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Prologue
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​“Don’t you just love our new cabin? I think it’s perfect. No neighbors, no noise, and no interruptions.” An attractive woman in her mid-thirties sank blissfully down onto the tiny, comfortable bed. With a small flourish, she flopped over onto her back and opened her eyes to take in the simple furnishings of the tiny, one bedroom cabin. 

Just as her eyes settled on the bedroom’s only window, which afforded her a spectacular view of the surrounding forest, she heard a loud bang, followed immediately by a muffled curse. Wanting to see what her husband was doing, the woman rolled to her right and instantly got a mouthful of hair for her trouble. The small elastic band that had been holding her ash blonde hair in a braid had come loose, flinging itself directly in her face. 

“Ack-pbth.”

She felt around on the bed, came up with the black rubber band, and coaxed her hair into a ponytail. Her husband was nowhere to be found. Concerned, she sat up on the bed.

“Steve? Where are you?”

“Out here.”

Sarah walked into the tiny living room and found her six-foot-three husband down on his hands and knees with his head thrust into the fireplace, looking up. He was muttering to himself as he poked around the chimney’s innards, presumably to find the flue. Sarah waited a few moments longer than she deemed was necessary and finally cleared her throat. Her husband jerked upward, cracking his head on the top of the fireplace. A resounding clang echoed throughout the small cabin. Sarah suppressed a giggle. It was the same clang she had heard earlier.

“I’m sorry. That had to hurt.”

Steve sat back on his haunches and rubbed the top of his head. “That’ll leave a mark.”

“Can’t find the flue?” Sarah guessed.

“Right. I was thinking about building a fire. The skies are overcast, and it’s starting to drizzle. This is too good of an opportunity to pass up.”

“Isn’t this place just perfect?” Sarah asked, sighing contently. “No one knows about it. We can finally take a proper vacation. We owe him, you know.”

Steve nodded. “I wonder what Mikal had to do in order to secure his parents’ permission to have this place built. I mean, do you hear that? We can actually hear the waterfall from here.”

Sarah shook her head. “Mikal has some pretty impressive powers of persuasion, no doubt about it. I don’t know what he had to do, nor do I want to know. This is our cabin. It’s hidden, and it’s by our waterfall.”

Steve rose to his feet. “It was very nice of the king and queen. How long have we wanted to spend some quiet time here without getting mobbed by the people? Too long, if you ask me.”

The waterfall was the one Steve and Sarah had stumbled onto when they had first found their way onto another world. It was also the first time husband and wife had encountered a live griffin. Two live griffins, for that matter. Now, they regarded the waterfall, and the tiny lake it created, as their own private retreat in Lentari.

Sarah knew that it was sometimes difficult to stay in their home in the capital city of R’Tal because they were treated like celebrities. Between the royal family and the Lentarian subjects, they had no privacy. Therefore, it had been a nice surprise when Mikal had convinced his parents to have a secluded cabin built just for the two of them. After much debate, the king, along with significant input from the queen, decided the best location would be by Greenquill Falls, referring to one of more than two dozen small waterfalls scattered throughout the Selekai Mountains. This particular waterfall, Mikal knew, was one both of his former bodyguards knew very well. 

“I think we ought to go explore the waterfall.”

Caught in mid-yawn, Sarah froze. “What? Why?”

“Well, you never know what we might find out there. We already know there’s a secret cave behind the water. Who knows what else might be out there waiting to be discovered?”

“Whatever’s out there can certainly wait until morning,” Sarah informed him. “It’s been a long day. I’m looking forward to a technology-free night. No cell phones, no tablets, and no television.”

“It’s awfully quiet out there,” Steve observed, as he pulled some clothes out of his suitcase and transferred them to a small dresser. “Don’t you think it’s too quiet? I think we’re going to need some white noise of some sort.”

“No, we don’t,” Sarah contradicted. She slipped her arm through his. “Not as long as I have you. You are the perfect source of white noise. Just try to keep the snoring down to a minimum, okay?”

“Hardy har har.”

Extinguishing the two lit oil lamps, Sarah climbed into bed and snuggled next to her husband. Hundreds of pictures of their day flashed through her mind. She closed her eyes and thought of her favorite moment, their late-night swim. She drifted off to sleep with a smile on her face.

* * *
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Sarah awoke slowly, feeling more relaxed than ever in her entire life. She cracked an eye open and noticed that it was still dark inside their cabin. She fervently hoped sunrise was still hours away. Her eyes closed and she rolled onto her side. The next thing she noticed was that her bedding vanished and had been replaced by grass. 

Grass? 

Sarah gently swept an arm around her body. Yes, it was true. She was lying on a patch of plush, dew-covered grass and she was most definitely not inside her cozy cabin.

Sarah instantly shot up and carefully looked around her new surroundings. It was a cloudless night, and the full moon was providing more than enough illumination to allow her to see what was around her. One thing became disturbingly clear: Steve and the cabin were nowhere in sight. In fact, she wasn’t even certain she was still in Lentari. What if she had inadvertently activated her jhorun and teleported herself to someplace else, while sound asleep?

She frowned. While plausible, it was unlikely. Her jhorun, her magical ability, could instantaneously teleport her from one locale to the next in literally the blink of an eye. However, in order for her jhorun to work properly Sarah had to be thinking of a destination. 

With wide, unblinking eyes, Sarah slowly stood and stared at her unfamiliar surroundings. She shook her head. There was no way her jhorun could have teleported her here. 

She took a few hesitant steps. She could sense something. It felt as though she was being pulled toward the trees in front of her. Something wanted her to start moving. Not sensing any malice, Sarah began to walk. Within a few minutes she knew without a doubt that she hadn’t ever been to this place before.

In front of her was a dense coniferous forest city. The trees were like skyscrapers in the most amazing urban forest she had ever seen. Intricately carved structures rose hundreds of feet into the air. Walkways ran from each tree to the next, allowing movement from one building to the other without stepping foot on the ground. Her eyes were drawn to a huge pine tree in the center of a large clearing. The tree was so massive that it easily dwarfed all the other wooden structures. Determined to find answers, Sarah headed toward the gargantuan tree.

As she approached the huge evergreen, she could see that the tree’s prolific root system formed a canopy over the glowing path that led toward the center of the tree. Sunken into the base of the huge pine’s trunk were two exquisite amethyst gemstone doors. She studied the sparkling doors for a few moments before craning her neck to look up at the huge trunk that rose hundreds, if not thousands, of feet above her head. 

Sarah squinted. There appeared to be windows, many with flickering lights, all across the grand trunk. Many of the windows had lights that were sporadically turning on and off. She saw there were no other signs of people or inhabitants of this fantastic city.

Sarah looked back at the sparkling gemstone doors and timidly approached. Both majestic doors silently opened, allowing her access to the heart of the tree. Sarah peered through the opening and paled with wonder. 

The center of the tree appeared to be the inside of a beautiful castle, complete with verdant light filtering down from the leaves above to illuminate every corner with a soft, emerald glow. The air itself seemed to glitter and sparkle, as if infused with thousands of tiny fireflies. Sarah reached out to try and grab a handful of the lights but discovered the tiny sparkles moved like water through her fingers.

“Lady Sarah,” a voice announced, breaking the silence. “Please come forward.”

Sarah froze. The female voice appeared out of thin air and spoke with assurance. It was strong, powerful, regal. This was someone that was used to giving orders, Sarah decided. A queen, perhaps? If it was, how did she know her name?

Sarah looked down. A pathway appeared, leading into the depths of the tree. She placed a foot on the path. Deep down, she knew she should be afraid but she wasn’t. She knew with absolute certainty that no harm would befall her. 

The light seemed to get brighter with every step she took. She blinked with surprise. There were now people lining either side of the path. In fact, every person she passed, be it man or woman, bowed to her, as if she were their queen. That couldn’t be right. These people didn’t know her, did they? And she certainly wasn’t a queen!

At the end of the path were two jewel-encrusted thrones, occupied by a man and a woman. Both rose to their feet as she approached. Sarah fidgeted. Should she bow? Curtsy? Do nothing? Deciding a curtsy would be the most appropriate Sarah gave it her best attempt. Feeling awkward, seeing how neither the strange king nor queen had yet to say anything, Sarah glanced up at the royal couple. Both were smiling, which made her feel better. Somewhat. 

The queen stepped forward to take Sarah’s hand. Sarah stared, awestruck. A thin pair of gossamer wings flicked up and fluttered once. Speechless, Sarah turned to the king. He, too, had a pair of glittering translucent wings. How had she not noticed them before? 

They were faeries, only they were the biggest faeries she had ever seen. Weren’t they supposed to be small? Like pixie-small?

“Lady Sarah, I am so glad you could come,” the queen said, leading Sarah through a doorway to the left of the thrones. The queen gently escorted Sarah to a perfectly round granite table and indicated one of the chairs. “I am Ria and this is my husband, Tivan.”

Sarah turned to see that the king had followed them into the smaller antechamber. He took a seat next to his wife and took her hand in his own. He nodded at Sarah.

“I’m sorry,” Sarah began, “but could you tell me where I am?”

Tivan replied with a slight grin, “You are in the Fae city of Dynwe.”

“Dynwe,” Sarah slowly repeated, as if that alone answered all her questions. “Where exactly is that? Am I still in Lentari or is this another world?” She watched the Fae king and queen give each other a coy grin. “Will you at least tell me how I got here?”

“Please join us for a meal,” the queen replied, “and we will explain everything.”

All of a sudden, the lights in the room brightened considerably and the table was magically filled with an abundant feast. Roasted meats, steamed vegetables, huge platters of colorful fruit, and enough examples of freshly baked bread to make a baker green with jealousy, filled the table. Servants appeared and began filling goblets, serving the food, and offering quiet answers when asked what certain dishes were. Satisfied that Sarah was being well cared for, Ria began answering questions.

“First, to ease your mind, I can tell you that you are still in Lentari. We are presently located on an island off the western coast of what the humans call Capily. However, technically speaking, you are not here. Using a mixture of our magic, and your own teleportation jhorun, we have brought your essence here. Your body is still lying next to your husband’s.”

“I wasn’t aware that could be done.”

“The humans know very little about Fae magic,” Ria explained. The Fae queen noticed her husband’s decisive nod of agreement and laughed. “It’s a notion we have no desire to dispel.”

“I guess my next question would be, why would you bring me here?”

The smile faded from the queen’s face. 

“We need your help, Sarah. Both yours and your husband’s. We are dying.” 
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Sarah awoke with a start. She sat up in bed and looked at the sleeping form of her husband. He was snoring, as was the norm for him. At least it wasn’t too loud. She looked around the small room, noting that the light was growing steadily brighter. Sunrise had to be only minutes away.

Sarah quietly slipped out of bed. She made her way to the tiny kitchen and carefully opened the wood burning stove so she could light the fire. Setting a kettle of water onto one of the burners, she made herself a steaming cup of tea.

Her dream had been so vivid! Could it have been an actual plea for help? Could there actually be faeries in Lentari when thus far, she had heard no mention of them at all? Or was this just an example of an overactive imagination?

Sarah sipped her tea and watched the sunrise out the window. Bright streaks of golden amber appeared on the horizon as the sky grew steadily brighter. As if someone had pressed the ‘unmute’ button on a remote, the sounds of the forest started filtering in—birds chirping, animals scurrying through the treetops, and an occasional squawk from a griffin. 

Sarah shook her head in exasperation as she gazed back through the open doorway of the cabin’s only bedroom to see her husband still snoring contentedly away. Unlike her, that man could sleep through World War 3, she thought with a smile. 

“It’s a curse,” Sarah murmured. 

She gave her husband another fifteen minutes before she gently tapped his shoulder. Steve rolled onto his back and cracked an eye open. He looked at her and smiled. “Hey, babe. What’s up? What are you drinking?”

“Tea. Want some?”

Steve made a face. “Thanks, but I’d rather drink dishwater. I don’t know how you drink that stuff. I’ll take orange juice any day over tea.”

“You prefer juice because it is sweet,” Sarah told him yet again. “You’ve got to have the biggest sweet tooth I have ever seen.”

“You have met my mother, right? That woman could live and die by a slice of chocolate cake and have no regrets.”

Sarah nodded. “True. Hey, listen, I think I need to tell you about the dream I had last night.”

“As long as it didn’t involve dragons asking for help, I’m all ears.”

Sarah grinned. “Now that you mention it, Rinbok Intherer was there, and he had a...” She broke off laughing as she caught sight of her husband’s concerned face. “Relax. It wasn’t about dragons.”

Steve’s frown disappeared. “Good.”

“It was about faeries.”

“Faeries? As in tiny little humans with wings? Like Tinkerbell?”

“These faeries weren’t tiny,” Sarah replied. “They were the same size as me.”

Her husband was silent as he studied his wife.

“What?” Sarah demanded.

“Nothing. I’m just waiting for you to continue.”

“I thought you were going to accuse me of being crazy.”

“Well, now that you mention it—”

“Don’t even go there, Paco,” Sarah warned. “I have my glitter spray here.”

Steve paled and held up his hands in surrender.

“Now,” Sarah continued, “where was I? Oh, yes. The faeries. They brought me to their forest city.”

“They had an arboreal city?” Steve asked, as she took a breath. “How cool!”

“Arboreal? Someone’s been using that word-a-day calendar I bought him, hasn’t he?”

Her husband smiled at her. “As a matter of fact, I have. Been trying to impress my wife with my newfound vocabulary. I reckon I’m doin’ purty good, dontcha think?”

“Doofus. Can I finish? As I was saying, they took me to their arboreal city. They—”

“What’d you see? What did it look like?”

“Stop interrupting me and I’ll tell you.”

She began with her impression of the forest, and her delighted discovery of the tree-shaped skyscrapers. She moved on to describe the tree that dwarfed the tallest sequoias, and how she was able to walk into the heart of it. Steve sat, perfectly quiet, as she talked about her encounter with the king and queen, and the history they imparted.

“That city is something I won’t ever forget. And the food!”

Steve perked up, interested. “Oh? Do you remember what the food tasted like?”

“What? Of course, I do. Why would you ask me that?”

“In all the years I’ve been dreaming, not once have I ever tasted something, in a dream, and thought it was remarkable enough to remember. If you’re telling me you can still clearly remember what it tasted like, I’d say that’s another point leading to the credibility of your dream.”

Sarah took another sip of her tea and considered. Placing the mug on the counter she pulled out a small notebook from her suitcase and began taking notes.

“Let’s see. The first thing I saw that I wanted to sample was what looked like a teal kiwi fruit that was the size of a cantaloupe. Thankfully it didn’t taste anything like a cantaloupe.”

Steve smiled. Everyone in their family knew how much Sarah detested cantaloupe.

“It tasted like a strawberry-kiwi mix. It was very light and so refreshing. I loved it. Then I saw the queen being served a salad filled with vegetables. I knew instantly that you’d hate it but I wanted to try it.” Sarah made a few more notes. “It was wonderful. Then I had...”

“Alright, alright,” Steve laughed, raising his hands in surrender. “The court will acknowledge the defendant dutifully remembers each and every thing she ate while in the company of her faerie friends.”

Sarah swatted his arm. “Once we finished eating, the queen finally told me why she had brought me there.”

“Oh? Go on.”

“She said they were dying.”

“Was the king there? Did he say anything?”

Sarah nodded. “Yes. Tivan didn’t say much, only that we were in the Fae city of Dynwe. He wasn’t nearly as talkative as the queen.”

“Dynwe, huh? I’ve never heard of it.”

“Up until last night, neither had I.”

“They’re dying,” Steve repeated, thinking hard. “It sure does sound like a plea for help to me.”

“That’s what I was thinking, too,” Sarah admitted.

“What do you want to do?” Steve asked, knowing full well what the answer would be.

“I want to go to R’Tal.”

“Hon, we’re in this teeny tiny cabin ’cause we wanted to have some quiet time to ourselves. Only Mikal knows we’re here right now. This is our chance to finally explore the kingdom as unknowns.”

“I can’t ignore this dream,” Sarah answered. She splashed some water on her face and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “It was too real. Ria and Tivan asked me for help. Actually, they asked the two of us for help.”

“They mentioned me?” Steve asked, surprised.

“Not by name. The last thing Ria said before I woke up was, and I quote, ‘we need your and your husband’s help’.”

“Alrighty. R’Tal it is. Let’s go see what’s happening at the castle today.”

* * *
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“You’re sure you reactivated that charm Shardwyn gave us?”

Sarah sighed, “I’m sure. I know how to work it just as well as you.”

“I don’t want anyone to find our place.”

“No one will ever find it,” Sarah assured him. “I’m actually surprised at how well his spell worked. Not even the Romulans’ cloaking shield could have hidden that cabin any better.” Sarah groaned. “I don’t know what’s worse. Your constant reference to nerdism or the fact that you’ve gotten me to sound like one of them, too.”

Her husband slung an arm over her shoulder and laughed. “That’s my girl!”

Sarah pushed his arm off. “Star Wars. Star Trek. Lord of the Rings. Do you have any idea how much useless information you have crammed into my head?”

He gave her a proud look. “You’re welcome.”

“I wasn’t thanking you.”

“Close enough.”

They approached the West Gate and were more than halfway across the bridge when Sarah noticed three guards exit the gate keeper’s office. Before they could ask a question, her husband waved at them with a lit hand. Wordlessly, all three guards spun on their heels and headed back to the keeper’s office.

“They don’t treat me like that around here,” Sarah remarked. 

“That’s only because they don’t recognize you at first. I guarantee if I hadn’t lit my hand on fire, then they’d have stopped us to ask us what we’re doing. If you had lifted all three of them into the air, I’m pretty sure you’d get the same treatment.”

Sarah shrugged as she conceded the point. She took her husband’s hand and pulled him past the open portcullis and into the castle’s outer keep. People were milling about everywhere. Squadrons of guards were practicing drills. Half a dozen housekeeping staff were beating on rugs Judging by the flying dust and debris, it must have been spring cleaning.

They approached the castle’s inner keep and ducked through a second portcullis. The heavy iron grate gently clinked against the grooves in the stone as an easterly breeze picked up. One guard looked questioningly at them as they passed through. Her husband tilted his head, indicating this would be the perfect opportunity to give a small demonstration of her jhorun to see if she’d be recognized. Sarah shook her head.

Steve ignited another hand and gave a mock salute. The guard promptly returned the salute and turned his back on the visitors. When he was sure he wasn’t being watched, the young guard pulled a set of dice from his pocket and resumed his game.

Sarah guided them straight toward the Great Hall. This was where the Kri’yans, the king and queen, held court. Their gilded thrones were here, as were a number of nobles and high-ranking soldiers. Noticeably absent, unfortunately, were the king and queen.

“Aww, great,” Steve grumbled. “Where do you think they are?”

An arm draped itself around each of their shoulders as someone suddenly appeared standing between them. Sarah barely refrained from teleporting the newcomer straight into the moat. Steve turned, noticed who had surprised them, and broke out into a grin.

“Rhenyon! It’s good to see you, buddy! How are you?”

Sarah visibly relaxed. She smiled at the Commander of the Royal Guards and the king’s most trusted advisor.

“Sir Steve! Lady Sarah! What a pleasant surprise. I didn’t know you were in town.”

“We’re here for a little R&R,” Steve told him. 

“R&R?” Rhenyon repeated, puzzled. “I’m not familiar with that term.”

“It means ‘rest and relaxation’. We’re here to enjoy some quiet time.”

“Ah. Are you looking for their majesties?”

“Yes,” Sarah told him. “Are they busy?”

Rhenyon nodded. “As a matter of fact, they are away on business. They should return shortly. You are more than welcome to wait in the Antechamber.”

Sarah nodded. A meeting with the Kri’yans in their jhorun-proof private room was actually much better than trying to explain the true nature of their visit out here in the open. They bade Rhenyon farewell and headed toward the small room adjacent to the Great Hall. A set of guards recognized them and rushed to open the doors. 

Stepping inside the luxurious chamber, Steve instantly gravitated toward one of the half dozen plush chairs set in a semi-circle around the large hearth. He noticed that Sarah had moved over to the wall that concealed the king’s private safe.

“What are you doing? You know the griffin safe is there, right?”

“Yes. I don’t care about the safe.” Sarah pointed at the huge parchment on the wall directly to the left of the hidden panel.

“Do you remember seeing that in here before?”

Steve joined her and stared admiringly at the highly detailed map of the kingdom. Rivers, mountains, peaks, and grasslands, everything they had ever seen was labeled and represented on the map. Steve leaned forward and tapped a spot on the Bohani Mountains in the north. There was a sketch of a two-bladed axe on the valley southeast of Lake Raehón. 

“I wonder if that is supposed to be Bohragg,” Steve mused. “It’s not that far from the dwarf door hidden in those boulders.”

“Are those boulders on the map?” Sarah asked, amazed. 

Steve leaned forward for a better look. “No.”

“There’s another axe over here,” Sarah told him, pointing to another location about a foot to the right. “Look. There are two more over here.”

“One of these must be that new Kla Guur city,” Steve surmised, noticing the closest axe to Bohragg. “Foronlir. Remember when we attended the ceremony marking the dragons and dwarves becoming allies? There were several dwarf clans there. I wonder which ones are which. You know what? I didn’t know the king had a map like this.”

“We were just in here a few months ago,” Sarah reminded him. “It wasn’t here then. I’m guessing he just had it made.”

Her husband appeared at her side and leaned close to the map, squinting as he did so. Sarah noticed and put her hands on her hips.

“I am so getting you some reading glasses for your next birthday.”

Steve shot her a dirty look. “Snot. Can I not study it without getting an age joke?”

“Would you perhaps like a magnifying glass? I could probably teleport you one from home.”

“Aren’t you a barrel of laughs?”

“So, if you claim to be studying,” Sarah added air quotes around Steve’s supposed excuse, “then what are you looking at?”

Her husband tapped one of a dozen or so tiny lakes, buried in the heart of the Selekai Mountains. “Do you see this? What do you think that means?”

Sarah studied the graphic and shrugged. “Maybe it’s a swimming hole. Why else would they put a picture of a woman’s head in the water? Wait. Hmmm. The ears are pointed. Why would they make a human’s ears pointed? It must mean something else.”

Steve made sure he wasn’t being watched as he studied the teeny tiny figure on the lake’s surface. He shook his head. He couldn’t tell if the woman’s ears were pointed or not. Maybe his eyes weren’t working as well as he thought, although he’d never admit that to her. Ever.

Steve tapped a few more places on the map. Sarah noticed he touched tiny figures of griffins, dragons, and even a small two-headed dragon in the southeastern section of Anakash forest. She quickly found Capily on Lentari’s western shore and was surprised—and dismayed—to see that small islands were everywhere around the seaside village. She easily counted more than two dozen before she gave up. 

Voices sounded behind her. She and Steve turned to see Kri’Entu and Ny’Callé enter the Antechamber. Both were wearing traveling cloaks and were outfitted in leather armor. They clearly had just returned from some type of excursion. The king’s face lit up as he saw who their visitors were. He unfastened his cloak and tossed it over the nearest chair. The queen cringed and quickly gestured to one of her ladies-in-waiting. Once both of their cloaks had disappeared, tucked safely away in the arms of a maid, the queen turned to Sarah and smiled.

“Lady Sarah! Sir Steve! What a pleasant surprise! What brings you to the castle today?”

Sarah turned back to the new map and pointed at it. “Is there a map which displays everything? What I mean is...” She hesitated as she tried to correctly formulate her question. “Is there a map which shows where all the nine dwarf clans live, where Nevir lies, where the many flocks of griffins call home, etc.” 

Kri’Entu unbuckled his leather gauntlets and let them plop onto his private desk. He nodded his head. “Aye. You’re looking at it. Why do you ask?”

“This map is new, isn’t it? It wasn’t here the last time we were in here.”

Ny’Callé nodded. “Aye. Our cartographer finished it last month.”

“When will it be updated?” Sarah asked, curious. 

“That map is less than a month old, Lady Sarah,” the king pointed out. “It took nearly a year of research between the cartographers and the team of archivists to include everything you see on the map. Everything they know is there. Why do you ask? Did they miss something? If only that were so. Commander Rhenyon would be eternally in my debt if I told him that the new map was incorrect.”

“Does Rhenyon not get along with the cartographers?” Steve asked, surprised. “He strikes me as the type of guy that could get along with anybody.”

“His issue is with Miss Andra Alwyn,” Ny’Callé said with a giggle. “Commander Rhenyon was one of her first pupils and she still treats him as a boy, much to his chagrin.”

Kri’Entu walked over to the map and gave Sarah a questioning look. “Is there something missing from this map, Lady Sarah?”

“I don’t see any mention of the Fae on here. Why is that?”

The king regarded her silently for a few moments before turning his back on the map and heading toward the semi-circle of plush chairs. He sank down into one and began unbuckling more pieces of his leather armor.

“That’s because you won’t. The Fae have been absent from our history for many years.”

“Why?” Sarah wanted to know. “I never knew Lentari had any faeries.” 

“Please tell us why you’re asking about the Fae,” Ny’Callé prompted. “You’ve never brought them up before. Why now?”

“Did the Fae have many cities?” Sarah pressed, hoping the Kri’yans wouldn’t notice that she had yet to answer their questions.

“The Fae only had one city,” Kri’Entu slowly answered. He rose from his seat and returned to the map. He touched a spot in the northwestern section of the Bohanis and turned expectantly to Sarah, who hurried over to the map to see for herself.

Sarah’s eyes narrowed. The king was pointing at a very specific location, only it wasn’t anywhere near Capily. Perhaps this was where the former city was? Or had been. Whatever. Kri’Entu’s finger was resting on a skillfully drawn illustration of a noble fir. A quick check of the surrounding map revealed there were no other intricately detailed illustrations of trees anywhere in the area. Sarah’s pulse quickened. That tree had to mean something!

“This was where Vineelm used to be,” the king softly told her. “I’m told it was an elegant city. Elegant and sophisticated. Very secluded. The Fae lived their lives in peace, not bothering anyone nor asking for anything in return.”

“They left you alone so you left them alone,” Steve guessed.

The king nodded. “That’s right.”

“The tree is wrong,” Sarah said. “The top wasn’t pointed, like a fir. It was more rounded, like an ash tree.”

“It was a different city,” Steve whispered to her. “Different city, different tree.”

King and queen stared at each other for a few moments before the king held out an arm and invited Sarah to sit down. Once they were seated, the two monarchs joined them. The king, Sarah noted, had resumed removing pieces of leather armor from his body. The queen elected to leave hers in place.

“What do you know about the Fae, Lady Sarah?” the king inquired, as he wrestled with a stubborn buckle on one of his greaves. “You say the tree is wrong? How would you know? The Fae faded into obscurity hundreds of years ago.”

“I, er,” Sarah cleared her throat and started again. “I may have been approached by the Fae king and queen.”

Surprised, both Kri’Entu and Ny’Callé’s eyebrows shot straight up. The king dropped the piece of armor he had been holding and sat back in his chair.

“Please, continue.”

“Either they asked me for help or I have a very vivid imagination,” Sarah decided. “Until I see evidence which proves otherwise, I’ll assume it wasn’t my imagination. The dream was too real. I still remember it like I was just there five minutes ago.”

Kri’Entu cocked his head. “Just there? Where? The Fae city?”

Sarah shook her head. “Not Vineelm. That’s not what they called it.”

The queen sat forward in her chair. “What were their names, Lady Sarah? Did they say?”

“The queen’s name was Ria and the king’s was Tivan.” 

“And they were the Fae?” Ny’Callé asked. “You’re sure?”

“I saw their wings with my own two eyes,” Sarah confirmed. “The problem is, I always thought the Fae were tiny humans with wings.”

The king gave her a quizzical look. “They are, Lady Sarah. Were they not so when you saw them?”

“They were the same size as me, Your Majesty.”

“They were the same size as you, or were you the same size as they?” Ny’Callé curiously asked. 

Sarah’s eyes opened wide. Had she been their size? 

“It certainly didn’t feel like I was shrunk,” Sarah began, “but I wouldn’t put it past them. I guess it’s possible I was their size.”

“Did they say what they wanted?” the king asked.

“Only that they were dying and they wanted our help. Mine and my husband’s. Those were their words.”

The king glanced briefly at Steve before looking back at her. Kri’Entu waited patiently, as though he was expecting her to elaborate why the Fae decided to ask them, and not the Kri’yans, for help. Steve cleared his throat, causing both the king and queen to look at him.

“Can I ask you why the Fae aren’t in any of your history books? Was there some type of disagreement between the two of you?”

Kri’Entu shrugged. “All that is known about the Fae is that there was some type of falling out between our two species. The Fae parted ways amicably, and respectfully went their separate ways. I had always assumed the Fae were still out there but if I were asked, I couldn’t begin to say where they were now.”

“You’ve never looked?” Steve asked.

Kri’Entu shook his head. “Not once. I’ve always felt that I should honor their decision to go, and I have not once broken it.”

“Have any of your predecessors?” Sarah wanted to know. “Are you aware of any attempts to reestablish contact with the Fae?”

“Not that I’m aware of, Lady Sarah,” the king answered. “I always figured if they needed help all they had to do was ask. Now I learn that they apparently need the help but chose to ask someone else. This concerns me.”

“Don’t read too much into it,” Steve cautioned. “Maybe it’s something that only we can do. You are the king. I don’t think you’re allowed to get involved, even if you wanted to.”

“But I do want to,” the king muttered. The queen took his hand in hers and squeezed it reassuringly. “How can I help?”

“By not helping,” Sarah advised. “I think you’re right. You should honor their request. If we determine that you’re allowed to help, we’ll let you know.”

Kri’Entu nodded. “If permission is given, then I expect to be notified at once.”
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​Chapter 2 — Validated Vision
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“So where do we start?” Steve asked, eyeing the waterfront. Visible in the distance were at least a dozen islands, each looking as identical as the next. The last time he had seen that many islands in such close proximity was when he and Sarah had visited Puget Sound in Washington State. The Evergreen State had a popular ferry system that was frequently used by the locals whenever they wanted to go island hopping. Too bad a system like that didn’t exist here. “We need a plan.”

“Well, ordinarily I’d say we should see if we can find a map and go from there.”

“We just came from R’Tal,” her husband pointed out. “They had one mother of a map. Why do you need another one?”

Sarah turned on her heel and headed toward the busy coastal village. “You saw what I did. There are a ton of islands out there. I’m willing to wager there’s more than what the cartographer has selected to be on the map. I counted twenty-five. We’re going to need some way to find out which ones we’ve searched.”

Steve groaned. “Do you plan on searching them all?”

“If we have to, yes. Dynwe is on one of those islands. We have to find it. We need to see if we can help the Fae.”

“So, you’re thinking there might be a local map that shows more islands than the king’s map?”

Sarah nodded. “I hope so, otherwise we’ll have to sketch each island as we go, so we know we don’t end up searching the same island twice.”

“Too bad they don’t have a tourist center,” Steve mused. He glanced around the busy street and watched as several fishermen unloaded their hauls. A number of birds were circling about overhead, which instantly caused Steve to seek shelter. He and his feathered adversaries had a longstanding arrangement: they wouldn’t poop on him and he wouldn’t use them as targets for his fire thrower jhorun. Not that he ever would use a live animal as a target, but if the right circumstances presented themselves, namely a certain substance appearing on his head or his clothes, he might be tempted.

Sarah took his arm and pulled him down the street toward a large building. Villagers could be seen ducking in and out of the structure, some clutching items tightly to their chest, and others escorting sullen children away from the building. Steve looked back at her and raised an eyebrow. He hooked a thumb in the house’s direction.

“Are you heading toward that? Are they giving away maps?”

“That’s the constable’s office,” Sarah told him. “If anyone would know about the islands around here it would be the constable. Besides, we know him.”

“We do? How?”

“That is Constable Fensham’s office. He’s Lissa’s father, remember?”

Steve snapped his fingers. “That’s right. I had forgotten. Well, let’s see if he’s there.”

Husband and wife stepped inside the open doors and followed an older man and a boy down a hallway on the right. The boy couldn’t have been more than fourteen years old, and from the way he hung his head, and the way the older man was glaring at him, they must have been father and son. The boy must have been there to answer for some type of trouble. 

The hallway abruptly dead-ended into a spacious room occupied by a large desk, walls of bookcases stuffed with papers, and a long counter which ran the length of the room. The counter was against the far wall and was filled with all manner of things. Dirks, a quiver of arrows, figurines, several sacks, three helmets, and a stack of books could be seen. A brawny man in his mid-forties, replete with a short, trimmed beard and a thick head of auburn hair, sat behind the desk, staring impassively at two older gentlemen who wouldn’t stop glaring at one another. With a sigh, he turned to the man on his left.

“Remus, I’m waiting.”

The man on the right turned to his companion and cackled at him. “You heard him. He wants to know where it is.”

“Sunk it, I did.”

The first man shook his head and scowled. “You know you didn’t, Remus. You got just as much at stake in her as I do.”

“You shut your mouth, Boris.”

“Make me, Remus.”

“Enough,” Fensham snapped, silencing them both instantly. “Remus, you need to produce the vessel or you’ll be spending tonight, and every consecutive night until it’s located, in irons. Is that what you want?”

The old man stubbornly crossed his arms across his chest and scowled. Thankfully he didn’t say anything. Satisfied, as though Remus had just admitted his guilt, Fensham nodded. 

“Good. That’s what I thought. I’m glad you came to your senses, Remus. It’s his boat just as much as it is yours. Now, you and your brother divide up your haul, evenly and fairly like you always do, and go about your business.”

The two old men pushed by them, muttering darkly as they passed. Steve suppressed a smile and winked at Sarah, who smiled back at him. She eyed the pair directly in front of them. What problem could they have had? Fensham, who had been scribbling some notes on a piece of parchment, glanced up as the father and son approached and sighed heavily. He tossed his quill onto his desk and deliberately capped his bottle of ink.

“Bertram. Would you care to take a guess as to why you and your son have been summoned to my office again?”

“Whatever you think my son has done,” Bertram hesitantly began, “I can assure you he’s innocent. My son told me he’s innocent and I believe him.”

Fensham pushed back from his desk and studied the father and son pair. “Is that so? Do you even know what he did? Has he admitted it to you yet?”

“I have no idea what he allegedly did,” Bertram hastily fired back.

“Pratt, you have precisely five seconds to come clean with your father.”

A look of defiance fluttered across the young man’s face.

“I have witnesses, Pratt.”

In less time than it takes to blink an eye, the youth’s face transformed from defiance to sheer terror.

“Time’s up.”

“Alright!” the boy shrieked out. Pratt’s face was so red that it was practically glowing. “I did it! I’ll take my punishment. Now can I go?”

Bertram placed a hand on his son’s shoulder and spun him around, looking him in the eye. “You told me you had stopped stealing, boy. I’ll tan your hide if I find out otherwise.”

“I didn’t!” Pratt protested. “I didn’t steal anything!”

“Then what did you do?”

The boy’s face colored. He mumbled something but it was much too soft to overhear. Bertram cuffed his son on the back of his head.

“Try that again, boy, only louder this time.”

“Your son was caught defacing the school,” Fensham announced, keeping his voice neutral.

Bertram started sputtering with rage. “What? You did what, boy? I didn’t raise you to be disrespectful. How did you do it? When? What kind of damage are we talking about?”

“The damage is minimal,” Fensham coolly responded, seeing how the boy had clammed up and was refusing to lift his eyes from the ground. “It’s nothing a bucket of soap and water can’t remedy.”

“What the blazes did you do, boy?” Bertram was so angry that flecks of spittle were flying out of his mouth. “Why would the constable imply something needed to be cleaned? Did you vandalize the school? Since when do you like getting your hands dirty?”

“He didn’t use his hands,” Fensham added. This time the constable’s mouth quivered, fighting to keep a straight face.

“Oh, please don’t,” Pratt pleaded in a soft whisper.

“You didn’t use your hands?” Bertram exclaimed, confused. “Do I want to know what you used?”

The constable cleared his throat. “I can only hope either he was trying to mark his territory or else had consumed too much water. Class was still in session and the entire younger class was witness to everything. Quinn, the schoolmaster, believes young Mister Pratt has suffered enough but would like him to clean the affected walls.”

“The school will get a new paint job,” Bertram vowed, glaring at his son. “The entire school. Are we clear, son?”

Pratt nodded sullenly.

Fensham took up his quill and reopened the bottle of ink. He dabbed the point inside a few times before making notes on another piece of parchment. He looked up and nodded at Bertram.

“I will consider the matter closed. Do keep an eye on your son for me. I grow tired of his impertinence.”

“This will be the last time we’re in here, rest assured.” Bertram grabbed his son by the arm and forcibly pulled him out of the room.

Sarah’s eyes were watering so much from trying to hold back her laughter that she was unable to answer when Fensham asked a couple of questions. He wanted to know who they were and what the nature of their business was. The constable’s eyes locked onto Steve’s and he slowly stood. He looked back at Sarah and nodded his head.

“I thought I recognized you. You’re the Nohrin. You two are the reason my little Lissa returned to me. I wasn’t aware you were in our village. What can Capily do for you?”

“We need to check out your islands,” Steve cheerfully explained. “I don’t suppose you have a map which shows them all, do you?”

Fensham stared at the two of them for a few moments before gesturing to a map tacked up on the wall closest to his desk. 

“Are you looking for something or someone? Do you require assistance?”

Sarah shook her head. “We would just like to take a look at them. Do you know how many there are? Have they all been properly mapped?”

Fensham sadly shook his head. “I’ve been petitioning the king for years to have a cartographer properly chart them all. To answer your question, no; there isn’t a map that shows them all because they number too many. Last year a fisherman strove to be the first to visit them all. He claimed he visited over fifty different islands.”

“Fifty?” Steve exclaimed, dismayed. “I had no idea there were so many.”

Fensham grunted once and turned to the map on the wall. He started tapping places. “There are over a dozen, large enough to require three days to explore. You can see them here. Then there are close to a dozen half that size, and of course there are some even smaller. What really is worthy of being plotted? A piece of dirt or rock sticking up out of the water? If that were the case then I couldn’t even begin to guess how many actual islands are out there.

Steve shared a look with her. “This is going to take a lot longer than either of us originally thought.”

“What choice do we have?” Sarah asked helplessly. 

“So you are looking for something?” Fensham interjected, nodding. “I suspected as much. Perhaps if you tell me what it is then I might be able to help you.”

Steve laid a friendly hand on the constable’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, pal. We have to keep this quiet.”

Fensham shrugged and pulled the map from the wall. He folded it and reverently held it out to Steve.

“Take this. May it be of use to you.”

Steve took the map and immediately handed it to Sarah, who pocketed it and smiled at the constable. 

“Thank you. We’ll return it as soon as we can.”

“Take your time. There is no rush. I haven’t looked at that map in months.”

An hour later, after purchasing some supplies from the all-to-eager vendors, husband and wife approached one of the many piers along the shore and stopped. They consulted the map and saw that the closest plotted island was somewhat southwest of their present location, but a quick glance out at the open water confirmed what they already suspected. In reality there were far more. In fact, there was a small island about half a mile away. It was heavily treed and gave every indication there wasn’t one bit of open land anywhere. Both of them stared silently at the island for a few minutes. 

“Well,” Steve began, as he scratched an errant itch behind his ear, “you said we’re looking for a tree. That one has a whole mess of ’em. Want to start there?”

Sarah shrugged, folded the map, and handed it to Steve. “We might as well. Here, you’re a better artist than I am. You get to start sketching out which islands we’ve been to.”

“Oh, swell,” Steve grumbled. He took the pencil Sarah was holding out to him, unfolded the map, and seeing that there wasn’t a place for him to work, dropped down to the ground. He started to sketch out the island’s shape when Sarah smacked the pencil out of his hand. Confused, he looked up and saw that she was holding a blank piece of parchment out to him. 

He unfolded the large piece of paper and set it next to the map. Next, he quickly sketched out the coastline, taking into account the curve of the land and the huge peninsula that was jutting out into the water, and placed an X where he thought the island would be. He’d have to wait to sketch the actual shape once they were on it.

Fourteen Xs and four hours later, Sarah watched Steve rise painfully from the ground of the latest island they’d explored. Her husband tried to rub the kinks out of his aching back. This island, just like the dozen or so they had already checked, was completely covered by trees. On a side note both husband and wife were pleasantly surprised when they learned the islands weren’t nearly as large as they looked from the water. 

Thanks to Sarah’s jhorun, they were easily able to jump from one side of an island to the next, and then to jump anywhere else Sarah could see they needed to go. The tiny chunks of land were sometimes so close together that they could have waded through shallow water to get to the next one. Other times the next nearest island was at least ten miles away. With her jhorun, it was no effort to jump from one island to the next. It was just time consuming.

Sarah retrieved the map from the ground, folded it, and tucked it back into a pocket. She waited until her husband had folded his rudimentary map and had shoved it into his back pocket. She looked around the secluded glade and decided this was as good a place as any to have lunch. Thanks to an arrangement with the queen, and consequently with the chief cook, whenever she and Steve went out on an excursion, a picnic lunch would be packed and waiting for them on a table in the Antechamber. 

She held out her arms and teleported their lunch to herself. She smiled the instant the old pack appeared in her arms. She shouldn’t have been able to do what she just did, since the Antechamber was specifically designed and enchanted against jhorun. Even so, there were a small handful of people who had jhorun strong enough to defeat the protective enchantments cast upon the king’s private chamber. She and her husband were two of them.

Sarah set the pack on the ground and settled beneath the shade of a large pine tree. About to object, Steve saw that she was setting out containers of food and wisely refrained from saying anything. Sarah unwrapped a chedra—a meat and cheese roll—and handed it to her husband. She did the same for herself. 

They ate their lunch in silence, each reflecting on the events of the day. Steve grunted once and held out a hand to Sarah, all without looking up. Sarah’s eyes narrowed. She looked around their makeshift campsite, selected a broken twig, and dropped it onto his outstretched hand. His hand automatically closed, but then sprang open as if he thought he had latched on to a bug.

“What’d you give me that for?”

“Well, what did you expect? You grunted, so I assumed we just reverted back to caveman days. I figured you must want a slab of meat or a big heavy club. The stick was the best thing I could find.”

Steve regarded her as though she had finally lost her mind. “I wanted the map, you goofball.”

“Then ask me for the map. I don’t speak caveman.”

Once the map was spread out on the ground, Steve compared it to the one he had created. He pointed at the last half dozen islands they had visited. 

“You have to admit that most of the islands we’ve seen so far could have been prime candidates for your Fae Island.”

“None of them had that tree,” Sarah reminded him. “It’s kind of a deal breaker, dear. No huge tree then no faerie city. It means wrong island.”

“Don’t you think if this tree is as big as you say it is, we’d be able to see it without stepping foot on the island? These islands aren’t that big. We’d see it.”

“Not necessarily,” Sarah countered. “Do you remember when you mentioned something about the faeries being as big as me and then suggested maybe I had been shrunk?”

Steve nodded. “Yeah, what about it? Do you think that you had been shrunk when you were on that island?”

Sarah shrugged. “It’s hard to say. How would I have known? Everything looked like it was on the right scale.”

“Except for that big tree,” Steve added.

“Right. With the exception of that tree, I’d say I was normal sized.”

Steve suddenly stood and started pacing. “Maybe we’re looking at this the wrong way.”

“What do you mean?” Sarah wanted to know.

“If the faeries were living on an island within eyesight of Capily, I think it’s safe to say they would have been noticed.”

Sarah nodded. “I’ll go along with that.”

“Now,” Steve continued, warming up, “using that same logic, if what the queen told you is true and they are living on an island off the coast of Capily, I’d say we need to focus our attention on islands that are farther away from the coast.” Her husband looked off to the west, out over open water. “We should be looking for islands that are as far away from the coast as possible.”

Sarah shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. Ria, the Fae queen, specifically told me that their island was off the western coast of Capily. She didn’t say that it was way out to sea, but off the coast. It can’t be as far away as you’re suggesting.”

“Hmmph,” Steve grunted, silently disagreeing. “Then where do you want to search?”

“I think you’re partially right,” Sarah told him, as she also turned to face west. “I say we should look for islands close enough to be visible from the coast but far enough away to discourage people from trying to explore.”

“That’s where I disagree,” Steve argued. “If someone in Capily can see this island, they’re gonna wonder what’s on it. I still say it has to be out of range from the coast.”

Sarah was silent as she studied the open water. She held a hand over her eyes and studied the western horizon. Then she looked up at the clear blue sky for a few moments. She pointed out at the water. “What does that look like to you?”

Her husband looked where she indicated. He held a hand over his eyes and squinted. Sarah shook her head and sighed.

“I’m so getting you in to see the eye doctor. Or getting you glasses.”

“Bite me.”

“Well? What do you see?”

“A fog bank. So what?”

“A fog bank,” Sarah repeated. “On a warm sunny day like today?”

Steve’s brow furrowed. He glanced up at the cloudless sky and then returned his gaze to the distant bank of clouds. It was more than five miles out to sea and, judging by the size of it, at least a
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