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Prologue 
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Tinasha walked slowly down the castle hallway while her footsteps echoed behind her. This was a reunion she wasn't necessarily looking forward to. Her stomach churned as she drew closer to her sister's room and her emotions began to rise. She stood by the door for a moment breathing and listening to the sounds within. She could hear voices speaking and the soft cooing of a baby. She leaned nearer to the door and a frown creased her brow as she listened. The cooing baby was the child of her sister and her husband who was king. Her lips curled in a snarl as her resentment rose and her heart began to pound. That infant should have been her child! She should have been the king's beloved wife! She had met him and loved him years ago when he was just a prince, but he had spurned her for her younger sister and Tinasha hadn't found a way to forgive either of them. The hurt she had endured at first had given way to resentment and even the sisterly love she once felt for Lorraine had been replaced by a smoldering anger. She straightened up and took a breath, smoothed out her hair and knocked on the door. It was time to play her loving, sisterly role.

Lorraine's lady-in-waiting opened the door and bowed politely. “Come in, my lady,” she said quietly.

Tinasha walked into the room and saw the Queen sitting by her bed holding a small baby.  Lorraine looked up and smiled. "Sister, you've returned! Come and see your new nephew!" She beamed as she held the young child. Tinasha buried her jealousy and pain with a false smile and came closer.

“Your Majesty.”

Lorraine laughed. “Oh stop, Tinasha! We're in my private chambers. There's no need to be formal.”

Tinasha gazed at the baby. “He's absolutely beautiful, Lorraine,” she lied.

“I know. He's almost two months old now. I wish you could have been here when he was born. I missed you!”

“I missed you too, dear. Our trip took much longer than we planned. Things got complicated and well... you know how stubborn Leonard can be.”

There was a knock at the door and a young valet whispered something to the lady-in-waiting. She came over to the Queen and leaned down by her. “His Highness is requesting your presence. He says it will only be for a few minutes.”

“Oh my, that man! Tinasha, will you be a dear and watch the little one for me? Please? I'll be right back.”

“Of course I will, Lorraine. He'll be fine with me.” Tinasha smiled.

The Queen handed the baby to her sister and left the room with her attendant. The door closed behind them leaving Tinasha alone with the child. She gazed at the child feeling only bitterness as she held him.  She scowled as she looked upon the child's soft features. “You should have been mine to bear!” she quietly murmured to herself.  She looked down at the infant as hatred welled up in her. “I loved your father long before your mother ever knew him!” she hissed at the baby. “You may be the king's son, but a king you will never be!” She began to softly chant an incantation as she walked around the room with the child. The air around the baby turned to a yellowish hue and the child began to cry. She kept chanting until a whisper of green smoke came out of the child's chest and dispersed in the air. She ended the chant and smiled with amusement.  “We will see how a prince with no magical abilities fares in this kingdom.” She laughed to herself and imagined the shock that her sister and the king would feel when the child was found to be devoid of magic.  Just then the door opened and the Queen and her attendant entered the room. Lorraine came over to Tinasha and gazed lovingly at the child in her arms.  

“How is he? Was he alright while I was gone?”

“He's fine, Lorraine! You didn't need to hurry. I can tend a child for a few moments even though he's not mine.” She realized some resentment had spilled out in her last words and hoped Lorraine hadn't noticed, but she was gazing at her son and seemed unaware of Tinasha's spite.

The Queen took him out of her sister's arms and held him to her chest. “Thank you, Tinasha. I missed him while I was gone. Isn't that silly of me?” She laughed and cuddled the child as Tinasha turned away towards the door.

“I'm jealous of you, Lorraine. You look so happy.”  That remark was true, although Tinasha was jealous for her husband and not her child.  

Lorraine reached out her hand and placed it on Tinasha's arm.  “Your time to have a child will happen, dear. I just know it!”

The Queen's prediction came true three months later. Tinasha found she was with child and six months later gave birth to a small darling girl. She was named Sara.
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The Old Man
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The old man sat staring out the window.  He blinked occasionally as he sat but made no other movements. He watched as the sun shone brightly and he could see the branches of the trees move and dance as the breeze blew now and again. The streets were busy with vehicles driving past and he could see the sidewalks full of people hurrying to do whatever jobs or errands they had for the day.

“How are you today, Ethan?” 

He heard the nurse's cheery greeting, but he did not turn or acknowledge her. She took ahold of the wheelchair handles and turned him around to face her. 

“It's time for your morning meds.” She had two pills in the palm of her hand and a cup of water. “Open up, now.” The old man grunted and slowly opened his mouth and gurgled. “That's good, now.” The nurse popped the pills in his mouth and held the glass for him as he drank. She had a towel that she held by his chin to keep some of the water from spilling on his lap. His hands trembled as he drank and the water gurgled as he slowly drank what he could. “Okay, now, I think we got it.” The nurse reached over and massaged his throat with her hand and he swallowed easier with her help. “There we go. That wasn't too bad this morning.” She stood, dabbed his chin and wiped his mouth with the towel. He grunted and his right hand trembled, as he looked up to her.  “Did you want to look outside some more?”  He grunted and she turned the chair around and pushed it back to the window. “There you go. I'll be back in about twenty minutes to check on you.”

The old man gave a loud grunt and the nurse laughed. “I look forward to seeing you too!” She laughed again and he heard the sound of her shoes leave the room and walk down the hall. He stared out through the window at the same scene he had watched for several years now. Watching people move, talk and live their very ordinary lives.

How much more of this do I have to endure? Sitting here day after day... Watching the world move and exist all around me and I'm not able to be a part of it!

The old man grunted a couple of times and his right hand jerked and trembled again. 

I can't talk, I can't write! I'm trapped in this useless shell. My arms and legs don't work and here I sit day after day! I wish somebody would please put me out of my misery!

He grunted again in frustration, but there was no one to hear him nor would they have understood him. The stroke had left him unable to move and communicate with anyone.

I can think. My mind is fine, but I have no way to let anyone know. I can't even hold a book to read it or write a note with a pencil!  This is no way to live!

He was sitting at the window when he heard steps coming into the room. “You have a visitor today, Ethan!” He heard the nurse's announcement. Nurse Julie Dorn, the pretty blonde. I can't even tell her how pretty she is! And who... who in the world would be coming to visit me?

“I can move him around.” He heard a female voice he didn't recognize. He felt the chair turn and he looked into the face of a woman he had never seen before. “I'll be fine with him, nurse. I'll call you if I need anything.”

“That's fine, then. You understand that he can't communicate with you, right?”

“Yes, I know that.”

“Very well. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Thank you.”  The nurse left closing the door behind her. The woman turned her attention to the old man and smiled at him.

He gazed at her and saw that she was in her mid-twenties, give or take a year. Her skin was slightly dark and her hair was light brown and came down a little past her shoulders.  She was quite attractive and she smiled at him as if she knew what he was thinking.  Who are you and why are you here? Why would you come here to see me?

“I know you're in there, Ethan,” she said quietly. “I know your mind is normal and you have no way to let the people around you know.”

He jerked and grunted a couple of times and his hand began to shake. She knows? How could she know? The girl reached out and took his shaking hand. He could feel the warmth of her skin and the tenderness of her touch. It felt very much like Lena's hand had felt.

“I doing what I can to help you. I'm getting closer to the solution.” 

He continued to stare at her. A solution? What are you talking about? A solution to what?

She nodded. “I know what you're thinking. You're thinking it's impossible, but I know differently.” She squeezed his hand. “I have to leave soon. I can only be here for a short time and it took me a while to find you.” She stopped and laughed silently to herself. “A while? Who am I kidding?” She shook her head and looked at him.  “I've spent ten years searching for you, Ethan,” she murmured quietly.  “I'll be back again very soon. Maybe at some time, I can take you back with me, I'm... I can't be sure, yet.” 

What are saying? Take me where? How? He grunted and the hand she was holding jerked a few times. She squeezed his hand and smiled as she stood up. 

“Give me a few days and I'll be back. I finally know where to find you. Oh, and my name is Sara. I know you don't remember me.” She let go of his hand and walked over to the door. She turned as she opened it, “Take care of yourself. Wait for me here.” She hesitated for a moment and left the room. The old man grunted and watched the door close.

What was that all about?  She wants me to wait here?  The old man gurgled a snort. That's a laugh... I'm not going anywhere. His hand trembled as he blinked. 

The nurse came in a few minutes later and turned his chair around to face the window. “Well, wasn't that nice to have someone come see you? I've never seen her before, either. Did you two have a nice chat?” Julie continued her banter as she straightened up the room and put clean linen on the bed. “I'll be back in a little while and bring you your lunch, alright? You just sit tight and don't go anywhere.”

He grunted at her as she left the room. You have no idea how much I want to go...  anywhere! Anywhere other than this room! The old man sighed but even that was an effort. All he could do was make a small gurgling sound. He sat thinking about Sara. I don't remember her, although she seemed to know me. She acts like we are friends or something. He thought about where he may have met or seen her, but nothing came to mind. She was young... young enough to be a grandchild should he have one. That would certainly not be happening now. He and Lena had tried to have a child when they were first married but she never was able to get pregnant. They chose to live for each other and had many years of a good marriage, When she had passed about five years ago, he grieved for her for well over a year and was just getting back on his feet when the stroke hit him. He had been out in the garage painting an old dresser when he suddenly felt strange. It was as if time slowed down and his limbs began to slow down. It seemed almost as if he was watching through someone else's eyes. His arm was slowly moving the brush but he felt disconnected from the movement. Then he remembered falling and wasn't even able to put his arms out to protect him. If it hadn't been for his neighbor who walked past the open garage door and saw him, he might have been there on the floor for days.

He was rushed to the hospital by ambulance and it was determined that he had succumbed to a major stroke. His lawyer stepped in to make the best arrangements he could for him including the sale of his home and getting him settled in at a nursing home where he would spend the rest of his life. The doctors gave little hope for any recovery. The best they could do was make him comfortable until his body gave up the fight. So, his life had become one of repetition, merely an existence with no hope of a future before him.

A little over a week had passed before he heard that familiar voice again. 

“Oh, Sara, back for another visit?”

“Hello, Nurse Dorn. Yes, just for a bit.”

“Oh, just call me Julie. Let me know if you need anything.”

He heard the nurse's voice down the hallway. His heart jumped! She's back! I didn't think I would see her again.

He heard her come in and then the door closed. He felt the chair move and then she was sitting next to him. She reached out and took his trembling hand. 

“I can't stay long today, I'm sorry,” she said in a low voice. “I think the kakureta are aware that I have been leaving the realm through the portal. I'm not sure if they intend to harm me or not.”   What? Kakureta? What are you talking about? Sara sighed and continued, “I know you have no idea what I'm talking about, but please trust me for now. I know you won't tell anyone else what I've said to you or that I was here.” 

Are you joking? As much as I might want to tell someone, I can't.  

He grunted at her and she laughed. “I know what you're thinking. You couldn't tell someone if you wanted to.” She stopped laughing after a moment and squeezed his hand. “I'm a little frightened, Ethan, but I'm going to keep on working on it. Now that I've found you, I need to bring you home.” She stopped and looked at him. “If certain people find out I'm trying to help you... well,” She paused and shook her head. “I can't worry about that.”

I don't know what you mean!  My house is sold and this is my home now.  Who would care if you helped me? Do you mean the people here?

He grunted at her and she smiled. “Don't worry about me. I'm being careful.” She sat there with a small smile on her lips gazing out the window.

Who is she? I just don't understand. Just then he saw a wisp of dark smoke from the corner of his eye. His eye motion wasn't as fluid as years past, but he could follow the movement of the smoke. It was shaped like a sphere and it floated through the air from his right side and moved closer to Sara. He felt her hand tighten in his.

“One of them is here,” she said whispering. “A kakureta. Stay completely still. I... I didn't think they could follow me here.”

Stay still? Foolish girl, I couldn't move if I wanted to.  His eyes continued to follow the wisp as it moved closer to Sara. The wisp drew in close to Sara's head, remained motionless for a few minutes and then came back toward Ethan and vanished from sight. He felt her hand relax in his.

“They may not have detected me,” she murmured. “I need to go now.” She let go of his hand and stood. “I'll be back when I can. I can't stay here very long and my time is almost up.”  What do you mean? Please... stay!  She leaned down and kissed the old man on his forehead. She sighed and lay her hand on his shoulder. “Take care of yourself and stay strong. If all goes well, you won't be here much longer.” She turned and walked away and he heard the door close behind her.

Is she daft or am I imagining all this? She can't be sane! How does she expect to help me? 

Several days passed by and she did not show up. He spent a lot of time wondering and trying to figure out all the things she had mentioned, but nothing made sense. Still, he was thankful for even a small diversion from his boring existence. He was sleeping one night when he felt a hand shaking his arm. He awoke groggily from the sleep medications he was given to hear her talking to him.

“Ethan, Ethan! Wake up!” she whispered and shook him. He opened his eyes to see Sara staring down at him. Her hair was a mess and she had a bruise on her cheek.  He saw a small trickle of blood running down her face from her temple.  Her clothes looked torn and dirty in the dim light.  He tried to speak but only could manage his small grunting noise. What happened to you?

“I'm okay. It looks worse than it feels. I managed to escape them.” She looked around as if afraid to be seen. “I was running through the forest in the dark and that's why I look like this. I tripped a couple of times.” She smiled as a tear trickled down her cheek. He watched her helplessly. He couldn't even reach up to wipe the tear away. He blinked at her a few times and tried to keep focus on what she was saying. “I think I'm safe for now.” Sara sighed. “It's getting harder to evade the kakureta.” She reached out and took his hand. “As soon as I can find one of the celestial stones, I think I'll be able to take you with me. I need that extra power.” She murmured the last part more to herself than to him. He watched her face as she turned back to him. “It won't be easy, Ethan, but I know we can do it.”

He blinked. Do what? Take me where? Are you insane, girl? Don't you know who you're talking to? I'm nothing more than a vegetable!  I just lay here and do nothing! His frustration with his inadequacy reached a peak, but he could only shout within his mind.

“Shhhh!” Sara put her finger on his lips. “Not so loud.”  Can she hear me? Dear Lord, can she actually hear me?

“I can hear your heartbeat," she replied as if she had heard his words. “It's pounding so quickly and so loud, you'll wake up everybody here.” She laughed to herself and squeezed his hand. “I feel so much better when I'm with you.” She looked down at him. “I've got to go now. I'm too tired to stay much longer and I shouldn't fall asleep here.”

She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead. “I'll come to you when I can.” She smiled one last time and left. 

He couldn't even turn his head to watch her go. The tears began to flow down his cheeks and he couldn't wipe them away.  Am I hallucinating or have I lost my mind? He began to gasp for air and then a monitor alarm went off. Within a few minutes, a nurse had shown up and put the oxygen mask over his nose. He looked up at her through blurry eyes. What is going on? He waited for his vision to clear but soon all went dark.

He opened his eyes the next morning to see a blurry nurse looking at him.

“Awake now, are we, Ethan?” She pushed the button and he could feel the bed rise to put him in more of a sitting position. “Okay, your vitals are looking much better.” She reached over and carefully removed the oxygen mask. “I don't think we'll need this anymore. You gave the night nurse a bit of a scare, you know.” Julie wiped his face with a damp towel. “Are you thirsty?” She put a straw in his mouth and he slowly sucked the cold water into his mouth. He coughed and choked a bit and the nurse had the towel by his chin. “Slowly now. Go easy.” She waited until he stopped and then put the paper cup on the side stand. “I'm going to get some breakfast for you. I'm going to keep a close eye on you, so you better behave!” She shot him a smile as she left the room.

He lay there thinking about last night. Was Sara here or did I dream about her?  He blinked his eyes and managed a small grunt. Another day! Another day of... nothing! The old man closed his eyes and remembered better days. 

His adoptive father had been a contractor and owned a small business that constructed new houses for people. It was never a large business, but it was enough to keep his family comfortable. Adopted at sixteen, Ethan fell in love with carpentry and took the business in his late twenties over after his father's heart surgery. He had worked side by side with his hired carpenters until his mid-fifties. By then he was feeling his age a bit and spent more of his time contacting customers and making arrangements rather than swinging a hammer. On his sixty-second birthday, his friend and employee Bob came to talk with him. Bob Marshall had worked for and with him for over twenty years and made him an offer to buy the business, trucks and tools. He had discussed the offer with his wife, Lena, and they both agreed it was time for retirement. They had no children to grow into the business, so a week later they signed the papers and Ethan became a free man with a little surplus in the bank. He and Lena traveled the country during the summer months in a rented motorhome, visiting some of the parks and places they had read about and wanted to visit. When Lena turned seventy, her health began to decline and they kept more at home. After her death, he became even more sedentary only going out for groceries or an occasional game of golf with a friend. It was just a few short years later that brought him to where he was now.

Nurse Julie showed up with a bowl of watery oatmeal and interrupted his reverie. He still had some capacity to chew and swallow, so a feeding tube wasn't necessary however, his diet consisted of foods similar to baby foods. Soft, watery and for the most part, quite tasteless. He looked at the bowl of oatmeal with dread. What I wouldn't give for a nice thick steak... and the ability to eat it!

Julie sat down next to his bed. “Are you ready? This is going to be good!”  I doubt it!  The stuff tastes like mush! No flavor at all!  She put the first spoonful in his mouth and he did his best to chew and swallow. The drinking straw with water came next to help lubricate his throat and wash the food down. It was the same routine every morning and usually the same bland oatmeal. She finished feeding him and dabbed at his chin.

“That's a great job! Ron will be in soon to wash you down.” He grunted his displeasure. I can't even wash myself! I have to be washed by someone else. This is no way to live!  “I know you don't like it,” continued Julie, “But we have to keep you clean now, don't we?”

Why do you always ask as if I could answer you?  It's not like I can do anything about a bath, is there? He gave a reluctant grunt. I guess I can endure it.

She gave his chin one last wipe and walked out of the room. He lay there not thinking about much of anything until his mind drifted back to Sara. She's a strange one! Is she real or have I made her up in my head?  He then remembered that Sara and the nurse had spoken to each other.  That's right! She is real, then! I wonder when or if she's coming back. He blinked a few times. He still couldn't make any sense of what she was saying. Kakureta? What is that about? And yet, he had seen the wisp of black smoke himself, hadn't he? Was he going to deny what was in front of his own eyes? He made a gurgling sound in his throat which was as close to a sigh as he could get. I want to see her again, I'm sure of that. I may not understand who she is or what's going on, but... He knew he needed her touch and her words. He had nothing else nor anyone else. Right now, she was the only thing of interest in his life.

It was almost two weeks later when he felt a hand on his shoulder as he stared out the window.

“Hello, Ethan.” It was Sara and her voice sounded weary. She pulled up a chair and turned his wheelchair toward where she was sitting. She was worn down. He could tell by the look on her face. He grunted a couple of times. What's wrong? Why do you look so worn out?

She managed a small smile and took ahold of his hand. “Don't worry, Ethan. I'm fine... just a little tired. I finally found one of the celestial stones. It... it just took longer than I thought it would to find one. It was buried deep in a cavern.” She looked behind her to see if the door was closed and then reached into her pocket and pulled out a glowing jewel about the size of a large marble.

What... What is that?  Ethan made a gurgling sound.

“This is what I need to bring you back. This has the power... I only need the right spell to go with it!”  Ethan stared at the stone. Have I seen one of these before? I ... I haven't and yet... it seems familiar.

Sara squeezed his hand. “I'm sorry, Ethan. It's been too many years, but I'm getting closer all the time. Now that we have this,” she held up the glowing stone, “my task will get easier. I'm going to go to the old ruins. I'm hoping to find a spell book there.” She stood and leaned over to kiss him on the forehead. “I'll be back. Get some rest.” She walked out of the room and as before, he could not even turn his head to watch her leave. He grunted as his mind whirled. That stone! It gnawed at him. Had he seen one before or not? The old ruins? Have I heard of that? The phrase seemed vaguely familiar. He made a gurgling sound in his throat. Nothing made sense and yet he had seen the glowing stone! He had seen the wisp of smoke! Didn't that prove Sara was real? Didn't that prove she was sane? Or... had he imagined it all? Maybe he was as delusional as she is! He made the gurgling sound in his throat again.  He closed his eyes and didn't know what to think!
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Sara ducked down behind the bushes and waited quietly. The ruins were over the next ridge and she couldn't afford to be caught. Not with Ethan's release so close to being possible. She had seen several kakureta and evading them had been tricky. She had heard they didn't solidify until moments before they attacked so they could get close to you without being noticed in their gaseous form. At night, it was almost impossible to see them, so Sara had to rely on her senses especially hearing. The one way to detect them was to listen. Someone had told her the kakureta always emit a low growl when they are pursuing prey. That was the only hint they gave that they could be tracking you and most often by the time you heard the growl, it was already too late! She put her hand in her pocket and felt the celestial stone. The power of the stone did nothing to protect her, but knowing it was there gave her courage and hope. She crept out from behind the bushes and kept low behind the ridge as she moved quickly toward the ruins. She continually kept looking around her as she scurried across the ground. She came to the crest of the ridge and stopped. The ruins were below her and she watched for any movement around the scattered stones. The ruins were once a large church that was destroyed in some forgotten battle. However, very few were aware that the underground basement was still intact and held a treasure trove of books. It was there that Sara hoped to find the spell that could transport Ethan back to her homeland. She waited for a few minutes with her heart pounding as she surveyed the terrain. It looked clear so she moved down the slope to the ruins as quickly as she could.

She ducked down behind the foundation and sat, waiting to catch her breath. She held out her hand and called for soft light. A glowing orb appeared in her hand about six inches in diameter. She took a deep breath and stood up slowly and crept around the foundation of the church using the soft glow to see her way. She stopped at one point and ran her hand over a carved rune in the stone foundation.  She smiled to herself and murmured a few words. The ground cover vanished leaving an ancient set of stone steps that led down into the ground. She looked around carefully and then began to descend the steps. She reached the bottom step and laid her hand on the doorframe. A set of runes glowed blue and she heard the lock click and the door came ajar. She pushed it open and stepped down into... water! 

“Oh, no!” she murmured. She closed the door behind her and called for a brighter light. The globe-shaped light glowed brightly in her hand and she lifted it to see. The basement had over a foot of foul-smelling water in it with dozens of books floating on top of the water. Sara sighed, released the light to float to the ceiling and began to wade through the water to assess the damage. As she walked she pulled books from the water and set them on a nearby table. The books on the shelves above the water line were safe from the worst of the damage, but she could see mold growing on the leather covers and knew it wouldn't be long before the entire library was ruined. She looked around helplessly knowing there wasn't much she could do. She and the others who knew about the secret library had agreed to never remove any of the books, but now Sara felt justified in taking any she could salvage. She knew the others would feel the same. She waded to the back of the basement to a particular shelf and began to run her fingers over the covers and started reading the titles. Suddenly she felt movement against the back of her leg and she turned to see a drowning rat desperate for a dry place to crawl onto. Heart pounding, she screamed and kicked out with her foot sending the swimming rat off in another direction to find a dry place. She caught her breath and shook her head. “Scared the living breath right out of me,” she muttered as she went back to looking at the books. After several minutes, she let out a squeak of joy and pulled an old tattered book from an upper shelf. She waded over to the table and climbed up on it to get her feet and boots out of the water. She took each boot off and dumped the water out of it while muttering, “He better appreciate all I'm going through for him!” She stopped and sighed. Did he even remember her? Did he remember anything from before he was exiled? She shook her head and began to turn the pages in the book. She ran her fingers over the pages as she turned them one by one. She was sure this was the right book. She turned another page and began to read to herself and then broke into a wide smile. This should be it! She closed the book and stuffed it in her bag. She reached for the shining orb that had floated up to the ceiling and called it back into her hand. She climbed off the table while holding the bag in one hand and her boots in the other. She felt her toes squish through the slime on the floor and had all she could do to keep the panic from rising within her. There was no telling what she could be stepping in and she refused to let herself think about it! 

“Bath, bath, think about a bath,” she murmured to herself as she gingerly stepped through the water.  She reached the door and opening it, stepped outside on the
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