on the say-so of another.”  Her eyes blazed with emotion.  It was all he could do but agree.
* * * *
Cara muttered something softly underneath her breath.  Ethan guessed that it was likely a prayer for what was about to happen.  He could sense the spirit of his ring shift about excitedly.  As it did so, images began to flash again inside his head.  He was getting better now at interpreting them as the days passed. In the beginning, he saw only colours that represented basic emotions. As time went on, the colours became intermingled with images. Ethan likened their communication now to a type of Morse code that was rapidly becoming a fluid conversation.
Ethan fondly ran his fingers over his ring. “I am ready.” Alexon informed him.
With a flash of his eyes, the Grand Mage signaled that it had begun.  He shifted his gaze towards Nilipon, “Have you seen Garagor?  I would like to thank him for his hospitality before we leave.”
The man’s face drained of all colour, “I will tell him,” he replied and rapidly disappeared.
“Be ready.” Master Bedwyr warned through clenched teeth.  The companions had mounted their horses and faced the entire caravan, their backs safely covered by the open grasslands.  After a few short moments a now breathless and crimson faced Garagor arrived with a group of five armed men. 
“You do not have my permission to leave.” Garagor barked.  He made a move towards Master Bedwyr, but quickly halted, his eyes narrowing as saw the old man raise forward both arms.  Garagor was no fool. He knew that that he was dealing with a mage and that the man’s gesture was a warning.
“Now be reasonable,” he said with a cold smile, “look at it from my point of view – you owe me money.”
“Keep your men still.” Master Bedwyr ordered sharply as Garagor’s men had been slowly attempting to encircle them.
Without warning, a man ran towards Cara’s horse and attempted to grab hold of her leg, “Pulsus!” she yelled and an unseen force knocked back her attacker over fifteen feet and then dropped him on the ground in a crumpled heap.  A gasp emanated from the growing group of caravan onlookers.
“If you don’t let us leave we will utterly destroy this caravan.” Thundered Master Bedwyr and a horrified ripple of whispers ran through the camp. A young child began to cry.
It was a wickedly clever ploy.  Master Bedwyr was now placed as the villain and Garagor the savior. To save the entire caravan, all Garagor had to do was to let them leave.  If he attempted anything else, he would now be seen as the one responsible for placing the entire caravan in danger.
“And what about my money?” he pressed, not willing to admit defeat.
Master Bedwyr scratched his beard and acted as if he was giving this question some serious thought. “Well, the agreement was for some chores, but it was based upon our safe arrival at Fort Varok,” he pushed up his spectacles with his index finger then frowned, “however, we have travelled with you for a few days, so I shall leave you with fifty cinterns.  This is more than I should really pay you, but I am a generous man.”
Garagor scowled and spat on the ground.
Master Bedwyr, seemingly oblivious to the response of Garagor smiled and tossed the money pouch on the ground.
With a quick nod to both Ethan and Cara they silently worded “Lapis Scutum” and immediately their skin took on a stone-like quality.
“Creator protect us!” An old woman groaned who immediately dropped to her knees in prayer.
“Do not follow us. Do not seek us out.” Master Bedwyr warned. His expression remained dark as they began to back their horses away.  After several minutes of this, they swiftly jerked around the heads of their mounts and galloped away. In the excitement of it all, the companions had failed to notice the single solitary raven circling high above.  Within moments, it was travelling West to inform Yariq of what it had seen.
 




Chapter 11
 
They had been wading through the city’s rainwater drainage system now for nearly half an hour. For the shorter companions, the icy waters reached their chests and it didn’t take long before both their legs and bodies began to ache with the cold. Upon reaching the main junction leading down to the sewers, they were immediately met with the overwhelming stench of decay. It was strongly apparent, despite their use of the lavender ointment.
“Thor’s blood, this place stinks!” Gizurr coughed.
“Silence!” Baxan hissed.
A flicker of torchlight and shadowy forms could be seen wavering along the back wall to an adjacent tunnel. As they slowly inched their way forward, they began to discern the distinctive guttural sounds of Goblins, clearly arguing over something.  There were five of them. Two were yelling over ownership of an item of clothing while the remaining group stood backwards to watch.  Jetzan’s heart sank when he identified the colours of a soldier’s uniform from the city.  He surmised that it must be from one of the Dwarves reported earlier as missing in action.
The larger of the two Goblins quickly became impatient and whipped out a long wicked looking dagger.  With a shriek of rage, the second Goblin sprang backwards. It drew its own sword, dropping the now forgotten item of clothing, which began to immediately sink beneath the sea of surrounding filth. The remaining group of Goblins, their blood lust fully awakened, chattered excitedly and moved away to give them room to fight.
The two foes slowly began to encircle one another.  Suddenly, the larger Goblin speared forward its dagger, locating a weak spot between the shoulder and chest plate of its foe.  Sensing a critical hit, it rammed forward the entire weight of its body onto the hilt of its dagger as it entered the creature’s ribcage.  The Goblin’s cry of pain quickly gave way to a gurgle as its body froze in death and fell headfirst into the waters.
The spectators shrieked with delight and wasted no time in stripping their dead brethren of its valuables.  Its murderer now seemed disinterested. The prized item of clothing had long since disappeared into the filthy waters and after only a few minutes, the entire group had disappeared back along the passageway whence they came.
“Vile.” Gizurr spat.
Without speaking further, they moved on. Torches now lit the tunnel every thirty yards.  Baxan paused briefly to feel the walls it for changes in its geology, “We’re almost at our first location,” he whispered hoarsely.
The corridors had remained curiously quiet and then it hit them.  A terrible presence approached. A feeling of terror ran through the group that almost stifled the breath from their bodies.
“There!” Baxan croaked with all the strength that he could muster. He quickly motioned them towards a small alcove upon which they could step out of the waters. Jetzan had the sense of mind to extinguish the torch to their section of the tunnel and they were plunged into darkness.  They waited.
For what seemed like an eternity all remained quiet. Then they heard a clicking noise.  It was faint at first, but it gradually grew louder as they sensed something huge move towards them.  Jetzan noticed that his Bedazzler locket had begun to burn with an intense heat. He squeezed his eyes shut in an attempt to block out the pain.
It was close now.  Their alcove consisted of a mild ledged indentation that lay just above the water and a sudden wave crashed at their feet.  They pressed their trembling bodies back into its furthest recesses.  They could not see the creature but could sense from the swirling waters at their feet that it was enormous.  Suddenly, everything went silent and it stopped moving.  The companions remained motionless, barely daring to breathe. After a short span of time, the strange clicking sound began again.
After what seemed like an eternity, the creature’s huge mass began to move forward again.  After several minutes, all sounds and the feeling of terror had dissipated.
As Gizurr’s body and arms relaxed, he immediately noticed a sharp pain in the palm of his hand. He unclenched his fist to find the bloodied indentations of where his fingernails had dug deep into his palm.  He squinted ahead, “So there are demons here as well as Creator knows what else.”
”Indeed. We have no time to lose.” Baxan grimaced.
Baxan ran his right hand down the adjacent wall as he felt for a change in the rock’s texture.  After a few minutes he halted.  “Here,” he said then rapidly knelt down.
He glanced up at the dimly lit silhouettes of his companions, “Five meter separations from this point forward.  Everyone must place their devices out of sight, just below the water line.  The fuses and timers are waterproof, so don’t worry.”
“How much time do we have between charges?” Commander Haugen asked.
“I suggest we give ourselves a clear hour before the first charges are activated. This should give us time to reach our second destination, set the charges and then run like the devil.”
“That is not much time for us to get out alive.” Gizurr growled.
“Indeed,” nodded Baxan who immediately began rummaging in his backpack, “but if we wait any longer and we increase the risk of the devices being discovered.”
Silently, the companions set to work. They synchronised their timers and then placed the devices out of sight. Once their task had been completed they began moving forwards towards their final destination.
Ahead of them, they began to discern the high pitched chatter of Goblins, intermingled now with the much deeper grunts of Orcs. The hair on the back of Gizurr’s neck stood on end when he then heard the distinct booms of Trolls.  He quickly placed his throbbing palm into the filthy waters to rinse off any trace scent of his Dwarven blood.  He knew that Trolls were famous for their keen sense of smell and smiled wryly with the knowledge that they would be suffering the most during their time inside the sewers.
They had no option now but to rely entirely upon their disguises. Once again, their Bedazzler lockets began to radiate with an intense heat.  There were dozens of the creatures ahead and their bodies blocked the entire passageway. The tunnel itself was no broader than five men walking abreast and it stood no higher than fifteen feet.  Baxan’s gaze settled upon the distinct green plumed helmet of an Orc commander sticking out amongst the enemy crowd.  He halted their approach and quickly reached into his backpack to assemble a weak make-shift grenade.
“Follow me closely if you value your lives,” he whispered sharply and then threw the grenade.
There was a dull plop as the grenade bounced off the helmet of the Orc commander then fell into the waters.  The creature blinked once in surprise and then the device exploded. Baxan’s weakened grenade did not damage the tunnel, but its effect upon living flesh was devastating. Suddenly, the air was filled with a splattering of blood, guts and other body parts.  The survivors now scurried and shrieked in a mixed state of anger, shock and confusion.
“Now!” Baxan hissed as he began wading forward.
They were as good as invisible within the chaos. They swiftly located and placed their final set of explosive devices. Baxan examined his watch, “We have a good thirty minutes to get the hell out of here.”
Jetzan frowned deeply, “If we continue forwards we will meet the bulk of the enemy and drown in thirty minutes, but if we go back the way we came-.”
“Then we will face at least one demon and a mass of angry Orcs, Trolls and Goblins,” interjected Commander Haugen.
The group remained silent for a moment, thinking about their options then Commander Haugen spoke, “I wonder where that demon expects to exit the sewers?”
The realization suddenly hit them. There must be another, much larger exit that the enemy was planning to use that they had missed entirely.  They needed to retrace their steps to the last point that they had met with that evil horror and try to find out where it was headed.  They quickly turned around and headed back towards the city.
* * * *
They had been pushing their horses hard for over an hour.  Ethan could hear the labored breaths of Bella beginning to sound distressed. “We must stop!” he yelled and immediately pulled on his reins. 
The Grand Mage slowed his mount and quickly scanned the horizon for any signs of pursuit.  There were none. Satisfied that all was well, he sprang off the back off his own horse with surprising agility, “Well spotted, my boy. I think that our mounts also deserve a decent breakfast!”  He patted his horses’ neck.
They had all dismounted now and began to slowly walk ahead, stopping frequently to allow their animals to feed upon the long grasses.
“You wouldn’t have done anything to those people would you?” Ethan asked.
“You mean, my threat of destroying the entire caravan if he didn’t let us go?” Master Bedwyr queried with his eyebrows arching high.
“Yes.”
“Do you think me capable of cold blooded murder?” Master Bedwyr’s expression had darkened.
Ethan suddenly remembered how Master Bedwyr had already shown temperance by sparing the lives of the two robbers a few days ago.  He would never stoop to attacking innocent men, women and children.
“I’m sorry, no.” Ethan apologised, his face flushing with embarrassment.
Alexon and Ethan conversed during the length of the remaining day. His former owner had apparently been a female mage.  His powers had barely been used and she had passed away peacefully at a ripe old age and then been placed into the box.  Alexon had informed him that he had been kept in the box for some considerable time as the Grand Mage had been a much younger man when the ring had last ‘seen’ him. 
Ethan briefly worried about the ring’s sanity as it had been shut away from all human contact for so long.  However, Alexon had assured him that as he could choose to return to the Creator at any moment, he was never trapped inside the box. He had also kept himself busy by creating new spells, which included being able to breathe under water and night vision.
The daylight quickly began to fade and they agreed to take turns in standing watch for the night. Ethan excitedly offered his services first, outlining that he had gained knowledge of a new night vision spell.
Master Bedwyr gave Ethan a quizzical look and asked to hear the words of power.  Upon attempting to try the spell himself, he found that it did not work.
”It seems that Alexon has broken a physical barrier between your worldly senses and those of himself,” he rubbed his beard reflectively.
“What do you mean?” Ethan asked.
“Alexon is able to use your eyes with his own spirit magic.  I suspect that he sees exactly what you see.” 
“So this ring is special?” Ethan asked, stroking his ring that glinted in the moonlight.
“We will know more when we reach Findias,” the Grand Mage smiled.
The companions had decided that it would be safer to not light a fire, as it would be seen for miles.  After eating a cold supper of dried biscuits, they settled down for the night as Ethan took the first watch.
The stars were hidden across the clouded dark skies, but Ethan’s eyes saw everything as if the night was bathed in full sunlight.  He marveled at the power of his ring and wondered what else he would learn over the coming days and weeks ahead. The night passed without incident and within a few days they had already reached the outskirts of Fort Varok as the night drew in.
As they approached from just a few miles away, Ethan admired its robust bulk as it thrust itself proudly out from the surrounding grasslands under the clear night skies.  It flew many deep purple flags adorned with an image of a golden Dragon that were proudly illuminated by the evening watchtowers.  The fort housed the Dwarven second infantry battalion, which for centuries had established a very close bond with the Dragon race. The large open grasslands surrounding the fort offered an ideal training ground, which the two races often did together.
All was quiet, save for the sound of their horses’ hooves thudding softly upon the damp ground.  Then they heard a howl.
They turned around to view the grasslands behind.  At first they could see nothing then a distant black form could be seen bounding towards them. 
“Move!” Master Bedwyr barked.
A second more distant howl could now be heard.  The horses strained forward their necks, sensing the panic of their owners.  They raced along the grasslands heading directly towards the safety of the fort.  The howling grew louder and more excited. Ethan briefly closed his eyes and urged Alexon to give him night vision.  To his surprise, Alexon immediately responded to his thoughts.  The brightness of a full summer’s day came to his eyes and he glanced backwards to see the closest demon was now only a few hundred feet away. The creature possessed a black lizard-like face that housed and two rows of savage white fangs.  It moved largely on its powerful hinds legs, only occasionally gouging the earth with its smaller front shaped talons to steady its powerful leaps. A low growl emanated from the back of its throat as it lunged forward to intercept Ethan.
In a gesture of pure instinct Ethan raised forward his hand and imagined lightening leaping out of his fingers.  Again, Alexon responded immediately.  Lightening streaked out of his right hand as he steadied himself on his horse with his other hand. The lightening hit the beast square in the chest and it shrieked in both surprise and rage as it was punched backwards towards the earth. It sat heavily winded, shaking its head with smoke billowing around its body. Its forked tongue flicked briefly upon its heaving chest, checking for injury.  Although its scales looked slightly charred there were no signs of serious damage.  Within moments it was bounding forwards again with a howl of fury.
The delay and commotion had given them valuable time. The soldiers atop the fort were already scurrying around on high alert and within seconds of the companions passing through the gates they were closed.  A shriek of rage could be heard from outside the walls as both Blood Trackers began to prowl its outskirts looking for a way in.
“What are those things?” A soldier yelled from the ramparts.
“They are demons,” a loud deep voice replied. “I am at your service,” a large silver Dragon bowed its head at the companions. “Do not fear,” it spoke as it padded softly towards them, “there are several mature Dragons inside this fort. Demon or not, if they enter, they will die.”  His strong silvery grey eyes twinkled in the moonlight.
The companions slid from their saddles in relief, their legs momentarily weak with exhaustion.  The silver Dragon spoke once more, his eyes resting upon Ethan, “You are gifted at using magic in the dark.”
Ethan sensed that the Dragon was making a statement rather than asking a question.  He nodded slowly and remained silent.
“You may call me Palaxon,” he continued, “I am the Major-General of this garrison.”
“Isn’t the fort Dwarven?” Cara stared at him incredulously.
“What a quaint question.” Palaxon smiled warmly.  Without offering any explanation he motioned them to follow him, “Come, we must talk”.
“What about the demons?” Ethan asked hurriedly.
“My men will keep an eye on them,” Palaxon responded calmly.
They moved towards a large building centered across the main courtyard. As they approached, Ethan glanced at hundreds of soldiers patrolling the ramparts.  He had also seen two enormous Dragons take flight to begin an aerial patrol.  Ethan marveled at the sheer size and magnificence of the Dragons and his fear of the two demons that prowled outside began to subside.
Master Bedwyr explained to Palaxon the origins of their journey and that Ethan was from another world.  He spoke of Brid Clodagh, of the End of Days and of the weakening of the veil.  To save the loss of magic from Nemedia he informed Palaxon that it was essential that Ethan reached Findias as soon as possible.
“You shall be there in two days,” Palaxon declared firmly.  The Dragon lifted his head in response to a Dwarven soldier who arrived within the hall.
“What is it?” Palaxon asked, his eyes narrowing.
“The demons have retreated sir.  They were last seen heading East.”
The Dragon tapped the floor reflectively with a huge talon. “It seems that they are attempting to move ahead of your position.  They knew already that you were travelling East.”
The Grand Mage frowned deeply, “We are being hunted and now they wish to set and ambush.  They must know about Ethan.” He glanced sharply at Palaxon, “but they assume that we will be travelling by land.”
“Indeed.” Palaxon smiled.
“What are you talking about?” Ethan exclaimed in exasperation.
“We are going to fly to Findias!” Cara grinned, grabbing hold of his arm excitedly.
 




Chapter 12
 
Delabo’s body suited GraJin perfectly.  After thousands of years of existing within his own grey skinned corpse, he enjoyed the sensation of warm blood in his veins, and the throbbing pulse of a heartbeat.  He examined his new body in the mirror with a surgical fascination.  Its face was rather plain but it was fully functional.  The hair was dark and short, with slight silvering at its temples.  Once Delabo’s spirit had been removed its complexion had returned to a soft healthy glow. Satisfied with what he saw, GraJin smiled.
There was a knock at the door, “Enter,” Commanded GraJin who arched his eyebrows at the sound of his new voice.
Captain Vanimar entered and saluted, “My lord, an audience is requested.”
GraJin’s dark eyes glittered, “Who asks this of me?”
“There are three district leaders. They await you in the main hall.” Captain Vanimar replied, without expression.
“Tell them I will be there shortly.”
The Captain promptly saluted and left.  Several moments passed as GraJin’s body shook with rage.  He knew that he must explain to the humans the destruction of the College of Mages, execution of all its senior mages and imprisonment of all its trainee mages in order to retain the secrecy of his identity.  Having to explain his actions to others had not happened in thousands of years and he barely contained his fury at this new indignity.
The counterfeit signed confession of Master Bedwyr regarding the use of necromancy at the college would be used to explain the destruction of the College of Mages and execution of all senior mages. However, holding the trainee mages without trial would require some careful explanation.
With a monumental effort he calmly got up from his desk and made his way towards the main hall.  He would ensure Yariq learned of every vile secret of these city leaders and use it as leverage, should diplomacy fail.  Everybody has secrets, everybody has a price.  He would find out what they were.  A faint smile crossed his lips and he quickened his pace.
* * * *
Axcil and Ellaminva had been riding hard for several days. Vank provided regular aerial updates and reported nothing out of the ordinary.  As they approached the main gates, the guards recognised Axcil and they were granted an immediate audience with Jarl Egill.
“You are a welcome sight,” he growled, shaking Axcil’s hand vigorously. 
He motioned them towards a set of high backed chairs.  Vank lay upon the cold granite floor where he sat close to Ellaminva.
An old woman appeared, carrying a tray of golden goblets filled with wine.  She silently handed a goblet to each of them, her eyes flashing briefly at the Dragon.  She left the room and swiftly returned with a large golden bowl filled with wine for Vank and then departed.
Axcil kept his gaze upon the face of the Jarl. He noticed that the old Dwarf’s face looked pale, “Tell me the latest news.”
Jarl Egill smiled wearily, “Our enemy is underground as my messenger may have already mentioned.”
“How can I help?” Axcil asked.  He braced himself for the need to refuse any request to go underground. Ellaminva had made her position quite clear on the matter.
The Jarl shook his head ruefully. He informed them of the new plan to flood the mines.  If achieved successfully, he expected the surviving enemy to lead an attack from the sewers at any moment.  The attack was likely to happen within a matter of hours.  Axcil quickly informed Egill of his need to get an urgent message to the High Dragon to a Grand Council of the Tuatha Dé
Dannan.
The Jarl’s bearded face looked drained, “The pieces begin to fall into place,” his eyes narrowed, “we are not dealing with just an invasion of Takrak, but of Nemedia.”
Axcil nodded solemnly. There was a long moment of silence as the group stared at one another.  Finally Axcil spoke, “My message is urgent.”
In the Chambers of the Jarl, Egill stood up and began to pace the room, “A Dragon or two would be of immense use to us right now.”
With these words, Vank’s head raised from the floor. Ellaminva’s heart raced fast with fear as she realised that she may have placed her beloved Vank in danger.  She thought quickly, “My lord, as you know, Vank is not a Battle Dragon. He is of no use to you in battle,” she cocked her head slightly, “however, we could deliver Axcil’s message at Fort Mavak. We could also ask the High Dragon to send you Battle Dragons.”
Axcil studied the strained expression of the Jarl, “He will respond to my message.”
The Jarl nodded slowly. Although the Battle Dragons would most likely arrive too late, Axcil’s message still needed to be delivered. It was decided that Ellaminva and Vank should leave immediately. 
Axcil stood before her in the courtyard and gently closed her hands around a medallion which the High Dragon had personally given him many years ago. “Give this to Halaxan.” He spoke softly, “it was how we usually communicate with one another, but it does not seem to work now for some reason.”
Ellaminva blinked, “I don’t want to leave you like this.” She moved forward and grabbed his arm, “don’t go risking your life foolishly!” she glared at him in desperation.
“We must both do this, you know that.” He replied nodding to affirm his statement.  He stared at her worried face and was reminded at how pretty she looked.
Her eyes suddenly filled with tears and she clung to him.  Within moments of doing so, she’d angrily pushed herself away, tears now streaming down her face. “Fine, go kill yourself if you must,” she yelled, beginning to turn away in anger.
On impulse, he caught hold of her arm and swung her around to face him. He pulled her close towards him and kissed her hard on the mouth.  She froze in shock but quickly responded, her mouth hungrily devouring his in a passionate embrace. 
“Don’t” you dare die!” she sobbed, gripping his shoulders firmly, her face still wet with tears. 
Without speaking further she turned away and mounted Vank.  With a loud yell she kicked hard into his sides. He immediately responded and leapt into the air, his powerful wings taking them swiftly above the clouds.
* * * *
Dawn was breaking across a chill winter morning as the companions readied themselves. They had each donned a fur lined Dragon rider outfit and face mask to protect themselves from high altitude frostbite. Ethan was assigned to Mavolin, a deep crimson Dragon. Cara travelled with Haxabine, a jade green Dragon with golden eyes. Master Bedwyr was assigned to the dark blue Dragon named Tamavok.  He was by far the largest Dragon of the group and stood a clear meter taller than his brethren.
Their journey would be non-stop for two days.  Tactically, this made sense in terms of increased speed and stealth and in reducing the massive amounts of energy needed to obtain such high altitudes.
“Ethan?”  Cara sounded nervous.
He stared at her wordlessly for a moment.  For the past few days, they had not had not spoken very much and he realised that he had missed that.
“When we reach Findias, there is something that I must ask you.” Her expression remained hidden behind her mask.
Ethan nodded and slowly returned his gaze towards Mavolin as he was helped upon his back.  Their horses would be well cared for.  As they needed to sleep in their saddles while riding the Dragons, they were safely strapped in.
“Fly swift.” Palaxon ordered the Dragons to take flight.
Ethan gasped as the forces of gravity pushed hard against his body.  The sheer weight of air pressed down upon him and he felt his neck and arms strain under its pressure. With a supreme effort, he inhaled deeply and screwed his eyes shut as they flew higher into the clouds.
Their climb was steep. The Dragons had been trained to obtain high altitude as quickly as possible and little consideration had been given to their inexperienced riders.  After what seemed like an eternity, they began to level off and he opened his eyes.
What he saw was beautiful.  They were gliding now, high above the clouds that spread out beneath them like tiny balls of cotton wool. Sunlight bounced off Mavolin’s crimson scales and Ethan squinted at its brilliance.  He moved his hands downwards to locate his water rations. A dozen Gaka leaves filled with fresh water had been individually sewn into a sheep’s skin bag.  When thirsty, he was to use one of these leaves to slate his thirst.
The hours passed by quickly and Ethan began to feel weary.  Through his fur lined hood, he could hear the thunder of air amid the occasional powerful beat of Mavolin’s wings.  The sun had now dipped beneath the clouds, allowing the first stars to peep through the fading sunlight.
A sharp yank awoke him. He realised that he must have fallen asleep as it was now dawn again.  Ethan glanced about and wondered what had caused Mavolin to swerve.  He craned his neck to find Cara and Master Bedwyr flying just below his position.  Then he saw something else.  A dark mass followed directly beneath them.
If Mavolin had not swerved, Ethan would never have seen it.  He blinked a couple of times, letting the last vestiges of sleep depart. Whatever it was, it was travelling at a speed and direction that directly matched theirs.
Ethan’s mind worked quickly.  He needed to let the others know of what he’d seen.  He gestured wildly in the vain hope of catching someone’s attention then rapidly gave up.  It could be hours before anyone noticed anything was amiss and by then they would be in Findias.  By then, they would have led whatever it was directly to Princess Talina.
“I can help.” Alexon interjected Ethan’s frantic thoughts.
“How?”
“You are sat upon Mavolin. I will help you communicate.” Immediately, Ethan’s mind filled alien thoughts.  Tactical battle formations, training routines, death grips, and mathematical formulae filled his head. After a few moments his thoughts cleared and he heard a voice.
“WHAT ARE YOU?”  It asked as it had already sensed him.
“Mavolin?” Ethan spoke nervously, “I’m the human travelling with you.”
There was silence for a moment, “SPEAK.” Mavolin replied.
“Please look below Haxabine,” Ethan cautioned, “something follows.”
After a short pause, Mavolin arched his huge neck and looked down.  He changed the angle of his wings, slowing their speed, so that Haxabine flew slightly ahead, instantly revealing the dark mass that followed beneath.
“TARNS.” Mavolin stated without emotion.
“They match our speed and direction – are they-.”
“SILENCE.” Mavolin cut in sharply. “I SHALL INFORM THE OTHERS, NOW LEAVE.”  Alexon responded and immediately severed their connection.
Mavolin swooped downwards, a move which caught the eye of Haxabine and Tamavok.  With a quick nudge of his head, he directed their gaze towards the Tarns.  For several hours, they altered their direction and speed in an attempt to ascertain whether they were being followed.  With each move, the creatures matched their position exactly.  There was now no doubt that they were being followed. They were closer now and Ethan strained his eyes and saw at least fifty.
From what Cara had told him, Tarns travelling in flocks of this size were extremely abnormal.  They rarely risked attacking full sized Dragons.  It was strange that largely solitary and carrion eating animals would behave in this way.
Mavolin glanced behind at Ethan and pointed his towards his own mouth, indicating his permission to communicate once more.
“Hello.” Ethan said, nervously.
“WE MUST ATTACK AND DISPERSE.” Mavolin warned, “PREPARE YOUR MAGIC.”
Ethan glanced below to see Haxabine and Tamavok gesture toward Master Bedwyr and Cara, of an impending battle.  They glanced below and nodded their heads in readiness.
“Let’s go.” Ethan said with his throat tightening.
They set their battle formation in the shape of an arrow. Tamavok led the attack with Haxabine and Mavolin taking left and right rear flanking positions.   Once set, they pulled in their enormous wings close to their bodies and began an almost vertical dive.  Within seconds, their enormous bulk had crashed into the mass of creatures below, breaking many wings and necks in the process.
“Lapis Scutum.” Ethan thought, as he narrowed his eyes in meditation. His skin immediately took on a stone like quality.
After several hundred feet, they finally levelled off and he glanced above.  The Tarns had scattered, shrieking in a mixture of rage and confusion.  At least fifteen had already been killed.
Ethan caught sight of a solitary Tarn some thirty feet ahead of their position, “Glacialis!” He yelled as he thrust out his hands. Shards of ice flew out from his fingers, immediately finding its target and ripping through both its body and wings.  It shrieked in pain and immediately began to spiral towards the earth, weakly flapping its wings as it did so.
Master Bedwyr and Cara followed suit and lightening and ice spells felled several more of the creatures.  Upon seeing yet more of their brethren die, the creatures fled, their cries of terror rapidly disappearing far off into the distance.
“IMPRESSIVE.” Mavolin stated. 
“Thank you.” Ethan said in surprise at the unexpected compliment.
As their second day of travel drew to a close they descended through the clouds and out into the open air below.  The deep green forests of Findias appeared beneath. Gentle mists swirled high above its tree tops, hinting at the mass of life that lay hidden within.  Master Bedwyr used his reins for the first time to guide Tamavok towards their destination.  Ethan felt an unseen power grow within him.
 




Chapter 13
 
Carrying a torch before him, Baxan swiftly led them through the tunnel.  Within moments, they came across a second passageway with a steep incline. Previously hidden in the darkness, flaming torches now lit its roughly hewn walls every ten meters as it led up towards the surface. The receding grunts of Orcs could be heard echoing deep within its malodorous depths.
Baxan looked around guardedly, “This must be where the demon went.”
“Not just him.”  Commander Haugen grimaced and drew his sword.
Baxan nodded solemnly.  Sooner or later they would need to fight. Gizurr smiled wryly at the thought of his beloved Blaze tasting Orc blood one final time.
With their weapons drawn, they breathed in the soured air and pressed forward.  As they neared a sharp bend, their Bedazzler lockets began to burn. They craned their necks around to find a large cavernous expanse.
Within it sat the black, elongated mass of a demon.  It resembled a snake, with large, black scales that covered a heavily scaled body that stood over fifty feet in length. It possessed no identifiable eyes, just an enormous mouth, filled with row upon row of long white fangs that were as long as a man’s arm.  It sat silent, as if waiting for something.  Almost immediately, they saw the milling forms of an entire Orc battalion.
They had no choice now but to move forward. With their Bedazzler lockets searing the skin around their necks, they joined the enemy hoard.   The demon began to sway its head from side to side, as if catching a new scent.  Suddenly it stopped moving and emanated a loud hiss.  The Orcs looked around in confusion.
Baxan swallowed hard and pressed forward, not daring to look behind him, fearing what he might find.  His expert eyes swept the cavern and he quickly identified a man-sized exit to their far right. He surmised that they must be relatively close to the surface now as this was clearly a scouting tunnel for forays into the city.
Stacked within the centre of the cavern sat a mountain of explosives. His throat tightened as he realised that it would punch a hole large enough for the enemy to enter Takrak.
Baxan felt Commander Haugen squeeze his shoulder, “I will do it.”
He realised that the man had offered to sacrifice his life. If he activated the explosives now before the enemy had the chance to move off towards a safe distance, many lives would be saved.  Blinking away a tear, Baxan quickly handed him a make-shift grenade.
Commander Haugen nodded, “I will give you all five minutes to get out.” 
He shoved Baxan towards the access tunnel and nodded for the others to follow.  There was no time for sentimentality. He had given them a chance to live and they took it. Still clutching his torch, Baxan immediately entered the small tunnel, swiftly followed by the others. 
Within less than a couple of minutes, they had reached a short ladder which led up into the cellar of a building.  With their hearts pounding inside their chests, they ran up the stairs and reached the ground floor.
The building was deserted.  All its residents had been evacuated hours ago to the church. The room stood in darkness, save for the moonlight that flooded through its main window. Half empty tankards of ale sat abandoned upon many tables, identifying the building as a public house.
Jetzan and Gizurr picked up a large table and threw it through the window, shattering its glass into a thousand tiny pieces. They scrambled through its jagged frame and ran no more than ten paces when an explosion hit them.
* * * *
Somewhere deep within the heart of the city an explosion boomed. Almost immediately, the sewers began to heave with signs of enemy activity.  The order was quickly given to set alight and empty the bubbling vats of oil into the few remaining exits. Horrific screams echoed deep underground as the smell of burning flesh filled the air.
A short lull followed as a shocked silence descended upon the city. Suddenly, twenty Trolls burst out from the city’s bowels. Each creature stood over twelve feet tall and was armed with a heavily spiked club.   Blood and brains began to fill the air as they scythed a path through the city’s soldiers.  The remaining enemy sensed an opportunity to exit the sewers and followed closely behind, rapidly filling the cobbled streets.
Axcil swore as he saw the morale of the city’s soldiers weaken. It was imperative that one of the Trolls was felled now as soon as possible.  Picking out a creature at random he saw one with its back turned to him that was distracted by a group of soldiers.  With only seconds to act, he moved forward and sliced his sword deeply behind its knees, severing its tendons.  The creature abruptly dropped to its knees and he spun around to race his sword across its throat.
The creature gurgled in surprise, and gripped its throat in a vain attempt to stem the flow of blood.  Its eyes were already glazing when Axcil raised his sword for the final time to severe its head from its body.  The sight of the dead Troll breathed new resolve into city’s soldiers and they pressed forward.
* * * *
As they completed their final aerial sweep of the fort, they saw nothing other than charred remains. Wisps of smoke rose high above the ashen heaps of old fires.  Only by examining their scorched armour, could friend be discerned from foe. The rest lay slowly dissipating into a dark dust.
“Oops.” Vank said as he accidentally stepped upon a blackened corpse.
Ellaminva ignored him as her eyes swept the courtyard.  Their original mission was to inform the High Dragon of the impending Grand Council with the Tuatha Dé
Dannan. What had happened here had changed everything. If he lay dead, they needed to affirm this and locate his body.
“Stay sharp,” she warned as she drew her sword.
They moved ahead cautiously.  More bodies lay inside the shadows of the main hall, but no effort had been made to burn them.  Ellaminva frowned in confusion.  Either they had run out of time or something had happened within the courtyard that they had wished to conceal.
All remained quiet.  Suddenly, the silence was broken as a weak moan echoed down the stairs to their right. They gingerly made their way forward with their swords raised to find an injured soldier, barely moving upon the cold stone floor.
“Please help me,” he croaked.
“Yes,” she whispered, “I will get you some water.” She noticed that his leg had swollen to twice its normal size. The infection had spread into his blood and his body was dripping in sweat.
“Here, drink this,” she whispered, blinking away a tear as she lifted his head towards the cup.
“High Dragon…- taken,” he coughed.
Wiping some spilled water from his chin she asked, “What do you mean?”
“Taken to Cave Mirin – heard the demon speak.”  He seemed to be struggling to reach for something in the gloom. She moved her hand forward to help and felt the presence of a small circular object. Clasping hold of it, she found that it was a gold medallion that exactly matched the one that Axcil had given to her.
“What demon –.” She stopped as she stared into his vacant eyes. 
After reciting a short prayer for the dead she turned to face Vank, “This poor man has given me an item that belongs to the High Dragon.  It explains why Axcil could not communicate with him.” The chain around the medallion was broken. She decided that she would find a replacement chain and give it to Vank. 
“What are your thoughts?” he asked guardedly.
“We cannot return to Takrak as there is a battle waging.  We need help to rescue the High Dragon before he is taken into the cave.”  She shuddered in memory of the many tales that she’d heard as a child of the witch that lived there.
Vank paced the floor nervously, “Where can we get help?”
“Ghemand Forest.”
He had heard of its inhabitants.  Many generations ago a group of Elves had joined a human separatist sect to live in these forests.  The result of their union had created the Hesparin people.  Fiercely independent, they were loyal to no one.
He stared at her wordlessly for a moment, “This is madness!” he said as he slumped down onto the cold floor.
“We haven’t much time.”  Ellaminva pressed, “We can leave a message here for others to know what has happened and where we are headed.”
They proceeded to search the fort’s armoury and store room.  Thankfully, most of its contents had been left untouched.  Vank donned a full set of Dragon armour, finally achieving the much needed protection of his chest and belly.  He completed his armour set by choosing a handsome blue tipped Dragon helmet.  It was armed with a large central spike in the forehead area that was designed for lancing or slicing the enemy at close quarters.
Ellaminva chose a set of human armour. It was made of a light, high grade polished steel. She grimaced at the natural sheen of the metal but grabbed a pot of waterproof dark paint, to blacken it later for camouflage purposes. Within less than an hour, they had completed their preparations and restocked their provisions from the kitchens.
Sensing the need to speak, she cupped her hands around Vank’s face “We must do this.  I am hopeful that the Hesparin will help us,” she frowned, “after all, this evil threatens everyone in Nemedia.”
She sighed and let her hands drop.  He looked closely at the face of his best friend.  Her face showed signs of strain and the tracks of old tears smudged through the dirt on her face.  “I am with you,” he said, nuzzling her neck.
She smiled faintly, “I can always rely upon you.”
After leaving their message nailed upon the front door gates they took immediate flight. The day was drawing to a close but they would not be resting that night within the fort among the dead.
As it sensed them leave, the eyes of the dead soldier flicked open.  Its form began to shift, taking on a fluid-like consistency as it began to change. It decided to choose the form of the Elf woman.  It had liked the way that she felt when she had touched it. As a demon, it had long forgotten what its original shape was and was often impatient to try out new ones.  This new form suited it.  “Here, drink this.” It said, perfectly matching the voice of the Elven woman. It smiled, pleased with its new transformation.
The creature referred to by its demon brethren as the Molgarth walked to one of the windows and watched the sun begin to set.  The false message had been delivered.  By the time anybody found out what had really happened to the High Dragon, it would be too late.
 




Chapter 14
 
The forest heaved with signs of life and a strange chattering noise echoed high above their heads within the forest’s canopy. The Dragons had left them several hours ago and they had been slowly picking their way through a faint forest path that finally led them to the outskirts of the city.
Findias was unlike anything that Ethan had ever seen.  Its buildings were formed by row upon row of softly entwined branches. The entire city was painted a soft cream colour that perfectly matched the many flowers that surrounded it.
Master Bedwyr led them towards the largest building at the centre of the city, but before they had reached it the doors flew open, “Uncle Bedwyr!” a beautiful young woman cried who immediately wrapped her arms around him.
Her long brown hair and brown eyes possessed a reddish tinge that framed her heart shaped face beautifully. She was quite simply, stunning. Ethan blinked in surprise and blushed, glancing briefly at Cara to find her looking at him disapprovingly.
“So this is him?”  she asked as she stood back to eye him up and down. He felt his face redden. 
“Talina, may I introduce Ethan Alonso,” he paused, “may I also introduce to you Cara Goldwater,” he straightened his coat with his hands.
Talina kept her eyes on Ethan, “Welcome!”  She flashed him a dazzling smile, revealing a set of perfect white teeth.
They were taken indoors and each given separate rooms to change themselves out of their soiled travelling clothes. Upon each of their beds was laid a green woollen shirt and trousers that was accompanied by a leather jacket, boots and beautifully engraved set of greaves. Once they had cleaned and dressed themselves, they entered the main hall to receive a plate of hot food and wine.
Talina, King Belenus and his royal assistant, Nassalan Quitox entered the room.  The warmth of the evening fire crackled within the hearth as the King spoke, his gaze fixed upon Master Bedwyr, “My old friend it is good to see you.” he paused a moment and there was tension in his voice, “we have found out more since we last spoke.”
Master Bedwyr’s face remained expressionless, “Tell me.”
King Belenus leaned forward and clasped his hands together, “The veil itself is not the problem.  The demons were successfully sent back there by Brid Clodagh but she failed to understand that in order for them to remain there, she needed to use two magical seals.”
The Grand Mage leaned forward sharply, “So this is what is causing the loss of magic?”
The King nodded slowly, “Indeed. As the first magical seal weakens, it uses more and more magic in an attempt to sustain itself.”
“What of the second seal?” The Grand Mage man sounded impatient.
“It’s in Ethan’s world.” King Belenus replied without emotion.
The room stood silent for some time.  The expression of the Grand Mage grew dark, “To put things right we must firstly stop the draining of magic.”
“You mean end Brid Clodagh’s spell?” Cara gasped in horror, “but that means letting loose thousands of demons that still remain entrapped!”
The room interrupted in a wave of nervous chatter, “Silence!” Nassalan barked.
King Belenus nodded at Cara slowly, “Once we end her spell we can enact the first seal of Ethan’s new one immediately.  Hopefully, many of the lesser demons will be pulled back inside the veil before they know what’s happened.” He turned towards Ethan, “You will need someone from Nemedia to return with you to your world to enact the second seal.”
“Don’t I enact the second ritual?” Ethan asked in confusion.
King Belenus shook his head, “No. Just as our world needs someone from your world to enact the first seal, the same is true for your world and the second seal.”
“This is where Talina comes into it?” Ethan asked as he took a gulp of wine.
King Belenus nodded slowly.
“What’s this about marrying someone?” Ethan mumbled, not daring to mention Talina’s name specifically.
Talina’s eyes were full of mischief, “It’s only a symbolic marriage, of you to Nemedia and me to your world.  It would be more accurate to call it a Treaty.”
It was agreed that there was no time to lose and in the morning they would go to the Throne of Vines. Just as Brid Clodagh did over two millennia ago, Ethan will drink from the magical waters of the forest and sit upon the throne that allows him to sense the world as he reads the words of power. He will firstly read from a scroll prepared for him by the city’s scholars of the arcane to call for an end to Brid Clodagh’s spell.  Once completed, he will then read from a second scroll to enact a new spell that pulls the spirits of fire back inside the veil.  Due to the current weakness of magic in Nemedia, it remained unclear how many of these creatures would be immediately entrapped. However, they had no choice in the matter.  As magic grew stronger in Nemedia, over time, more demons would be returned inside the veil and once Ethan closed the second seal the creatures would be gone forever.
With their heads aching from too much wine and too much talk, they decided to retire for the night.  As Ethan slowly ambled back towards his room he felt the touch of a hand on his arm.  It was Cara.
“Can we talk now?” she spoke softly, staring deeply into his eyes.
He nodded and they slowly walked outside to breathe in the cool night air. The sky was clear and stars shined brightly above the city’s many chimney tops as they entered a small clearing that was dappled with purple blooms.
Concern showed in Cara’s eyes, “It might be tomorrow when you leave Nemedia,” she frowned and grabbed his arm, “take me with you.”
“Why do you want to go with me?” Ethan asked as he stared at her intently. He felt his heart quicken at her nearness and could see a plume of mist escape her open mouth.
“You don’t need Talina to go with you to enact the second ritual.  I am a mage from Nemedia and I know how to get us back if there are any problems.”
What she said made perfect sense.  They could both use magic now and he instinctively touched the ring on his finger. Alexon stirred comfortably in response.
“There is another reason that I want to go with you.” Cara breathed, her gaze intensifying.  There was no mistaking her meaning as she leaned in closely. Before he realised that he chosen to respond, their lips met.  Suddenly, Cara had wrapped her arms around his neck and they kissed with an intensity that surprised them both.  After a short time, they parted, smiling awkwardly at one another.
“How can I refuse?” Ethan felt his face blush. The chill of the night slowly got the better of them and they decided to return to take rest for the night.  The others had already gone to bed so they agreed that they would speak with them in the morning.  With their cheeks flushed, they padded softly to their own rooms.
* * * *
Gizurr swore as he picked himself up from the dust-filled street where he had landed.  His eyes quickly swept the area searching for signs of the enemy. There were none. With his face blackened with dirt, for the first time in many hours he grinned as he breathed in deep gulps of fresh air. The Dwarf looked back towards the building, “No chance of grabbing a beer there anytime soon.” 
The public house had simply disappeared, it’s very foundations tumbling deep into the cavern below.  The companions moved closer towards the edge of the crater to find a mound of broken stones far beneath them, burying the enemy inside a rocky tomb.
A second, then a third explosion thundered deep underground, shaking the very ground beneath their feet.  Baxan’s eyes twinkled.  Their explosive devices had worked, filling the tunnels with water and drowning the remaining enemy within.
“By Thor’s Great Beard, you did it!” Gizurr grinned, clasping hold of Baxan’s hand and shaking it energetically.
Their smiles were short lived as the sound of distant fighting echoed through the streets. The surviving enemy troops that had already exited the sewers would now be fighting for their lives.  They removed their helmets so that the soldiers would not mistake them for the enemy and then swiftly made their way towards the source of the noise.
Before them stood a scene that could have come straight out of hell. The walls and ground were stained with blood and entrails as at least two hundred heavily armed Orcs and a hundred Goblins attacked an increasingly exhausted army of Takrak. Bolstering up their number were ten surviving Trolls. Some of their brethren already lay dead on the cobbles but a significant number remained that were inflicting devastating damage. 
“This must stop.” Baxan snarled as his eyes darkened with anger.
He quickly scanned the area and spied the expended oil vats used earlier to set alight the few remaining sewer exits.  Nearby, small pools of oil lay congealing upon the cobbles.
“Cloth!  I need cloth!”  His eyes frantically swept the area. 
Jetzan withdrew a knife and fumbled inside his leggings.  Within seconds he had removed his underpants. “Will this do?” he panted, dangling the ruined item before him.
Baxan stifled a smile and then quickly grabbed hold of them, “Everybody do exactly the same!” He yelled as he proceeded to tie the item around a stick of dynamite fitted with a short fuse.  He ran towards the pool of sludge and oil and then spread the thick mess all over it.  Glancing over his shoulder, he spied a Troll with its back turned to him, lit the fuse and then threw it directly towards it. The oil caused it to stick fast onto the back of the creature’s plate mail. Within seconds it exploded, punching a lethal hole clear through the creature’s chest, killing it instantly.
Three further Trolls were quickly slaughtered in a similar fashion by the use of Baxan’s sticky bombs.  Having run out of underwear, a soldier promptly offered them his and they felled a fifth Troll.  There were five of the creatures remaining and although slow of mind, they had seen what had been happening. Instinctively the surviving Trolls turned towards Baxan.  He needn’t have worried.  Armed with the knowledge of what to do, the Captain of the guard had already ordered a group of the men to copy Baxan’s actions. Sticky bombs now flew at the Trolls from all directions and they swiftly joined their brethren in the afterlife.
The Orcs and Goblins were a different matter altogether. They had now broken formation and rampaged chaotically across the streets. A group of large Orcs, their armour heavily coated with blood approached them.
“Die scum!” Gizurr yelled.
The Orcs charged. A strikingly tall Orc with one eye thundered his battle down towards Gizurr.  At the last moment, he managed to block him, feeling his arms quiver with the force of the blow. He took full advantage of his height differential and spun underneath and to the side of the Orc, seeing its armpits exposed beneath its armour and speared Blaze deep inside its ribcage.
Jetzan faced an Orc Commander.  He shifted the weight of his one handed sword in his hand and silently admonished himself for not taking an earlier opportunity to pick up a discarded shield.  As the Orc commander charged with his two handed battle axe, Jetzan dropped to one knee and rolled to his left, taking the creature by surprise.  Immediately, he regretted his move as he struggled to regain his feet in his cumbersome heavy armour.
Sensing its opportunity, the Orc ran toward him, its battle axe raised high above its head to deliver the killing blow.  Out of nowhere a man appeared, yelling the battle cry of Takrak as he plunged his sword deep into the creature’s neck. It dropped to its knees, a brief startled expression passing across its face before it fell down dead onto the bloodied ground.
The man swiftly nodded an acknowledgement towards Jetzan before disappearing back into the midst of battle. He was gone but he was instantly unforgettable as his large lower fangs gave away his mixed Orcish heritage.  Jetzan smiled faintly, and shook his head, grateful that the man was on his side. He quickly scrambled to his feet and picked up an abandoned shield as he moved forward into the chaos.
 




Chapter 15
 
A nervous and pasty-faced young Wood Nymph arrived at the main hall as the companions were having breakfast.  He quietly handed King Belenus a sealed envelope, bowed and then promptly left.  The King opened the document, his expression becoming dark as his eyes scanned its contents.
He stared directly at Master Bedwyr, “Dire news from Ellington,” he paused and shifted uncomfortably in his chair, “it is about the college and it is about you.”
The Grand Mage raised his eyebrows, “I’m listening.” 
The King paused again then spoke, his voice tightening, “I have known you for many years Bedwyr. That is why I know that what they are accusing you of will be a lie.”  He saw his old friend frown in confusion, “There is no easy way to put this so I shall just come straight out with it. They are accusing you and the College of Mages of necromancy. They have a signed confession from you admitting to it. They are also saying that although you are most likely dead, if not, you must be killed on sight.”
“This is preposterous!” Master Bedwyr thundered as he rose from his chair in anger, “this confession is a fake!  I must speak with the senior mages and –.”
“They have all been executed.” King Belenus swiftly cut in.
Master Bedwyr’s face drained of all colour, “Who ordered this?” His voice was now barely a faint whisper.
“Councillor Delabo.  He is the last surviving Councillor of Ellington.”
“Last surviving?” Master Bedwyr asked faintly.
The King grimaced, “The rest were slaughtered.  A couple of weeks ago two demons entered the council gardens when their Council was in session.  Councillor Delabo has blamed it on the College due to their use of necromancy.”
“What about the trainee mages?”
“They have been imprisoned. The entire College of Mages has been destroyed, save for the library.”
The King’s eyes softened as he saw the look of devastation on his old friend’s face.  He loved Master Bedwyr like a brother. They had known one another since they were children. He was no fool, during his time as king he had come across many plots and acts of treachery aimed at obtaining power. 
“The loss of the College of Mages at a time like this is very fortuitous for the demons.”  King Belenus stated his thoughts simply.
Master Bedwyr blinked rapidly, “Indeed,” he glanced sharply at Ethan and Cara, “Ethan we must enact the ritual today.  Cara, I need you now more than ever to help me rescue the trainee mages from their imprisonment.”
“But we -.” Cara paused, realising that to leave him now would be impossible, “of course,” she dipped her head, letting her hair fall forwards to cover her face.
“Time for Lugus.” King Belenus smiled faintly at the Grand Mage.
Master Bedwyr’s eyes glinted. When they were young men they had both been taught the many ways of subterfuge. Lugus was a character that formed part of the Grand Mage’s repertoire of secrecy. It consisted of a simple but powerful spell of illusion that changed his physical appearance. As he was now a fugitive, he would need to become Lugus once more.
The Grand Mage breathed in deeply, closing his eyes briefly as he felt his heart beat slow to a more steady pace, “Ethan, you need to find the equivalent location to the Throne of Vines in your world and only a Wood Nymph can help you find it.”
Ethan nodded solemnly.
“I can also see in ultraviolet. This will help us in tracking the magical energy paths that lead to the second location.”  Talina’s expression was stern and Ethan wondered briefly what had caused her change of countenance towards him.
“How do we get back to Nemedia?” Ethan asked.
“An intelligent question,” the Grand Mage rose from his chair and began to pace the floor, “I spoke of how you would learn more about your ring while in Findias. I believe now that now that only by using it will you learn more.  I will give you the incantations necessary for you to travel between our worlds and your ring will aid you.” He glared sternly at Ethan, “promise me that you will not return until the second seal has been closed.”
“You have my promise.” Ethan responded firmly.
For the remainder of the morning they finalised their plans.  Ethan had been given the necessary scrolls and incantations to achieve his many tasks.  There were no words needed to be passed between Ethan and Cara as they knew that the lives of many depended upon them.  It was with a sense of great urgency that they set out to arrive later that day at the Throne of Vines.
* * * *
They had travelled with little rest as they journeyed swiftly towards the Ghemand forest.  Upon departing Fort Mavak, they had identified two distinct trails. The first one headed South West towards the heartland of the Dwarves and the second, headed directly West.  It was the Western trail that confused them the most.  Although its tracks were faint following the recent rains, there was no evidence of anything large or heavy having travelled that way. The dying soldier had been insistent that the High Dragon was being taken prisoner to Cave Mirin, yet nothing corroborated his story. The remaining trail led away from the cave and headed directly towards battle, so it would be illogical to take a prisoner that way. 
With a growing sense of unease they followed the Western trail. The enemy had nearly an entire week’s head start on them so there would be little time to gain the help needed to intercept the High Dragon’s captors before they reached the cave. Although they rarely tolerated outsiders, the Hesparin possessed a renowned hatred of Goblins in particular and Ellaminva decided that she would use this knowledge when she met them.
Her tired eyes picked out a change in colour of the terrain below, as it changed from the soft green of the grassy plains to a much deeper sweep of green that signalled that the forest was below them. Daylight was fading and dark clouds swirled ominously above as they finally landed within a clearing just North of Ghemand forest. As Ellaminva dismounted, her legs suddenly gave way and she leaned hard against Vank’s body to steady herself.
“Are you alright?” he asked in concern.
Ellaminva nodded wearily. A sudden gust of cold wind ripped through her clothing as she scanned the line of trees ahead them. She caught a glimpse of something moving, “What was that?” she asked in alarm.
“Not sure, it might have been an animal.” Vank replied hesitantly.
Whatever it was, it was gone now. Heavy rain now began to pound the earth, rapidly filling the air with cascading sheets of grey water. Ellaminva shivered as a steady stream of cold water drenched her undershirt. They needed to find shelter fast and they would not find it out in the open grasslands.  With their heads bent against the prevailing winds, they entered the depths of the forest.  The fauna that surrounded them was thick and dense, acting as a welcome windbreaker against the storm that had begun to rage all around them.  The deeper they entered the forest, the warmer and more welcoming it became.
A shrill hoot of an owl signalled that the evening was now upon them and they felt their eyelids begin to grow heavy with weariness.  There were no signs of the Hesparin.  Vank heaved aloud a sigh and waded into a dense thicket, stopping when he reached its centre and then slowly spun around in a circle as he rested his huge body down upon it.  His sheer bulk and size broke and flattened copious amounts of branches filled with soft fresh leaves, immediately creating a bed of fresh vegetation.  He spent a few moments tidying up his creation and then nodded to himself in satisfaction as he finally wrapped his tail around his body.
Ellaminva smiled softly at her dear friend’s antics and then followed him into the heart of the thicket. He had carefully left a space between his body and tail for her to rest that night, a space which she had used many times before during their many summer evenings spent together staring up at the stars and talking about their dreams.  She rested her face against his familiar body, enjoying its warmth and hearing his powerful heart beat deep inside his chest. “Tomorrow we find the Hesparin,” she whispered and closed her eyes. Within moments, they were both fast asleep.
* * * *
GraJin’s lips curled in rage as he paced the floor of the Council chambers.  His Blood Trackers had failed to kill the Grand Mage and now his current whereabouts were unknown.  All that he knew was that the human was last seen flying towards the East, but he could easily have turned to the South towards the Elves.
His dark eyes glittered as he considered his options. He had sensed the use of an ancient and powerful magic at the College of Mages.  The only other time that he had sensed something similar was when the Brid Clodagh had been called forth to return GraJin and his brethren back inside the veil. He could only surmise that something similar had happened again.  He needed to kill the Grand Mage and those that travelled with him as soon as possible.
The invasion of Takrak was now underway and the stronghold of the Dwarves would soon be annihilated.  His second army were already on their way to wipe out all the remaining Dwarven towns and forts that littered the heartlands of Nemedia and would soon pass into Ellington, which GraJin would ensure remained open target to attack.
He needed someone within the Fae lands to discreetly gather information on the whereabouts of the Grand Mage.  His face suddenly cracked into a grin as he remembered the Molgarth. Yes, the Molgarth would find out where the Grand Mage was and what his plans were.  His eyes narrowed, as he realised that needed more options and then came upon the idea of setting a trap for the old human mage.
He needed somebody that the Grand Mage trusted to deliver a message that would lure him out into the open. Councillor Delabo’s body was useless for this as questions were already being raised about why he had ordered the execution of the senior mages without a trial.  He spat on the floor in anger, leaving a frothy pool of mess upon its polished black marble.
There was a knock on the door, “Come,” GraJin growled.
Captain Vanimar entered the room, “My lord you have another visitor.”
As before, the Captain’s face remained expressionless but for the first time, GraJin took the time to look at him properly and saw in his eyes the deep seated hatred that the man held for him. “Do you know Master Bedwyr personally?” GraJin asked in a neutral tone.
“I – er.” The question had taken Captain Vanimar completely by surprise and he nervously licked his dry lips.
GraJin’s eyes glinted. The man’s reaction gave him all the information he needed to know.  He motioned him towards one of the chairs, “Please Captain, take a seat.”
Captain Vanimar slowly did as he was bid. A bead of sweat suddenly appearing on his forehead as his face drained of all colour.
“I have a necklace for you.” GraJin smiled wickedly as he held forth a black stone attached to a long gold chain.
 




Chapter 16
 
Their short journey had been surprisingly warm and pleasant as they made their way towards The Throne of Vines.  The forest hummed with the songs of many birds and sunlight dappled the ground with the promise of summer.
Within less than an hour, the terrain around them had begun to change and the flat ground gave way to a steep incline. Securing their weapons firmly on their backs, they slowly began to descend, grabbing hold of roots and vines for support as they did so.  After nearly two hours of laboured activity they had reached the bottom of a ravine and entered a small clearing that contained a lake.
The lake was more than fifteen metres wide and largely oval in shape and was fed by a sheer waterfall that fell from the forests above. It seemed to be coloured an azure blue as if something had been added to its waters.  Ethan gingerly approached its edge but saw nothing other than its sides fell sharply away, indicating that it was very deep.
He glanced at the pillars of bright sunlight that beamed into the ravine and marvelled its beauty. A rustling noise caught his attention and he turned to see King Belenus yanking away at a tangle of vines.
“Ah, here it is,” the King panted in satisfaction.
His efforts had revealed a faint outline of something. With a swift nod of his head, he ordered two of his royal assistants to continue clearing the area. Within a few moments, a rather drab and moss covered stone object was revealed.
“The Throne of Vines,” Talina gasped in awe.
Ethan raised an eyebrow, not sure what to make of the rather sorry looking thing, “What’s next?” he asked simply.
“You and I both drink from the waters of the forest.” Talina replied. Ethan’s eyes flicked over towards Master Bedwyr who nodded in agreement.
“Why is it so blue?” Ethan asked, sniffing the air as he approached the lake.
“There are many theories,” King Belenus responded while squinting at him through the ravine’s bright sunlight, “some people believe that it is due to mineral deposits from the forest, others believe that it is due to the strong spirit magic that resides here. Others believe something else entirely.”
Ethan dipped an empty flask into its waters then gingerly raised it to his lips and drank.  Its waters were cool and refreshing and left no unpleasant aftertaste. He passed the flask to Talina who also took a sip. She smiled faintly at him, “I must bless the throne before you sit upon it.”  She slowly approached the throne and spoke a brief incantation.  After a few moments she nodded towards Master Bedwyr to signal that her task was complete.
“Good,” Master Bedwyr smiled then motioned Ethan to sit upon the throne. The Grand Mage placed a comforting hand upon his shoulder, “For a short time you will be able to see and sense everything in Nemedia.  You must ignore these temptations as they expose you to the spirit world.  Focus only upon reading aloud the words of your first scroll.”
“What about the second scroll?” Ethan frowned in confusion.
The Grand Mage nodded swiftly, “You will read that one next.”
Ethan closed his eyes and breathed in deeply, steadying himself for what was about to happen.  After a short time, knowing that many eyes were upon him, he opened his eyes and glanced down to find that it was written in a language that resembled Latin.  He looked up nervously to see Cara, her eyes glistening with tears which she blinked back rapidly in an attempt to conceal.
He smiled at her faintly and sat down upon the throne, feeling the outline of its hard, cold bulk beneath him.  At first, nothing happened. Then the forms of his companions began to shift and change and everything became tinged a deep blue colour.
He blinked and found himself flying above the tree tops of a forest, seeing their leaves glisten in response to the afternoon’s sunlight.  He blinked again and found himself inside a large room with a golden desk centred upon on a floor of black polished marble.  A man sat behind the desk, scribbling furiously upon a piece of fresh parchment.  The man stopped and looked up, his dark eyes immediately burrowing menacingly into Ethan’s, causing him to cry out in fear as he sensed that the man was utterly evil.
Ethan closed his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened them again he found that he was now surrounded by a soft, white light. He squinted down and began to read aloud the words of power from the scroll.  As he did so, a swirl of colours began to appear around him and he sensed the entire world stop to listen.  Within moments his task was done and a crack of thunder boomed high overhead. He blinked and swiftly found himself back at the Throne of Vines.
“What happened?” Ethan asked staring anxiously up at Master Bedwyr.
“You disappeared,” the Grand Mage replied in astonishment, “I sensed a change within the flow of magic.  Have you read from the second scroll yet?”
He shook his head, “Just the first one.”
“Then the remaining demons are loose”, Talina interjected then fell silent as she saw the Grand Mage frown in anger.
“You must read the second scroll quickly,” Master Bedwyr leaned forward sharply, “do it now before the demons realise what has happened!”
Ethan nodded nervously and noted with embarrassment that his hands were now shaking as he opened the second scroll. He blinked and immediately found himself in a cold, dark place. The speed at which he had left The Throne of Vines again began to fill him with a sense of panic.  He also felt the presence of something malevolent that was now desperately searching for him and with this realisation his heart thudded faster inside his chest. Whatever it was, the thing that searched for him possessed a raw savagery that absolutely terrified him. He looked down towards his second scroll but his eyes only saw darkness.
“I am with you.” Alexon said, piercing through his fear. Immediately, Ethan was surrounded by ball of white light.
The presence had only been moments away from reaching him and now it shrank back in surprise, momentarily blinded by the light. It shrieked in rage as what looked to be an enormous demon with huge claws and fangs now leapt towards the globe, scratching and biting at its protective shield with a crazed frenzy. More and more shapes now rapidly circled the globe, prowling its perimeters, searching for a way in.
“I won’t let them hurt you.” Alexon spoke again.
His barrier of fear was finally broken. Ethan managed to drag his gaze away from the horror that surrounded him and look down to see the words of power.  As he spoke aloud each word, shrieks of rage echoed around him that rapidly turned into whimpers as the creatures began to be pulled back inside the veil.  The noise continued unabated until his words were spent and then everything fell silent.  Ethan noted briefly that he was now back at the Throne of Vines as his body fell limply towards the cold, damp earth.
* * * *
GraJin had now seen his face.  The face of ‘the one’ that the Grand Mage had brought forth to send him and his brethren back inside the veil.  He had sensed the ending of Brid Clodagh’s spell, just as he had sensed the beginning of the new one.  Safely encased inside his new human body, he doubted now that he could be forced back inside the veil, but he would not be taking any chances.
His dark eyes narrowed in satisfaction. For the first time, he was closer to understanding how he had managed to escape from the veil.  Brid Clodagh’s spell was failing and now something weaker had been put in its place.  As before, GraJin sensed that something was wrong with spell and in the brief moments that he had been able to search the human’s mind, he had picked up a faint memory of a need to find a second seal. 
The body of Captain Vanimar stood at the window as its eyes stared down at the tiny humans milling about the streets far below. “Do you want the trap set in Findias or Scribillon first?” Yariq asked.
GraJin smacked his lips, “You decide,” he drummed his fingernails upon his desk and noticed with irritation that they needed clipping, “I have more pressing concerns. I must attend the mage library to find out how to travel to this other world.”
“Who then should take control of Ellington?” Yariq asked in surprise.
“You can, but it won’t matter for much longer.” GraJin pursed his lips. Within less than a week, his armies would be at the doors of Ellington.
 




Chapter 17
 
Axcil yanked his sword out from the body of a dead Goblin as he surveyed the scene before him.  Dark smoke filled the air all with the stench of death and the bloodied corpses of both friend and foe stained the city’s streets.  The sounds of battle were slowly dying out as only a handful of the enemy now survived. It seemed that they had achieved the impossible and saved the city.
Axcil’s thoughts drifted to Ellaminva.  He was glad that she was safe and had not witnessed the carnage but there was something about this attack that deeply troubled him.  His eyes swiftly focused to locate the form of Sergeant Pa’Zrr as he bent down to slit the throat of an unconscious Orc, “Sergeant we need to keep some of them alive for questioning.”
“Why?” Sergeant Pa’Zrr paused and failed to hide his incredulity.
“We need to know why they attacked us and on whose orders.”  Axcil fixed him with a steely gaze indicating that the matter was not up for discussion. The Dwarf nodded reluctantly and ordered a group of soldiers to head towards the sounds of battle to capture some more prisoners. 
“By the glory of Great Thor we’ve won!” Jarl Egill grinned as he arrived with his Royal Guards.
Axcil smiled and shook his head ruefully, “There is a lot of mess to clear up both above and below ground,” he paused and then spoke with an anger that surprised the Jarl, “someone must have promised them something rather special for three different races to attack us like this. We shall find out who or what started all this.”
Jarl Egill’s eyes narrowed, “Aye. To kill the beast, we must find and remove its head.” 
Axcil nodded and his eyes picked up a small group approaching them, one of whom he recognised as being the human whose life he had saved earlier that day.
Jarl Egill grinned as he also noticed the men approach, “Where is Commander Haugen?” The expressions on the men’s faces answered his question and his eyes now glistened with emotion, “come, we have much to talk about.”
As the smoke began to clear, an eerie silence descended upon the city that was only broken by the occasional moans of the injured and the dying. The tired companions slowly headed back towards the palace.  High above a group of ravens circled slowly overhead.  They had been there all day but nobody had looked up to notice them. As soon as the battle was over they suddenly departed, heading back towards Ellington to report on what they had seen.
* * * *
Ellaminva breathed in the fresh scent of the forest as she slowly opened her eyes to the bright sunshine.  Her gaze lifted to a break above the canopy of the trees to find that the skies were now clear and coloured a deep azure blue. She smiled as pressed her cheek down upon Vank’s warm body. A loud rumble suddenly erupted from deep inside his belly causing her to laugh and sit up.
“Hungry?” she asked him affectionately.
A lime green eye popped open and stared at her, “Do you know that we went to bed last night without any dinner?” 
She suddenly remembered where they were, “I have some travel packs.”
“Piff!” Vank snorted in disgust.  He had tried their travel rations before and knew that they tasted awful.  They were surrounded by an entire forest of food and he was determined that day to get himself a decent breakfast.
The sounds of the forest had remained unchanged but her Elven heritage told her that they were now being watched. Her eyes flashed towards Vank to warn him of the danger as she rose swiftly.
“Come forth if you wish to speak.” Ellaminva announced loudly as she rested her hand upon the hilt of her sword.
After a short pause a figure emerged from behind a large oak tree, “I am impressed, child of the Elven.”  The man was fairly young and slightly built, with piercing blue eyes. He had a medium length blonde beard that was tightly plaited at his chin and both his cheeks bore two small identical dark blue tattoos.
“Why are you here?” his question was put simply and without any hint of aggression.
“We seek your help to rescue the High Dragon from a group of Goblins.”  Ellaminva made sure that Goblins were described as the perpetrators.
“Is that so?” the man asked with humour in his eyes.
“Yes!” She replied with a mixture of confusion and anger.  Either the man didn’t believe her or he simply didn’t care.  Her mind raced, “There is to be a Grand Council with the Tuatha DéDannan and-.”
“Tuatha DéDannan?” The humour from the man’s eyes rapidly disappeared. “Come with me,” he said in earnest, “you must speak with our clan leader.”
“You know about the Grand Council meetings?” She asked with incredulity.  The Hesparin were considered to be a separatist clan and his knowledge of the Tuatha DéDannan had surprised her.
“We have never attended the Grand Council meetings, but we are still Tuatha DéDannan.”  He seemed angry at her question but when he saw her flinch at his anger his countenance softened, “Forgive me. I realise that you will know little of my people.”
Vank’s stomach gave another involuntary call and the man smiled warmly at him, “Come with me and I will ensure that you both receive a hearty breakfast,” he motioned at them impatiently, “come, come.”
After a quick glance at one another they both agreed to follow him. They spoke little while they travelled and Ellaminva decided that it would be wise to concentrate upon memorising the terrain.  As time passed, the trees and bushes became so dense that she found it increasingly difficult to discern one tree from another and she soon realised that she was totally lost. From her best guess, they had been largely heading towards the South, but they were travelling too fast for her to be able to stop and confirm this.
As they journeyed deeper into the forest, the trees became more ancient and many spanned widths larger than a house. Their enormous trunks stretched high above into the canopy above that now completely blocked off all views of the sky.
After an hour of travelling the man, who had eventually revealed that his name was Vimaltan stopped, “Here we are,” he said as he reached behind a tangle of leaves to reveal a rope that was nearly as thick as his arm.
Holding it with both hands he yanked hard down upon it twice and looked up expectantly.  Several minutes passed and then suddenly a large and robust looking contraption slowly descended down from the trees and landed gently upon the forest floor.  Vimaltan smiled and waved them onto it.  Vank raised a quizzical eyebrow but did as he was bid as the device was clearly designed to be able to carry heavy payloads.
Once they had climbed aboard Vimaltan yanked twice upon a much smaller rope, and after a short pause they slowly began to ascend.  They travelled for hundreds of feet, passing an occasional startled bird as they did so.  After what seemed like many hours, they eventually came to a halt and entered a different world.           
The sun shone brightly above vast walkways that rivalled the main streets of the largest cities of Nemedia.  Shops and businesses nestled comfortably within the alcoves of the tree branches in all directions. The houses of Toralan were beautiful and resembled the design of the white cottages that existed within her uncle’s village of Lolivam. Ellaminva realised that her mouth was wide open and quickly closed it.
“Surprised?” Vimaltan asked her with a twinkle in his eyes.
Elllaminva nodded guiltily. Vimaltan smiled at her warmly, “It’s good to know that you can be completely honest with me for once.”
Ellaminva frowned and was about to ask him what he meant but he cut her short, “You will both receive a hearty breakfast from Madame Bandine and then I will take you to see our clan leader.” Without waiting for a response he quickly strode ahead and gestured for them to follow.
* * * *
For the past two days, GraJin had sat hunched upon the cold stone floor of the College of Mages library. His meeting with the human had been brief, but in those short moments that he had managed to plunder the man’s mind he had learned of his quest to enact the second seal.  GraJin leaned forward and snarled as a sharp pain shot across the back of his neck, yet his gaze remained fixed. Before him, he held a worn-looking red leather bound tome. Its title had faded long ago but the pages inside it remained clear and crisp. His lips moved silently as he quickly scanned its contents and a faint smile slowly spread across his lips. He had finally found what he was seeking.
He would become the spider that sits motionless while its prey betrays itself. The aura of magic that surrounded the man had clearly marked him as a powerful mage.  GraJin would enter this man’s world and wait. With each use of his magic, the human would expose himself, enabling GraJin to trace his energy trail and draw ever nearer. His feelings of pleasure at the thought of killing him surprised him and his face flushed.
GraJin’s rapture was briefly overshadowed by the return of the memory of his recent defeat at Takrak.  At first, when he had heard the news he feared that his rage would totally consume him and he would sink into insanity. The time he had spent within the confines of the library had been very fortuitous, as it had allowed him the opportunity to focus his thoughts.  Yet his rage remained. He would need to find an outlet for it soon when he crossed over into the other world.
 




Chapter 18
 
Bright sunlight filtered through the window as Ethan slowly opened his eyes.  He sleepily propped himself up onto his elbows and squinted at the room.  He was lying upon an ornate four poster bed and covered by crisp white sheets that were embroidered with golden flowers. The room itself was equally lavish and furnished extensively with obsidian. The floor was covered by a luxurious red woollen carpet.
Ethan blinked in confusion, “Hello?” he announced loudly to an empty room.
The door to his room immediately opened and Talina stepped inside.  He stared at her in surprise as he she sat upon the bed beside him. “How are you feeling?” she asked as she leaned in close. 
He noticed how large and pretty her eyes were, “Fine, but I am a little confused,” he admitted then felt himself blush.
She smiled faintly when she noticed his reaction then leaned back slightly, “I am glad that you are feeling better Ethan.  We brought you back to the palace to rest after you collapsed at the Throne of Vines.”
“What happened?”  Ethan asked anxiously.
“You achieved everything that was asked of you. Uncle Bedwyr will see you soon to arrange for us to travel to your world,” she paused then bit her lip, “have you thought about practicalities?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I will need somewhere to stay initially.” She frowned faintly and cocked her head to one side as she examined his face closely.
She was right. He couldn’t just arrive back at his parents’ house with a stranger without some form of explanation. There was also the issue of how they would finance their travels while attempting to locate where to enact the second seal.
“The original spell used to bring me here included sending my parents a letter and making them feel comfortable about me visiting my uncle in America.  We could do something similar and you could be seen as my cousin or -.”
“Or what?”
Ethan blushed, “Or you could be my girlfriend. It would raise fewer eyebrows with my parents if we are going to be spending a lot of time together.”  He began to nervously pick at a piece of golden embroidery on his bed sheet.
“That settles it then,” she laughed and stood up, “I will be your girlfriend.”  She flashed him a dazzling smile before promptly disappearing from the room.
Ethan smiled then felt a sudden pang of guilt when he thought of Cara.  They had only just kissed the other day and here he was already cavorting with another girl.  He realised that he could do nothing about his confused feelings for the time being and promptly leapt out of bed to find his clothes.
* * * *
Vank grinned crookedly as he helped himself to another slab of venison.  He had made sure to eat his fill that day as both he and Ellaminva basked outside in the back garden of the Cat and Slipper public house. The clouds above were mere wisps of white and the sun shone down upon them with a brilliance that made it feel like a summer’s day.
“Super!” said Vank as he chewed slowly upon the venison to savor its hot juices.
Ellaminva’s expression remained clouded as her thoughts had rested all morning upon the comment made earlier to her by Vimaltan. She felt angry at his insinuation that she had not been entirely honest with him. She hadn’t lied when she told him that the High Dragon had been kidnapped by Goblins, she just hadn’t mentioned that the group of perpetrators may also include other races. Vimaltan had left as soon as he brought them to eat their meal at the public house, so she would have to wait until she saw him again before she could challenge him.
Madame Bandine appeared within the garden of the Cat and Slipper where both Ellaminva and Vank sat with their picnic of food and drink laid out before them on a checkered table cloth.  “Is everything to your satisfaction?” She asked as her large green eyes shone warmly at them both.  She was a plump human woman with bright red hair that was tied up in a bun and a large bulbous nose.
Ellaminva smiled faintly, “It was delicious. Thank you.” 
Madame Bandine rested her hands upon her sizeable hips and smiled in satisfaction.  Her gaze shifted, “What’s the news?”
Vimaltan had returned. He swiftly nodded his thanks at her then his gaze flicked towards Ellaminva and Vank, “Now that you have eaten, please follow me.” 
They quickly scrambled to their feet to follow him.  Ellaminva felt her face burn at his coldness and wondered briefly why his opinion of her mattered so much.  She frowned deeply at his receding form and heard Vank snort in irritation.
“I’m sorry,” she panted as she hurried to draw level with him, “I should have mentioned that the kidnappers might also include Orcs and Trolls.”
Vimaltan halted and then turned to face her.  She noticed again the piercing blue colour of his eyes, “Thank you daughter of the Elven. I am aware of your people’s racial stereotypes.”  His gaze softened as he saw her expression of shock, “I believe that we have much to learn about one another.” 
With the tension finally broken between them, they arrived at the city’s palace. Its walls were white and atop it stood a plethora of silver turrets that sparkled brightly in the noon day sun.  They had little time to admire its splendor though as Vimaltan swiftly led them towards the main hall. A middle aged woman stood inside it near to one of its main side windows. Her long chestnut brown hair fell forwards as she bent forwards to smell the petals of a yellow rose that bloomed inside an enormous golden pot. 
“Lady Cillina, may I present Ellaminva and Vank.”  Vimaltan bowed deeply.
She turned then smiled at them faintly, “May I offer you both a warm welcome. I have heard from Vimaltan why you are here.” Her grey eyes glittered with intelligence as she studied Ellaminva’s face closely, “I know of the kidnappers of which you speak. They were Orcs.”
Ellaminva’s face flushed with embarrassment, “I’m sorry Lady Cillina.  I have already apologised to Vimaltan about that,” she blinked, “what do you mean that you already know of them?”
Lady Cillina gestured them towards a large oak table and set of chairs, “My people intercepted them three days ago.  They foolishly entered our forests thinking that they could use it to cover their tracks. We found stolen loot from their bodies that was emblazoned with the insignia of Fort Mavak.”
“What of the High Dragon?” Ellaminva asked with her voice tightening.
Lady Cillina visibly winced at the question.  After a short pause she brought forth a small obsidian carving. Ellaminva frowned as she was handed the item. It looked to be carved out of rock but possessed such a fine level of detail that was unnerving.  A small whine emanated from the back of Vank’s throat and it was then that Ellaminva realised what she was holding.  The item was not a carving but the High Dragon himself.
Lady Cillina studied their faces wordlessly for a moment, “I see that you realise what has happened.”  She stood up from her chair and moved towards one of the golden flower pots festooned around the room. Her fingers reached instinctively towards one of her beloved blooms then halted.
She turned around to face Ellaminva as hot tears now splashed across her cheeks, “Know this daughter of the Elven.  My people have been ostracised by your kind for far too long.  We have been denied attendance at the Grand Council of the Tuatha Dé
Dannan because your people deem us to be impure half-breeds.  I will attend the Grand Council. I will lead our attempts to reverse the spell that has entombed the High Dragon and I will not rest until the heritage and status of my people are acknowledged.”
Ellaminva felt a deep sense of shame.  For as long as she could remember, she had been told that the Hesparind were a solitary and primitive people.  Everything that she had seen for herself had shown this to be untrue.  Their city was thriving and vibrant and she had seen both humans and Dwarves amongst the populace. She had not come across any Elves during her time within the city, which was not surprising given the mass prejudice and ignorance of her own people.
Ellaminva shook her head ruefully, “My people are fools. All my life I have been told falsehoods.  Having seen the truth, the friendliness and open nature of your people, I realise that my people know nothing.  I will travel with you to the Grand Council meeting and I will speak in favor of your people receiving the recognition and status that they deserve.”
Lady Cillina raised her eyebrows in surprise at the unabridged apology offered by Ellaminva.  She wiped her face upon one of her crisp white embroidered sleeves, “Thank you my child,” she sniffed and blinked back her tears, “I must apologise also as I do tend to get a bit emotional sometimes.”  She suddenly chuckled, “I am quite passionate about two things. The first is the welfare of my people and the second is yellow roses.”
Within a more relaxed and friendly atmosphere they began to make their plans to attend the Grand Council of the Tuatha DéDannan.  Due to the city’s extensive trading and commercial networks it would only take a couple of days to arrange for two Dragons to carry Vimaltan and Lady Cillina to accompany Ellaminva and Vank. They would arrive first at Lolivam to announce their arrival and to give the rest of the rest of the Fae time to arrange an exact time and location for the Grand Council meeting.  After several hours of discussion their plans were set and Ellaminva and Vank slowly headed back towards the Cat and Slipper where they would spend the next couple of nights. 
Vimaltan offered to walk back with them, “What’s it like in your Elven lands?” he asked her suddenly as they slowly walked in the fading sunlight.
“It’s quite nice I suppose,” she responded in confusion, “but I am rapidly coming to realise that we need to get out more.”  She chuckled softly in memory of her earlier transgressions and Vimaltan grinned in response.
“You are quite – interesting.” His eyes flashed towards her.
“I’m spoken for,” she heard herself reply gruffly.
She saw him stiffen in response and realised that although she was attracted to him that she was already fiercely loyal towards Axcil.  As the evening drew in, a cold chill filled the air and she bid goodnight to Vimaltan as she swiftly made her way back to her room. Her heart thudded inside her chest as she lay wide awake upon her bed. Several hours passed as she shifted uncomfortably as she worried desperately about whether or not Axcil had even survived the battle of Takrak. Just before dawn, as sleep finally took hold, her last thoughts drifted towards the hurt that she had seen in the piercing blue eyes of Vimaltan.
 




Chapter 19
 
The companions were already gathered at the bottom of the stairwell when Ethan arrived to meet them. Talina stood before him clad in a blue silken blouse, black leather trousers and matching high boots.  Her long dark hair was tied back tightly into a pony tail and she possessed just a hint of rouge upon her full lips.  Her beauty was unmistakable.  Ethan could feel his face flush brightly as he descended the stairs as his eyes instinctively followed the soft curve of her hips that were clearly visible beneath her close fitting outfit.
“Good,” Master Bedwyr stated approvingly, “did you sleep well?”
Ethan nodded silently.
“Talina has been busy preparing her travel bags.  She is bringing along gemstones that you can sell to obtain your necessary travel funds.” 
“That’s good,” he responded without emotion. Ethan glanced quickly at Talina to find her studying his face closely with an expression of curiosity. 
Master Bedwyr handed him a rolled up parchment, “Here you will find two incantations.  The first provides you with the means to travel between our worlds. The second enables you to communicate directly with either myself or Cara.  I know that you promised that you would not return until you have closed off the second seal, but I must ask you not to use the second incantation at all.  It might place us in great danger as we must travel incognito for a while.”
Ethan frowned, “If I can’t use it then why give it to me?” 
The Grand Mage smiled wryly, “Fate will decide if you ever need to use it.”
Ethan squinted at the parchment to find the familiar words of Latin inked boldly upon it. After a short pause he whispered, “Please take care of Cara.”
The Grand Mage’s eyes glistened, “I will do everything in my power.”
“See you soon.” Cara choked as she suddenly appeared beside him. He turned and hugged her tightly, nestling his face deeply into her soft blonde hair that smelled faintly of flowers. She quickly gained her composure and pulled herself away, nodding towards Master Bedwyr.
Ethan smiled faintly as he approached Talina to stand next to her for the transportation spell. She was surrounded by a mountain of travel bags.  He would have to ask his mother for help regarding their storage upon their arrival. Behind them on the base of the stairwell sat an enormous golden framed mirror with four Dragon heads intricately carved at equal points around its circumference.
“I suppose this is where we part company for a time.” Ethan announced quietly as both he and Talina turned to face the mirror.
“Silence,” Master Bedwyr commanded. “Be still.”
The Grand Mage had begun his incantations which included within it a translation spell for Talina. He felt Talina clasp hold of his hand as images of the room spun room around them. The only constant object was the mirror, which seemed to be expanding in size but the image Ethan saw was not of his own bedroom but of a cobbled street. His vision momentarily cleared to reveal a road sign written in French and he heard Talina cry out in fear as darkness took them. 
* * * *
Hot sand burned GraJin’s skin as he lost his footing and tumbled down an enormous sand dune.  He had realised immediately upon his arrival in the strange new world that something had gone terribly wrong. Instead of appearing close to the memory of the faint magical trail left by the human he had arrived in what seemed to be the middle of nowhere. The heat of the midday sun beat hard upon his body and his clothes soon became soaked with sweat.  His eyes scanned the horizon to find no signs or life or civilization except the hazy outline of three distant peaks. With nothing else to follow, he stumbled towards them.
After several hours his breathing became laboured and he rolled his swollen tongue around his dry lips to find them cracked and bleeding.  He needed to find water else he would quickly perish.  Time passed and the sun continued to blaze ferociously down upon him. His anger turned to desperation as he realised that his human body was dying.  He stumbled again and this time fell head first into the hot sands. With all the strength he could muster, he lifted his head and gasped for air. It was then that he noticed the approach of a distant creature.  It was still some distance away, but he kept his gaze fixed upon it.
After what seemed to be an eternity of waiting, its image sharpened and he realised that the beast was being ridden by a human. The man was entirely covered by white cloth. Nothing could be discerned about him except his dark brown eyes that glistened with intelligence. Without speaking, the man yanked sharply upon the reins of the beast, causing it to grumble in protest as it settled its enormous yellow body down upon the hot sands. The man then dismounted and approached GraJin cautiously, holding forth a bag of water that was made out of animal skin.
GraJin was surprised to find that his arms no longer worked.  Seeing him struggle to move the man knelt down and cupped hold of his chin to trickle some of its life-giving waters into his mouth. The human was useful. It was for this reason alone that GraJin decided to let him live.
 




Chapter 20
 
The feeling of cold stone pressing upon Ethan’s face forced him to awaken. He found himself lying upon a darkened cobbled street as icy rain fell upon his body. Moonlight flitted through the black clouds above to reveal the faint silhouette of the buildings that surrounded him.  As his eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, he saw the motionless form of a girl.  She lay upon her side, her long dark hair plastered across her face in a wet, tangled mess.
He scrambled to his feet and ran towards her, “Are you alright?” he whispered hoarsely as he knelt down to clear the hair from her face.  He immediately recognised that it was Talina and noticed that an ugly bruise had formed upon her left temple.
His eyes desperately scanned the area and picked out the faint beam of a light. It was little more than a feeble glimmer that peeked out from the window of a building further down the street. Wordlessly, he lifted up her semi-conscious body and held her close. She mumbled incoherently as she rested her head upon his chest.  Ethan forced his numbed body towards the building. Shifting his hold upon her to free one of his hands, he thudded forcefully upon the door with the hilt of his palm. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the curtains twitch and he intensified his action.
“What do you want?”  A timid voice asked from behind the door.
He leaned in towards the cold metal of the pitch black door, “We need your help, my friend is injured,” his mind raced.  He feared that he would sound deranged if he explained what had really happened to them. “We have been attacked by robbers and she’s hurt her head.”
Again, the curtains twitched but this time the beam of light remained enlarged as a second person from inside the building took a longer look at the two bedraggled companions.  Fortunately, Talina’s face was closest to the window and the light shone upon her injured forehead. Voices could now be heard inside arguing, laced with angry whispers and grunts of disapproval.
After a short pause the sound of rattling chains and sliding metal bolts could be heard and the face of an elderly woman stared out cautiously from behind the door, while retaining a final chain of metal between herself and her visitors.
She must have seen the look of utter desperation on his face as within moments the door was wide open, “The poor lamb,” she cried as she quickly motioned him to bring the girl inside. 
An elderly man appeared behind the old woman, “Take her to the room at the top of the stairs,” he nodded curtly at him. Ethan did as he was bid as the old woman followed closely behind, clearly anxious to attend to the needs of the girl.  As soon as Ethan had laid the Talina upon the bed, the old woman quickly shooed him away. 
He headed back down the stairs and was met by the old man, “I will get you some dry clothes,” he motioned Ethan into the living room and pointed towards an armchair located closest to the hearth, “warm yourself, lad.”
“Thank you,” replied Ethan as he slumped into the armchair.
“Did they take everything?” The old man asked as he swiftly returned with an armful of dry clothes.
Ethan shook his head, “Our luggage is still outside.”
“Change into something dry. I will fetch them.”  The old man disappeared and within moments had returned with the items.  Ethan blinked in surprise, wondering how he had managed to find anything so quickly in the dark. 
“I used a flashlight,” the man said, sensing his thoughts, “My name’s Anatole by the way and my wife’s name is Marguerite.”
“Ethan,” he replied, realising for the first time that he must now be able to communicate in French due to the powers of the teleportation spell.
Anatole handed him the items and the jingle of jewellery could be clearly heard from one of the bags, “It is strange that they did not take your possessions,” he remarked with narrowed eyes.
Ethan avoided his gaze, “Where exactly am I?”
“You’re about five miles South East of the city centre.” Anatole replied.
Ethan nervously cleared his throat, “Which city?” he deliberately avoided asking the question about which country.
Anatole remained silent and calmly sat down opposite him, “I have seen many things in my long life my boy, so why don’t you tell me what’s really going on?”
Soft footsteps could be heard descending the stairs, “She’s fast asleep, bless her,” Marguerite smiled.
“Sit down my dear. This young man has something he wants to tell us.”
Marguerite knew by the tone of her husband’s voice that something serious had happened.  She quietly pulled up a chair to join them as her fingers picked nervously at the hem of her skirt.
“No lies.” Anatole warned him.
Ethan swallowed hard and nodded, “This may be difficult for you to hear, but please believe me when I say that everything I am about to tell you is the absolute truth.”
* * * *
Gizurr Eklund grinned as he reached out to accept another tankard of Dwarven ale from his best friend Ragni Adolvsson.  Several days had passed since their victory in saving the Dwarven city of Takrak from the enemy invaders and they were still busy celebrating. The city’s soldiers had already removed the dead bodies of enemy and burned them in a mass grave, but the smoke from the old fires still managed to find its way back towards the city.
Ragni caught the faint odour of burning flesh, “Stinking Orcs,” he said as he rubbed his nose with his sleeve before realising that the smell was coming from his own dirty clothing.
Gizurr grunted and took another gulp of ale, “Where’s the human?” he squinted around the noisy room looking for Jetzan. 
“He left several hours ago!” Ragni chuckled as he sat down hard upon the bench.  They had been drinking at the Goose and Gander Inn for most of the day and their minds were now dulled by the ale.
“So what’s next our next move?”  Ragni asked as he stared forlornly into his own nearly empty tankard.
“I say that we follow the human. We have more filth to kill no doubt.” 
“Aye,” Ragni nodded in agreement.
They clashed their tankards together and began to sing. The music reached a crescendo as a young Dwarf clambered on top of a table to dance, only to swiftly lose his balance and fall to the ground in a dishevelled heap to the great merriment of the crowd.  Thoughts of the morrow were quickly forgotten as the ale and song flowed.
Suddenly the door to the inn flew open as a Dwarven soldier entered and quickly scanned the room. His gaze rested upon Gizurr and within moments he had approached the wiry haired old Dwarf and swiftly deposited a document, sealed with the insignia of Jarl Egill into his open palm.
Gizurr grunted in thanks tore it open, “It’s from the Jarl,” he paused as he squinted at it and held the document out at arm’s length, “We are to accompany Axcil and Jetzan tomorrow to a grand chamber of the Tuatha Dé Dannan.”
“And so it begins,” Ragni said with narrowed eyes.
* * * *
The waters of Lake Diabhal shone deep crimson as the dragons swooped down to land upon its shores. Lightening streaked across the Eastern skyline as rolls of deep thunder threatened the impending storm. Shadows flitted across the damp, mossy earth as the forest around the lake began to writhe against the strong winds.  The strained sunlight finally dissipated behind the thick, angry clouds as the darkness of night rushed in.
The travellers dismounted quickly as they rushed for shelter.  The storm was now almost upon them as they entered the depths of the forest. Lady Cillina had arrived for the meeting of the Tuatha Dé Dannan with Givarax, one of the most senior dragons of the Akrullin. With his jet black scales and large golden eyes he was breathtakingly handsome. His size and power was legendary and he made short work of the overhanging branches that stood in his way as he made his way towards the Fae building where the meeting would be held.
“I could eat an entire Kazzak,” Vank said as he shuffled behind Ellaminva.
“Don’t’ forget the barbecue sauce.” Ellaminva grinned at the thought of him eating such a large animal that could easily sate the appetite of over twenty grown men.
“We’re here,” Givarax said as they approached the gates.
The entranceway glimmered with a blue-white light that touched the leaves of nearby trees, turning their lush green foliage into a curious turquoise colour. Without announcement, the gates began to swing inward, signalling that they were cleared to proceed.
As they entered the main courtyard, Ellaminva felt the vibration of a powerful magic that emanated from deep within the ground.  She glanced towards the earth to find its grasses glowing with the same turquoise colour that she’d seen on the trees.  Her gaze lifted upwards to find the sleek form of the parliament building glimmering with the incandescent blue-white light that filled the air with an ethereal promise of morning.
Within moments they had passed through the entranceway and entered the foyer. A diminutive Fairy flew to greet them and asked them to provide details for his register.  A frown passed over his face as the Hesparind names were spoken out loud and he asked them to wait there as he swiftly departed. 
A few moments later a tall Elven man approached them dressed in a striking dark green crushed velvet outfit that was decorated with golden embroidery. He completed his opulent ensemble with a tricorn hat that was further embellished with a golden tail feather. His mannerisms exuded an air of aggression before his eyes flashed in recognition of Givarax,  causing him to soften his stance and offer the group an insincere smile, “I am Paradil Moravine, High Councillor of East Scribillon,” his dark eyes narrowed as he spoke directly to Givarax, “there are some in your party who do not belong here.”
“We will all attend the meeting.” Givarax replied calmly.
“Preposterous,” Moravine spat, “I will not allow–“.
“Silence!” Givarax boomed as his voice echoed down the hallway.
Councillor Moravine stiffened in response, then promptly spun on his heels and walked away. Givarax snorted in anger as he led the group towards the main chamber and there were no further challenges to their entry. 
The golden dome of the ceiling sparkled as columns of light fell down upon a blue marbled floor. Chairs made of white granite faced inwards towards the most central part of the room that had been left clear for keynote speakers. The most Eastern section had clearly been designed for the Akrullin, as the seats were enlarged to accommodate for their sizeable bulk.
Ellaminva stood in awe as she surveyed her surroundings. She felt a soft tug on her sleeve to find Lady Cillina, the clan leader of the Hesparind, gently motioning for her to take a seat.  Ellaminva blinked in surprise as she realised the room was rapidly becoming crowded with Wood Nymphs, Elves, Fairies and dragons as they bustled forth to grab a seat for the meeting of the Tuatha Dé Dannan. Over the commotion she saw a familiar face.  It was Axcil.  He looked as handsome as ever and she felt her heart beat quicken as her eyes watched his every move.  A Fairy was guiding him towards a seat in the guest section of the chamber and he was accompanied by a human and a couple of Dwarves, one of which looked decidedly bad tempered.  The second Dwarf nudged his friend in the ribs and offered him a faint smile, this lightened his mood somewhat but he clearly looked disgruntled about something.
“I am guessing that you know this man?” Lady Cillina asked as they sat down next to one another.
“Who?”
“Is he your boyfriend?” Lady Cillina pressed, ignoring her attempt at ignorance.
Ellaminva’s gaze fell and she felt her cheeks blush, “Yes,” she answered softly, not confident in her initial response but then realising that she meant it, “absolutely,” she announced more firmly as her eyes flashed towards Axcil.
The King of the Wood Nymphs now stood within the central clearing and raised his hands to call for silence.  After a short period of excited chatter the crowd fell silent, “My friends,” he announced loudly as he slowly began to pace the clearing, “what we decide here tonight will affect all of Nemedia.”
A murmur of nervous whispers filled the chamber, causing King Belenus to raise his hands once more, “You will all have heard by now about the sightings of demons across the lands,” his eyes glittered with emotion, “but not all of your will have heard of the invasion of Takrak nor of our success in routing out the filth.”
Before he could speak further the room erupted into a cacophony of cheers. He nodded briefly in acknowledgement and then signalled again for silence, “We have not yet ascertained the exact reason why some races have allied themselves with the demons, but we do know that it has something to do with Halaxan.”
Ellaminva saw Lady Cillina flinch at the mention of the High Dragon’s name. They had not yet had the opportunity to reveal their knowledge of what had happened to the High Dragon. The statue of Halaxan lay upon a cloth spun out of pure silver that glittered in response to the light that shone down from domed ceiling above. A distinct air of menace emanated from the dark object, but Lady Cillina seemed unaffected by it. Ellaminva glanced at her face to find her staring resolutely ahead, her head held high and proud as she watched every movement of King Belenus. Lady Cillina had already stated to her in Toralan that she would not rest until the rights of her people were acknowledged and she had led in the rescue of the High Dragon. Ellaminva did not doubt for one moment that both things would come to pass.
Prior to their arrival, Givarax and Lady Cillina had agreed that he should speak first.  Taking advantage of a slight lull in proceedings he stood up, “Your Highness, I have news of what has befallen Halaxan.”
King Belenus frowned as his eyes searched the dragon’s face for answers that were not there, “You may speak.”
Givarax addressed the chamber in a deep, booming voice, “Just over two weeks ago, Fort Varok was destroyed and the High Dragon captured. The means of his imprisonment were most foul and involved the use of dark magic,” the chamber remained deathly quiet as he continued, “however, by the grace of the Creator, the Hesparind people managed to intercept a small party of Orcs that were taking him to Mirin Cave.  We now have him back but we do not yet know how to free him from his imprisonment.”
Without speaking, Lady Cillina rose from her seat and held aloft the statue of the High Dragon.  A ripple of horrified murmurs filled the chamber as all eyes fixed upon the dark, ominous looking object in her hands that seemed to swallow the light that surrounded it. A high pitched wail emanated from the back rear of the room as a female fairy sobbed at the sight.
Givarax’s eyes flashed with anger, “It is thanks to the Hesparind that we have him back at all.  I ask for the chamber to pass a resolution this night that formally recognises the Hesparind people’s status as part of the Tuatha Dé Dannan.”
“I second that call!” shouted Ellaminva as she quickly stood up. She felt all eyes fall upon her and she glanced towards Axcil, to find him staring at her with a bemused expression which caused her to blush bright scarlet and promptly sit down again.
King Belenus rubbed his chin reflectively while using his hand to cover a smile, “I am aware of the high regard in which the Akrullin hold the Hesparind,” his eyes flicked over towards Ellaminva, “this view is clearly shared by others. On behalf of my own people, I would support such a resolution.”
“Preposterous!” roared Councillor Moravine who had already risen from his seat,   “They are nothing but savages who -.”
“Be silent!”  King Belenus thundered as his expression darkened, “As always, it is the putrid rot in the minds of the few that attempt to spoil the minds of the many. Sit down Councillor or I will have you forcibly removed.”
Councillor Moravine slumped back down upon his seat, his hat landing slightly askew as he did so.  King Belenus gestured for Lady Cillina to approach him and within moments she was stood by his side.
“All those in favour of the formal recognition of the Hesparind, say ‘Aye’.”
The room erupted into a chorus of approval.
King Belenus nodded in satisfaction, “Good. Now we must return to matters of war. I suspect that Halaxan knows why the Northern races have allied themselves with the demons.  We must attempt to rescue him to find out what he knows.”
“Did the prisoners tell us nothing?” enquired a silver haired Elf of Jarl Egill.
The Jarl shook his head, “They were merely soldiers following orders.  The demons have kept their secrets well hidden.”
Axcil rose to his feet, “Your Highness, I know of someone who could help us. He is a childhood friend of mine.” He paused briefly as he searched for the right words to use, “We became very close due our shared difficult childhoods in Takrak.  Folki is a full blooded Goblin.”
The chamber filled surprised murmurings, then promptly fell silent as the half Orc continued, “Nearly ten years ago, Folki and his wife moved just North of Lake Diabhal and now their business forms part of the largest trading route of the Northern races from the West coast of Zarton territories right through to the East coast of the Deevin Wilds.  He is well known and trusted by all the Northern clans and he will know of all the gossip and rumours as to why they have allied themselves with the demons. He will also know more about Cave Mirin.”
King Belenus scratched his beard while deep in thought.  There was a long moment of silence as the two men exchanged knowing glances, “Then you shall take the statue of the High Dragon to your friend.  Gather a small party so you may travel relatively unnoticed while we shall focus the bulk of our forces on protecting our lands,” King Belenus turned towards Givarax, “You must appoint an interim leader for your people in the meantime.” Givarax stiffened in response but then swiftly nodded as he recognised the wisdom of the King’s words.
With the matter of the of the High Dragon decided, Axcil, Lady Cillina, Ellaminva, Vank, Gizurr, Ragni, Vimaltan, Jetzan and a small group of others totalling no more than thirteen people, were given the task journey Northwards in their quest to rescue the High Dragon.
The King then turned to matters surrounding the prophecy of the ‘End of Days’. He spoke of the events surrounding Master Bedwyr, Cara Bryne and of the arrival Ethan Palladino. They learned of the slaughter of the Council of Elders, the destruction of the College of Mages and of the suspected fall of the city under the control of the demons.  After much debate, it was decided that their most effective strategy was to concentrate upon the protection of their lands while Ethan Palladino and Princess Talina searched for the ‘second seal’. Master Bedwyr’s planned rescue of the trainee mages was considered to only have a small chance of success. The most important thing that the Tuatha Dé Dannan could offer now was the gift of time.  They would keep the enemy occupied until the ‘second seal’ was found.
 




Chapter 21
 
The Grand Mage gazed at the dying embers of the fire as the first light of dawn shone through the golden windows of the palatial sitting room. King Belenus had already left the day before to attend the grand meeting of the Tuatha Dé Dannan. Master Bedwyr and Cara had remained behind, staying up until the early hours of the following morning as they finalised their plan to rescue the trainee mages. The dungeons of Ellington were infamous and tales abound regarding the strange creatures that prowled its deeps. Over several generations, many unfortunate souls simply disappeared without a trace and theories abound from vampires to creatures from the Sea of Manannán.  There was also the added problem of the need to action their plan swiftly. The puppet ruler of the city would waste no time in having the mages executed as soon as he felt able to get away with ordering such a dastardly deed.
Cara rubbed her tired eyes, “Tell me what your book says”.
Master Bedwyr grimaced, “I cannot.”
She had known Master Bedwyr since she had been brought to the College of Mages by her parents as a small child. For many weeks, she had suspected that he actually spoke with the fabled book of the Seer. His closed response was out of character for him and this unnerved her.
“You will recall that a warrant has been issued for my arrest?” he asked, clearly keen to change the subject, “well my alternate identity is named Lugus Corella.”
Cara remained silent.
Master Bedwyr closed his eyes and cupped his hands close to his face. Suddenly, the spirit rings on both his fingers began to emit an intense beam of blue-white light that immediately wrapped itself around both his face and body. The beams grew brighter and brighter until Cara was forced to look away but then as swiftly as it came, the light was gone. Cara looked back to no longer find the familiar visage of the old man she knew and loved but a middle aged man with a clean shaven face, dark brown eyes and shoulder length brown hair.  His face was rather plain looking and immediately forgettable, but when he spoke she immediately recognised his voice, “You shall have to remind me to shave,” he said with chagrin as he rubbed his newly naked face.
“This is not a spell of illusion?” she asked with incredulity.
“No,” Master Bedwyr admitted, “it is actually a spell of transformation.”
Cara blinked.
Master Bedwyr laughed warmly, “This change is only temporary,” his expression grew more serious, “come, we have much to do. We will require the assistance of an old thief and I know exactly where he can be found.”
As they gathered their belonging and left Findias later that morning on horses gifted to them by King Belenus, the eyes of the Molgarth watched them leave.  From the moment it had seen the human’s transformation, it had become fascinated by him.  It had always thought that it was the only one of its kind and now it had found another.  The Molgarth scratched its head reflectively.  It liked the form of the Elven girl that it had chosen to copy and the thought of her kind being destroyed also disturbed it. There was no doubt now in its mind. It would not kill the Grande Mage as it had been commanded. Slowly, it moved out from behind the bushes where it had hidden and began to follow.
* * * *
Talina’s eyes brimmed with energy following a hearty breakfast. Marguerite had been so delighted to see the girl recovered from last night’s ordeal that she had returned from the local pâtisserie armed with several bags of sugary delights.  Talina had readily consumed a croissant served with lashings of full fat butter and a huge dollop of strawberry jam. This was closely followed by an entire pain au chocolat that was washed down with several cups of strong black coffee.
With a quick dab of her serviette Talina motioned them towards her as she began to read aloud the contents of an ancient parchment taken from one of her travel bags, “Here,” she said, tapping a sugar dusted finger upon a particular section of text, “The wizard Manannán, brought forth many gifts to the Tuatha Dé Danann. These gifts came from the four great magical cities of Falias, Gorias, Findias and Murias. From Falias, came the talking stone of truth known as Lia Fail. It is also known as the Stone of Destiny and possesses the ability to reveal the rightful King of Eire, “she paused and stared at Ethan, “this stone rests inside the Throne of Vines.” She returned her gaze back towards the parchment and continued, “The other treasures and cities remain hidden on Earth.  The second treasure is from Findias and is the sword called Freagarthach which means, ‘the Answerer’. The third treasure is from Gorias and is Lug’s Spear of Invincibility. The final treasure is from Murias and is the Cauldron of Dagda that can feed everyone in the land without ever emptying.”  Talina looked at Ethan again, “I believe that the ‘second seal’ may be one of these three remaining treasures or at the location where they can be found. There is one final piece of the puzzle remaining though. The text mentions a talisman from the Parisii tribe in the City of Light that can be used to guide us to them.”  Talina squinted at the text and frowned, “The talisman is in the Eastern cemetery in the hands of the High Sorceress and must be claimed by one who shares her blood.”
Anataloe rubbed his chin reflectively, “I believe that it is referring to Pére Lachaise cemetery. Paris is the modern name of where the ancient Parisii tribe once lived and our city is also known as the City of Light,” he laughed awkwardly, “it is one of the few things I do remember from my history lessons at school.”
“Indeed,” Marguerite smiled, “Pére Lachaise is the largest and oldest cemetery in the Eastern part of the city”.
Ethan’s eyes widened, “You mean what we need is inside a grave?”
Talina looked at him silently for a moment, “I doubt there would be a grave to see after two thousand years. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find an old tooth.”
Ethan was unsure whether or not she was making fun of him but decided to keep the conversation serious, “Well we had better go there and check it out.”
Talina smiled at him and her eyes flickered towards his mouth to find it slightly open.  He noticed her actions and leaned back, blushing furiously as he did so. Their gaze then locked for a moment, long enough for them to both acknowledge their mutual attraction of one another, “Right, well, let’s get started,” he said with a nervous laugh.
He felt Alexon stir inside him, “Take care.” Alexon warned, “I have sensed a demon enter your world. It knows your face and why you are here. It hunts for you and can track you for an entire day each time you use your magic.”
Ethan stood frozen in fear and he felt his heart thud deep inside his chest with the knowledge that a demon had already used the portal of Nemedia to enter Earth. He thought back to the Throne of Vines and remembered the large room with a golden desk centred upon a floor of black, polished marble. He remembered the man that sat behind the desk and how his dark eyes had immediately burrowed into his own, ripping thoughts from his mind as it sought to claw out all his secrets. He remembered hearing his own cry of fear as he sensed that what sat before him was utterly evil.  It was this creature, he knew now, that hunted him.
“What’s wrong?” Talina asked in alarm as she saw his face turn white with fear.
“I will tell you later.”
Having thanked Anatole and Marguerite for their warm hospitality and open offer of a return if they needed help again, Ethan and Talina collected their belongings and left.  They stood silently for a moment as they stared up at the pale winter sky while deep in thought.  An icy breeze suddenly whipped through the trees further down the street, causing them to pull their cloaks more tightly around themselves.  It was then that Ethan realised that their attire was totally unsuitable if they wanted to blend into the city.
Talina still wore her blue silken blouse, black leather trousers and matching high boots and was warmed by a thick, black woollen cloak that looked more suitable as eveningwear or for a party rather than modern Parisian daywear. Ethan still wore his green woollen shirt and brown leather trousers, jacket, boots and beautifully engraved set of greaves and dark green woollen cloak. He wrinkled his nose in disgust as he also noticed for the first time that his clothing was also beginning to get dirty. 
Their need for funds was quickly resolved when Talina produced one of the many jewellery items that she was carrying and they sold it at an independent jewellery store for a significant sum of money. Within a couple of hours, they had equipped themselves with a couple of fresh outfits more befitting of the crowds that surrounded them.  Talina wore a practical pair of dark blue jeans, red cotton blouse and matching coloured jumper, black woollen coat, knee high leather boots and white silken scarf.  Ethan wore a pair of distressed fashion jeans, expensive trainers, dark blue shirt, black woollen jumper and a brand new black leather jacket.  On a whim he added a woollen cap with the initials NY crocheted upon its front.  For the first time in many weeks, Ethan felt happy and content and he allowed himself a few brief moments to enjoy it.
After they had booked a room in a local hotel for a couple of days in preparation for the time needed to search Pére Lachaise cemetery and figure out their next move, they stopped outside a small café for lunch. 
Ethan stared down at his coffee cup, disliking the fact that he had to end their relaxed atmosphere of the morning, “Alexon told me that a demon is hunting us.”
“I know,” Talina replied calmly, “I sensed it when we crossed over. My surprise was what actually made me lose my footing and hurt my head.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I was trying to choose the right moment.”
Ethan grimaced, “I can’t risk visiting my parents.”
Talina nodded in sympathy and reached over the table to touch his hand, “At least they are safe.  Once we find the ‘second seal’ it will all be over,” she removed her hand and frowned, “I’m sure Cara will be very happy to see you again.”
Ethan blinked, “What do you mean?”
“I saw you two together the night before we left.”
Ethan realised now why she had acted so differently towards him on the morning of their departure.  Talina had clearly liked him from the very beginning but she had thought that he had a girlfriend.  Although he was fond of Cara, he knew instinctively that there was something about Talina that he didn’t want to lose, “I can’t explain it but you mean so much more to me.”
They stared at each other as they tried judge the sincerity of one another’s words.  Finally, it was Talina who broke the silence, “We must focus on our quest Ethan, but let’s revisit this again when the time is right.”
“We certainly shall,” replied Ethan and then surprised himself by leaning over the table and kissing her fully on the mouth.
 




Epilogue
 
The Dwarves had saved the city of Takrak and Ethan had ended the failing spell of Brid Clodagh to save the loss of magic from the world.  He had spoken the words of power at The Throne of Vines and begun a new spell that had begun to send the creatures back inside the veil.
Yet his quest is not complete. Ethan has returned to his own world with Princess Talina to enact the ‘second seal’ but they have arrived to learn that GraJin now hunts them. The apprentice mages are imprisoned and the city of Ellington is ruled by Yariq. The High Dragon remains entombed by dark magic and the knowledge he holds that explains why the Northern races support the demons is lost. The enemy armies have begun their inevitable march of destruction. They will destroy everything in their path unless the reason behind their attacks can be determined or a way can be found to stop them.
* * * *
The power of the magic hit the demon square in the chest and flung it back towards the wall but it immediately sprang back and hissed in anger.  It moved in a series of feints, aimed at confusing the High King of the Thirteenth Tier as it began to look for a break in his defences. Although its body ached from the battle it sensed that what happened next would decide the fate of the entire war. But the High King was too clever and had already anticipated its next move. Before it had a chance to leap again, a burst of magical energy held its body fixed to the ground as a great magical fire spread and burned through it until nothing was left but a cloud of ash. Only a faint, charred imprint of where its feet once stood was all that was remained as proof that it ever existed.  Few of his kind had ever challenged the High King and even fewer had ever wanted peace.  He curled his lips in disgust at the thought as he lifted his gaze towards the second of the three moons that encircled his world.  Its blood red hue provided a good omen that tomorrow would be a good day to do battle.
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Thank you for reading The Wizard’s Magic Kingdom.  I hope that you enjoyed reading this book and if you did, please leave a review.
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