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			PROLOGUE

			Deep within the earth, where men mine and creatures coexist, an inquisitive clan once searched deep within this torturous earth. ‘Fable’ some called it. ‘Nonsense’ others. Yet toil they did. Not down into the vertical depths of the world where treasures and marvels alike may be discovered and unearthed among that deadly ruin, no these men mined for something entirely different. These men mined up.

			For countless millennia gigantic trees rested deep and thick within the heart of the west. Dense, dark and shaded their saplings grew equally thick and cumbersome in that nondescript forest glen. Thriving in the wealth and wellbeing of pure natural light and rich luxurious earth they prospered like no other, until the arrival of man. And after several generations of harvesting above and mining below their remained one solitary specimen. That massive singular arbor grew strong, thrusting branch and bough, root and riser to every corner of that entire valley. Yet it was this quick growth and rampant spread that sealed her solitary fate. Before the passing of the next millennia she dulled and faded to stand all but in ruin. Those about the Westron Ranges worried at the tree for as long as the elder craftsmen could remember. Eventually the dried yet strengthened remnants were dismantled, milled and crafted, reduced in a relative instant to nothing more than deep hidden and well petrified roots. Yet that was as far as either man or plant could advance for the tree no longer had the strength to leave that protective chasm of it’s age old inception, and the men, (even the giants of those domineering highlands,) would not venture through that shattered and accursed rent to access the riches below.

			Yet as fable passed to myth men began venturing into the sheltered valley once more. And in a rare and now parallel legendary venture a strange combination of companions, namely three brothers and one giant soon found the heart of that sheltered valley floor. Standing on the far edge of a broad and curving bowl all four could see not only the central contour of the valley itself, they also noticed the vegetation thinning the closer they progressed toward the central bowl. Stranger still the only true outstanding feature, a nondescript rock plinth, almost like a stone doorway it leaned from what appeared to be nothing more than a natural opening in the valley floor. The ground, covered with low growth and stagnant moss gave the evening gloom a feeling of peace, yet none of them wished to touch the shadowed greenery.

			As the eldest moved to the stone structure he noted the valley floor looked unbroken by neither rift or sloping steps. The ground simply mirrored the gorse on the opposite side. Yet passing beyond the opening earth could be seen through the partition between the sloping stones.

			‘That’s different,’ whispered the eldest as he motioned the party to join him.

			‘Different indeed,’ spoke the second brother as he rummaged in the pack on the back of the solitary giant.

			Lighting a torch the others quickly followed. And standing torches lit before the visible opening the four waited.

			‘Rumour has it this was once the home of a mighty troll horde.’

			‘Rumour has it you are still to bed that lovely lady of yours.’

			‘Rumour has it you’re an ass.’

			‘That’s no rumour brother.’

			This brought mirth from the others.

			Even their giant companion let out a deep rumble that the brothers supposed could pass as laughter. The giant was a natural when it came to fashioning stone, carving timber or forging iron and rough steel. His casual treatment of the surrounding vegetation showed both little concern and another forthright skill, he could trample gorse with barefoot ease. He also showed no concern regarding the mystical phenomenon the brothers had discovered as he stepped forward to caress the ancient plinth. Either fashioned from two separate pieces or spilt in what was believed to be some ancient time, the three bothers saw only envy in the giant’s eyes.

			‘Tight,’ came the solitary syllable from the admiring giant.

			‘Which? His or Meredith’s?’

			The four let loose yet their laughter faded quickly, as if the sound itself was an unwanted stranger.

			‘I cannot vouch for either,’ the giant spoke then as he leaned his massive head back in what looked to be contemplative consideration of the very ass in question.

			‘Hey, uncalled for,’ declared the brother under scrutiny.

			They all laughed again, the giant grumbling as before.

			‘The ground,’ spoke the youngest of the three, bringing them back to the task at hand. Tallest and lightest of hair he was also the most outspoken. ‘In between the stones, look.’

			‘It’s been weathered,’ continued the eldest, brushed long dark locks from his face.

			‘It’s been worn,’ whispered the middle brother.

			‘It’s been worked,’ spoke the youngest as he held his torch low to see that rough honed tread.

			‘Steps,’ spoke the giant in his guttural tone.

			Like gravel swirling in a thunderhead his voice was unique yet he spoke infrequent between the three brothers. (Due to their inane chatter he had little choice but to remain mostly silent.) The young giant’s packs were doubled about his body. He carried fuel and materials for the torches. Not the safest bet to put all of these in the one pack, hence the two were carried either side of his person, much safer by far.

			The eldest and the youngest did not overly look like brothers, not until the other was placed between them. And for the young giant it was the combination of all three personalities that attracted their companionship. (That and the payment, all in advance no less.) The youngest carried no pack, yet his back stood crossed with two massive axes, and both shoulders were adorned with length upon length of rope. Enough to span the widest gulf and bring a man back safely. And from the size of the man’s shoulders, that did indeed seem a possibility.

			‘It looks as if the first step is missing.’

			‘Rumour has it,’ spoke the older brother. ‘Any troll horde can be easily defeated by removing the first step. This simple action allegedly traps the foul beasts underground.’

			‘You believe those ancient tales brother?’

			‘The proof is at your feet.’

			Indeed it was.

			‘The tale could have evolved around the missing stair and likewise the missing stair could well be nothing more than that, a simple misplaced stone and nothing more.’

			‘Yes. After all, an entire race of subterranean trolls bested by the removal of a simple plinth?’

			‘Seems folly.’

			‘And the size of them,’ rumbled the giant. ‘Not easy.’ Having grown up on the same basic tale he took the missing step a little less ominously than his three companions. ‘They grow the further I look.’

			‘What are those?’ asked the eldest once more. Four gouges, thin and shallow, finger width. He looked up then as all about the small party noticed the marks for what they were. Fingernails dragged in stone. ‘The tale never spoke of these,’ he whispered.

			‘Rain has entered here, look. We can follow the gutters.’

			Taking his hammer from his belt the giant mumbled as if to himself. ‘Probably the only natural force that would.’ And tapping at the first weathered stone just inside the sloping doorway the material was strong, yet even in the smoothness of solid rock there were obvious signs of struggle, the finger drags the most obvious by far. And then the young giant stood and looked silently about his companions. None of them spoke, yet the elder of the three moved first, stepping over the remnants of that first step he was quickly followed by the middle brother and the youngest behind him. The giant, only hesitating on the rise of that first missing tread for an instant looked at the dying daylight before all four companions passed quickly within. ‘Don’t like this,’ the giant continued returning his hammer to his belt. ‘Don’t like this at all.’

			His hammer was his trademark tool. Many of the local lads had something or other that brought renowned. For the giant, it was the size of his hammer, although his unnaturally smooth wingman abilities were also heavily prided between the brothers when hiring him.

			And as all four disappeared over the shadowed edge they dropped down the first true stair, it was then that something else caught the party’s attentions. Below their lofty position the slight curve to the elongated and winding stair stalled. A long landing of worn stone rested silently in their path. To one side the landing stood beside a tall equally well-honed stone wall, while on the opposite side the darkness of open air left them guessing. Two of the party slowed at the sight of this unexpected interruption, the third walked to what he assumed the opposite wall and waited. What they realised was almost as chilling as the discovery of the wayward stair between the stones above.

			‘This is another stair,’ whispered the last of the three brothers.

			And looking from the tall stones beside them to the open area on the far side of the landing a new stair could indeed be seen intersecting their path.

			‘Interesting,’ whispered the eldest.

			‘What?’ asked the middle.

			‘Yes look,’ continued the youngest.

			‘The upper tread, removed,’ finished the giant. Yet how this had been achieved was beyond him, unlike the first stair this was at least ten times the size and indeed looked equal that in width and weight. ‘And what made these?’ the giant spoke on.

			‘And who in this forsaken valley once used them?’ continued the eldest.

			‘This fable is looking more factual at every turn,’ the middle brother added.

			‘We move,’ the giant spoke just as the first of the twin moons appeared over their collective shoulders lighting that strange secondary stair in silvery light. ‘Quick now.’

			And rushing as best they could down the curving steps the party soon intersected another giant tread, their own path circled about in the opposite direction. The two stairs connected frequently as they turned about and down the cavern before a worn gutter, carved by the combination of time and relentless rain stood before them. Nondescript as it was steep the giant spotted it first.

			‘Go here,’ he spoke unexpectedly.

			And pointing down the length of that warn smooth gutter the giant stepped forward and was away. He dropped from sight so quickly his infectious laughter died out equally a fast. With one glance the three brothers equally jumped. Cooling air denounced their pace as they dropped below three more of the larger stairs. Passing into a small cave lit solely by the giant’s torch they did not immediately see the openness of the chamber that stood before them.

			‘Mouse hole,’ thought the eldest brother. ‘Although who here are the rodents?’ Yet he did not wish to voice that in the cold and dark.

			The giant moved to the nearest wall as the three brothers came to stand with breath and torches held in silence. It would be full dark now in the world above. The only thing to take precedence over the width of the chamber was the height of the ceiling above them. That, and what the ceiling was made of.

			‘Wood,’ called the giant.

			‘By the God’s of everything good and natural,’ whispered the eldest.

			And as their torchlight danced about the ceiling each in turn shone off that reflective central decoration.

			‘Arbor,’ whispered the middle brother.

			‘Arbor?’ asked the youngest.

			‘Like amber, yet sustained within the timber of a once living tree. It is rumoured to be myth, much like the very existence of this chamber itself,’ the middle brother paused as he looked from the ceiling to the faces of his companions. ‘Yet here it is.’

			‘Here it is,’ reflected the eldest brother.

			‘Could this be? First ever living arbor?’ the giant breathed as he stared at that rotund ceiling.

			‘Only one way to find out my friend,’ replied the eldest brother as he slapped the giant on his broad shoulder.

			‘Is this what you seek?’ spoke the giant as he finally dragged his face from the timber above them and saw the looks in the eyes of the three brothers before him.

			‘We shall soon see,’ spoke the eldest as he smiled at the creature and dropped his rattling pack.

			‘Forbidden,’ reflected the giant as he looked from the ceiling to his companions. ‘To look upon this ancientness, forbidden, taboo. We must leave.’

			‘Hurry,’ called the youngest likewise un-shouldering his pack, distributing the collection of rattling and clanging gear therein.

			Yet even as he spoke a wind blew through the darkness halting the brothers for the briefest moment. When nothing happened their frantic actions began collectively again.

			‘What is this?’ spoke the giant to the gloom as ropes, pulleys, harnesses and other such clips and clamps appeared from within the two packs. ‘I thought we were a hunting party?’

			‘A hunting party that just became a mining party,’ the eldest spoke matter of factly.

			‘Consider it multitasking,’ spoke the middle of the three.

			‘Consider it blasphemy,’ mimicked the young giant, his hammer out of his belt once more. ‘If you consider this a treasure then you must consider looking elsewhere.’

			And while two of the brothers looked upon the giant he finally dropped his eyes to the floor in the same instant he dropped his pack. All three brothers breathed their relief when they saw the giant standing both compliant and central below the curving timber ceiling. Silently the three bothers moved into the relative darkness about them.

			The young giant, left at the central camp, somewhat closer to the last step than the apex itself and brooding after discovering the true nature of his companion’s venture, mumbled to himself. ‘Me, a giant,’ he breathed softly into the uncaring air. ‘Cooking and not mining, bah. More blasphemy.’

			With the firelight of their small camp behind them the three brothers moved to equidistant locations about the darkened chamber. Dropping one of two torches on the floor before turning to their respective right they each walked about the outer edge, thus exploring their own section until they came to the place where the other had left his first flickering torch. In this they quickly discovered that the chamber was not even, and finding nothing other than runs and rills in the rock, two of the brothers were surprised to hear the voice of the third calling to them from the opposite side. The youngest had discovered what he could only describe as a hole on the far side of the dome, furthest away from the base of the unnaturally large stone steps and equally as large as the giant steps themselves, their relative trepidation grew.

			‘What do you boys make of this?’ the youngest asked as his middle brother stepped closer.

			‘Trouble,’ he replied holding his torch high he could not see the apex.

			‘There’s a breeze,’ the youngest continued. ‘Yet nothing more.’

			‘You ladies ready?’ asked the eldest form the opposite wall.

			‘First to the axis?’ called the middle brother turning from the opening, the doorway forgotten as the thrill of the climb took his attention.

			‘First off the ground the rate you two are going.’

			As a new rope unfurled from the mid brother’s pack he spoke with pride.

			‘At least I won’t have to change over half way. Not with this.’

			‘Cheating again I see.’

			‘Well while your wasting your coin on Meredith, I’m simple wasting mine on equipment.’

			The banter continued as the younger brother readied himself as quickly as his older siblings, yet he was struggling with his rope and remained on the ground after the others began. And with a firm pull against their ropes the two older brothers started up opposite sides of the stone wall. From his belt the eldest took a thin wedge of sharpened steel and finding a crack in the stone wall tapped the pivot home. Testing the strain he glanced at the other brother.

			‘Your hammer’s not as big as the giant’s,’ called the eldest as he set his rope.

			‘None in the region is, or so Meredith says.’

			This brought a rise out of the travelling party, the giant included.

			‘I see you still have the same old gear brother, no matter your resplendent lifeline.’

			‘Can’t afford everything at once.’

			‘And speaking of things you can never afford, you leave Meredith out of this.’

			That time the mirth in the room increased as the giant left his cooking fire to aid the youngest fellow as best he could.

			As one brother swung free of the cold dark floor the next brother followed. The two moved quickly across the cracked and creviced surface. Imperfections in the rock strata, not sighted from the floor below, gave one and then the other the advantage. Before long the brown haired middle brother had the lead, and reaching the down sloping ceiling the fracture he followed grew increasingly thinner as rock gave way to tortured timber. As he reached for the fractured centre the dark haired older brother reached his first vertical anchor point. The climb on his side of the chamber was the easiest, the middle brother could see this as the other moved quickly toward that central point.

			‘Come on brother, I’ve almost reached—’

			The elder brother stopped short as he faced the ground. Below he could see his younger fair haired brother crouched like an infant beside the bulk of their fourth member. He was having some form of difficulty. And if that giant had hair it would equally be ruffling in the gust from the tunnel. The two brothers on the ceiling held themselves steady as the unexpected gust shook their lifelines. In that instant a deep, devilish, almost snuffling breath issued from the hole in the far side of the chasm.

			Once and then again it sounded like the chamber itself drew breath.

			‘Something is sniffing us.’

			‘Something big.’

			Then the entire chamber shook as from an immense impact. The figure could not be seen in the firelight, yet the sound of it, the breath of it, and that continued snuffling caused the hair on the middle brothers neck to stand on end.

			‘Down brothers, down,’ called the youngest.

			And as the wind from the tunnel touched him again a huge hand reached into the chamber and felt it’s way across the stone floor.

			Yet the eldest, close now to the centre of the ancient arbor did not move. From that vibrating contact he heard rather than saw a plug of some description pop from the very centre of the radiating timber. The sound was strange. Like a wet, sappy squelch. Yet nothing happened for some little time. And as the middle brother concentrated on the immense hand the eldest inched himself closer and closer to that exposed central point.

			‘Brother get back!’ called the middle sibling as he himself squeezed his lifeline and swung back to touch the stone wall, he would not leave his brother. Looking across he though he saw a shadow or a shape shift in the small void where his brother remained. ‘Oh no,’ was all he managed.

			The two on the floor focused on the hand as it turned to the wall. Finding nothing it formed into a giant fist and frustratingly slammed into the floor of the stone chamber.

			Something then oozed out of the timbered ceiling. Yet even as the eldest brother attempting to climb back along his safety rope a single grey green and squelching drop dripped onto his face. In the next moment he brushed frantically at the liquid, doing nothing more than spreading the then burning material. At that momentum a second drop fell. His tortured scream as burning liquid fell directly into his right eye was cut short as the third consecutive drop fell into his open mouth. A gurgling, strained and all too short cry was the last sound the eldest brother ever made. And as the middle brother began to climb across the timber ceiling in earnest, screaming all the while for his brother’s wasted life, he could not reach the stricken man quickly enough. Pushing with his feet as he reached the central junction, the two on the ground took several moments to recognise they were no longer alone as the bulk of the form chose then to fill the rough doorway. It’s fetid stench caused the giant to look away from the climbers. Moving out of instinct the middle brother reached for the taught rope and the suspended weight of his struggling companions. Causing the body of the eldest to lurch on his line he swung the middle brother the narrow distance needed to grab his sibling.

			The youngest then turned toward the watcher, and feeling the gaze of that gigantic creature the blonde man uttered two disjointed words.

			‘Do it.’

			As the young brother stepped away from their companion, taking one of his new climbing spikes from his belt he wrapped his wrist about the middle brothers safety line and showed the spike in his other hand to the giant who yanked forcefully at the ropes. The eldest brother dropped fast, falling away from the deathly material still dripping from the timber ceiling. At the same time, and as the middle brother equally dropped, the youngest flew side long through the air and landed roughly on the shoulder of the massive troll.

			As the giant caught the body of the eldest brother the impromptu weapon found it’s intended target. Striking hard and lodging in the troll’s neck, twice the height of the giant and therefore next to four times that of the two surviving men, the troll ripped the spike from his flesh as he flung the blonde from his shoulder. Still holding the rope that launched him the youngest brother simply swung about the chamber and came to rest back at that central point.

			Bellowing his frustration the troll disappeared back into the darkness of his own homely cavern.

			Searching about the fire the middle brother gathered up the one thing none of the others would have considered helpful in their current situation. And holding aloft the hot iron pan he captured the now free flowing silver, grey and in places green flecked and glowing fluid. A liquid form unknown to the surviving members of the travelling party, it seeming to move in the shimmering firelight. It was the middle brother who spoke first.

			‘Bring him closer.’

			And without considering his actions, the giant simply complied. Easing the body of his companion to the floor, he saw the other’s intent. For even as the three drops that found and killed the elder brother moved from his forsaken flesh, they mysteriously dripped into the warm pan as it passed below the eldest brother’s body, returning all but consciously to the fluid oneness in the still hot pan.

			‘What the Hell,’ called the youngest brother as he picked himself up off the floor and moved hesitantly toward the vessel.

			The liquid within flowed as deep as any ocean. It was singularly the most beautiful thing the youngest brother had ever seen, yet even as he looked upon that liquid perfection a darkness merged with the chamber behind him. The youngest brother could not look away. It was then the blonde brother remembered the troll, could still smell it about his clothes and hair. They were in danger. The liquid in the pan was in danger.

			‘We have to leave.’

			Collecting his companions they began the long yet urgent climb back up those tortured, elongated stairs.

			‘What happened to our bother?’ the youngest called.

			‘He is dead.’

			‘What happened to him?’

			‘He was attacked, I think.’

			‘Attacked? What, that creature in the doorway?’

			‘No,’ continued the middle brother glancing at the pan in his hand, and more so the flowing silvery green liquid that moved almost independently of his running gate. ‘Yes,’ he continued then, locking eyes with his sandy haired brother. ‘I don’t know. Something, something I’ve never seen before, not from wood. Not from ordinary wood. It, it must have come out of the ceiling. Just as that thing appeared in the doorway.’

			‘What?’

			‘Something,’ the middle brother laughed dry and high in his throat. ‘Something. Evil.’

			He thought of his dead brother slumped over the shoulder of the giant. Then he thought of the contents of the pan, yet he could not take his eyes from his younger brother. He felt something then. Was it the pan moving in his hand or the liquid within influencing his mind he could not tell, all the same he saw something, his mind lead him, his thoughts showed the troll appearing. The image showed the creature moving quickly behind the fleeing party and up the larger stairs.

			He glanced behind them then and the pan sloshed as he did so. Yet the creature was not there. Not for a few moments at least. And as the troll’s sniffing could be heard anew he knew the liquid had shown him the returning threat.

			Reaching the next riser, he spoke again. ‘We must move.’

			‘Come,’ the giant prompted from behind the pair as they climbed.

			The middle brother though the other could smell the troll approaching, even though his himself could only smell the dank stairwell and his own cold sweat.

			As they reached the upper stair the giant found a niche in the wall and unceremoniously stowed the eldest brother there. While he did this the middle brother found a tin in the top of his pack and poured the grey green liquid carefully into the sealable container as welcoming moonlight then shone on the steps above. They were near the surface, yet a bellow from below announced the creature’s return.

			‘Run!’ called the middle brother as all three ran as quickly as they could in the gloom.

			And as the middle brother slipped the thin tin into the pocket of the youngest brother before him, the blonde turned at the last remaining stone stair. Slowing he allowed the giant to catch up as another guttural cry echoed past them, causing all three to glance down the darkened stair. Nothing could be seen of the approaching troll, yet that sound belayed his intent.

			‘Come on,’ called the youngest, stepping past the bare earth of the missing tread.

			As the others found the top stair the blonde brother waited. In the dim light he could see the cumbersome outline of the approaching troll, and reaching through the doorless frame he pulled his brother to him. They both turned then to grasp at the giant as the troll reappeared. Grabbing unthinkingly at the legs of their companion, both creatures disappeared quickly.

			The two men stood in the arch of the stone structure aghast. And turning to leave without speaking, it was then than the thin tin slipped unnoticed from the blonde brother’s pocket. The survivors were out. Yet the sound of the bellowing troll and the image of their dying brother would echo in their minds for the rest of their lives.

			Later in that same year the pair returned to the place where their brother and the giant had perished. Nothing remained of that place. It was as if the troll’s rage had caused the cavernous stair to finally collapse. Neither spoke of the silvery liquid that had killed their eldest brother. And none ever knew the secret of what that ill fated travelling party had found. At least not until a wayfarer by the unusual name of Osmanthus stumbled across the ancient tin while hunting with his werewolf betrothed a full one hundred years later. This he would pass to his lover and Matriarch, who opened, studied, and quickly discovered the true nature of the liquid crystal hidden within.

			Yet that is the story of an entirely different adventure.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER I

			Stand

			The battle with the wizards of Felucca had to be one of the strangest events the headland City of Raagaan had ever experienced. To young Pieta ‘Queen of The People’ the strange reports coming not only from Yarrow regarding the winged creature Xorandar, or from Wolfhazel of the Bloodlust Pack in collaboration with the late King Greenhorn’s final duel with the estranged Emperor of the failing wizard realm, or the military men who reported the loading then exploding of two trains that plummeted from the breached City wall with deadly haste directly into the incurring wizard forces. No, to Pieta the most unusual report had come from Duncan Tree Elf regarding his suspected absorption of Life Master Shannon in what is now regarded as The Battle of Blistered Hill. The telling of which was drawn almost as tumultuously as the battle of the hill itself. Yet that seemed the nature of Duncan, his tail delineating the story with every twist and turn.

			The first thing the new Queen instilled upon the people was an air of trust. In this, many taxes implemented by King Allouitious Gerald Monteview Greenhorn, killed in direct combat with Vincent Cadabra Master of the school of Death and self imposed Emperor after his brother’s disappearance during the wizard battle, were either abolished or severely reduced. With those selfsame taxes adjusted and claimed against, tributes collected and envoys met, one of which was a contingent of fairy folk from a western realm Pieta had never heard of before, the City prepared for the coming winter. Pieta knew of the minotaur and lesser bullmen territories, the adjoining lands that housed unicorn and pegasus colonies throughout, yet an entire realm of small and fluttering fairy creatures was something the new Queen would never have considered possible. Regardless, they had made the journey from Fatamia Valles to consult with this new young Queen regarding the fairy body found within Vincent’s power crystal. And after discovering who the ill fated fairly was, the six delegates generously offered Pieta visitation privileges, if she felt so inclined.

			And as that fast flowing winter approached the two realms that held sway in the north east of Aaellionia, the men of Raagaan and the elves of Tree saw to a closing of both crystal and magical negotiations.

			‘Your Majesty,’ spoke Duncan. ‘I feel the need for your attention in the matter of the ancient crystals, those formerly held by the wizard Masters of Felucca, and now, shall we say, in limbo of their true calling.’ The change in subject was almost as abrupt as the subject itself. ‘This matter is something that should not be overlooked. These sources of magical energy need protection,’ Duncan paused at this, choosing his words carefully. ‘I feel they are not to be so randomly displaced. Ma’am. If you will allow me. Each and every one of these precious gifts need to be studied and utilised to their best advantage. They cannot be replaced.’

			Behind Duncan stood a lithe female form. Introduced briefly as Glendullan, the tall multi-horned elf female was Duncan’s life partner. Her presence, somewhat unnerving to Pieta Glendullan simply stood looking about the room while the negotiating pair conversed, neither focusing on any one creature or feature about the chamber. Intriguing and attractive it looked to Pieta as if she was simply here in her physical form and nothing more. She neither moved from her station nor spoke during their entire meeting.

			‘Replaced Duncan?’ The Queen spoke then, equally purposefully yet not as rash as the elf, she knew what Duncan was thinking, her talents amounted to something at least. ‘Replaced or displaced, these entities are something we cannot understand, with or without aid from the wizards, and we cannot keep these crystals in such close proximity without further understanding their individual tenacity. Until such a time as I feel we can either trust them, or understand them, at least far enough to know they do not threaten us, then they will be separated, by me and in any way I see fit. I feel I have been open with you concerning this, as I have with our associates. And I feel such stalling, for want of a better word, is proving counterproductive.’

			‘Your Majesty, if I may, these crystals are not only the source of all the wizard’s doings that befell your fine settlement—’

			‘And our combined great nation.’

			This brought a murmur from all present.

			‘Indeed Ma’am,’ Duncan continued. ‘These crystals are a power unto themselves, yet we have never spoken of this in formal discussion.’ Duncan glanced about at the number of retainers, it was looking as if his own entourage stood lax, yet he was within the Queen’s realm, indeed, he sat within her very house, who was expected to have the larger presence if not the house itself? ‘Hence my need,’ he continued quickly, ‘and our urgency. This issue cannot be ignored.’

			Duncan’s second extended visit to the City was proving prosperous, if somewhat confrontational with this new young Queen.

			‘Ignored Duncan?’ Pieta asked then. ‘I see this as a culmination of efforts and not just your own Duncan.’

			Some of the elf representatives shifted nervously before her. Each was noted by Pieta from where she sat. She may not be able to readily deduce their thoughts, yet body language remained universal.

			‘Yes,’ he continued, not missing the subtle attitude of his own retainers. ‘And I feel we have become careless in our duty to this power.’ Then he was out with it, Pieta did not expect him to speak so openly of his intent. ‘We should share in their prosperity.’

			The murmur returned, indeed it was increasing even as Pieta entertained the notion. Time must indeed be pressing for Duncan to breach such a delicate subject in open discussion. Pieta remained cautious as was an equal pause from the elf. Not long enough to be considered impolite yet more than enough to show the Queen that Duncan was not prepared for such a revelation from his young compatriot.

			‘Prosperous you entail them?’

			‘What else?’

			‘Evil I brand them,’ Pieta continued quickly. ‘Untrustworthy and unexpected in their own manifestation. They are a surplus to our cause, a byproduct of our all so recent conflict. For this reason alone my husband is currently charged with taking care of the wizard crystals.’

			‘Taking care?’ The elf shifted in his chair yet Glendullan remained stoic.

			Pieta then noticed the female had long slender feet and not hooves like her husband.

			‘Yes Duncan,’ Pieta spoke quickly, bringing her mind back to their conversation. ‘Yarrow is, as we speak, moving to the corners of the known world distributing these crystals between known allies, loyal clans and other such trusted creatures.’

			She thought then of where Yarrow had travelled. The most notable had been a deep forest cut into an elongated valley. Here Yarrow had discovered two races of almost identical tribal men. One lived in high huts constructed on the trunks of the forest valley while the other lived in skin tents in the lea of mighty sand dunes wherever water and desert topography allowed. No maps showed either of these features and so Yarrow had named them Forest Valley and The Unending Desert. Further south a colony of Minotaur farmed fertile plains below the constant threat of two active volcanoes. Further south than even Flight Officer Percival Franklin knew the continent extended into a series of low lands and lakes that fed into the western edge of the southern ocean. Here a long chain of islands crashed majestically into an elongated and somewhat sheltered lea hugging the southern ocean. Yarrow had found nothing of life here other than birds and turtles, with seals and other sea creatures inhabiting the rockier sides of each terminating island cliff. These they named after the former King who gave his life fighting against Vincent Cadabra. Yet the last and largest island was graced as Marinarus, after the King’s half brother who bested the goblin ruler at the cost of his own endearing life.

			‘You speak of dispersal,’ Pieta returned to the moment. ‘The task is already at hand. So much so that Yarrow and his party will conclude this task within the coming of the true full moon.’

			‘What nonsense.’ Duncan’s olive green tail swished at the notion, yet it was the shuffling of his tight fitting jacket that alerted Pieta to something in Duncan’s mannerism.

			‘Explain yourself.’ Pieta was little used to such reactions, even from her closest allies, and she did not hesitate in verbally confronting the elf.

			The entirety of continental Aaellionia could subsist quite well without either herself or Yarrow, it had done so for centuries. Yet all that had happened about the headland both during the attack and the days since has given Pieta a stronger resolve than even she thought possible. She could dealt with naysayers day after day, yet she considered Duncan a friend.

			‘We need to keep these crystals under a close eye,’ Duncan began slowly. ‘Not abandon them to whomever may stumble upon them first.’

			‘Abandon? Duncan, do you think me that foolish?’ Pieta was becoming agitated, and Duncan, in his want to get to the source of where Yarrow had taken the crystals, was avoiding any diplomatic reasoning in his haste for information. ‘This may be the residual influence of the Life Master’s spirit,’ she thought.

			‘No your highness, consider the consequences if—’

			‘If what?’ Pieta spoke up. ‘If someone, or indeed something, went to all the places silently witnessed only by my husband’s eye, swam to the depths of the deepest ocean, climbed to the peak of the highest mountain, forded the very rim of the most remote volcanic island in some attempt to retrieve these living crystals?’

			Duncan looked upon her, she was young, and yet her words, her seated position, her speech and posture all spoke of control. Pieta Phillips the Queen of all Aaellionia’s human races as so aptly named by this verity of men as ‘Queen of The People’ showed traits pertaining to nothing short of a natural born leader and a strong political figure. Duncan could see this as plain as the nose on her seventeen year old face.

			The Queen continued. ‘Now who is mouthing the nonsensical drivel?’ Pieta glanced toward Glendullan yet she did not move, flinch or even blink at the Queen’s questioning of her partner. Again Pieta thought she was here in flesh and flesh only.

			‘Your Majesty, I only look to do what is right—’

			‘In your own eyes,’ Pieta cut the elf short. He moved in his chair yet said nothing further. ‘It’s alright Duncan. This is not the first time I’ve need discuss these wizard crystals, or to defend myself in their regard.’

			Pieta spoke on as something altered within the room about them. It was neither a darkening nor a shadow and was little more than a feeling, less than an instinct, yet something was definitely out of sorts. Pieta’s senses sharpened in that moment. Absentmindedly she put her hand in her pocket and felt the cool smoothness of the white crystal within. Sound intensified as the shadows fled to the edges of the round room in an instant.

			‘Pieta.’ A voice in her mind, strong, commanding, yet familiar and comforting at one and the same time. With her through the battle with the wizards and again during the standoff with the goblin forces, her guide, her mentor, and her founder all in one, Goneda spoke. She looked about the faces before her, none had heard the voice.

			‘What,’ she answered aloud.

			Some of the elves behind Duncan raised their faces yet none reacted more so than this.

			‘What?’ continued Duncan before her, grasping the arms of his chair and bending his elbows as if to rise.

			‘To your right, coming now,’ that familiar voice spoke on.

			‘I see him,’ reflected Pieta.

			‘No,’ he continued in her mind. ‘Look again, quickly now.’

			‘Ah yes, you’re right, I see, them.’ And in the same breath Pieta spoke with the elf. ‘Duncan, if you will.’

			As Pieta rose the elf was already standing. The guards, positioned more so to accompany the room’s décor rather than to protect their charge would not have time to act. Thankfully Duncan had fathomed Pieta’s intent after hearing her one sided conversation.

			It was then the assailants blustered noisily into view. The first of this trio, tall, lumbering, hooded and weighed down by the size of his battle axe roused the nobles as Pieta or Duncan could not. They were out of their chairs and making for the sides of the chamber before the second assailant presented himself. Pieta noted the agility of the second as the first came into range. Yet it was the reaction of the creature Glendullan that surprised the Queen the most. The chair she held firmly with her right hand during their conversing lifted and dropped onto it’s side. In that same motion Glendullan dropped to all fours and lowered herself to the height of the sideways chair. Revealing her elongated teeth the elf female hesitated for the merest instant before pushing the chair effortlessly and taking the first assailant heavily across the shins, his axe spilled noisily across the marbled floor as he fell. Pieta collected the man on the chin while Glendullan all but climbed on his back. And as his cowl flew back revealing a shock of red hair, cut to the scalp on either side of a braided central crow which Glendullan used to slam the man’s head audibly against the marble floor, Pieta’s focus turned to Duncan.

			The second attackers was smaller, thinner, quicker than the first. He carried a short sword yet moved in such a fluid way Pieta felt the intimacy of a knife would suit him better. Regardless, he was disarmed by Duncan and on the floor beside the first attacker as Pieta and Glendullan finished with the lumbering brute.

			Not all Pieta’s time had been spent indoors, a large portion of her free time was spent in combat training with Captain Fowler. The werewolf’s methods were not restrained when it came to the King and Queen, although Pieta’s first real bruising had come at the hand of her loving yet somewhat clumsy young husband.

			The next assailant was thin, lithe and only appeared once the other two were proven subdued. Pieta, drawing her short sword saw this one held a long thin knife, and this one was predominantly different. Cunning, calculating, the hooded and agile third assailant avoided Duncan and stepped past the guards from both camps as if they were not even there. In a matter of one passing heartbeat the cloaked figure stood before the young Queen. Just then, Duncan’s man was once again on his feet.

			‘In my day, they never got back up,’ spoke Duncan as he dropped his man for the second time.

			‘This is your day,’ the Queen assured him, ‘and take heed,’ she continued quickly, ‘this is something we are none of us used to.’

			Pieta stood face to face with the third attacker. Still hooded, they were so alike in height, stance, skill and sheer presence that Pieta felt she was looking more into a mirror that at an attacker. One the young Queen was quickly growing to respect, no matter what the circumstances of their meeting. And glancing between Duncan and his wife, the Elf Lord held one hand aloft keeping the guards from both factions at bay. Playing politics even in a time such as this, the last assailant was not only for the Queen to dispatch, the duel was to play out for the entire room to witness.

			Pieta sparred well with this highly trained and equally skilled third attacker. Light of form and fluid in motion this last proved something of a challenge for the Queen. If discovered by the City at an early age recruitment would have been offered. And as the assailant moved close to the Queen those hooded eyes flashed bright yellow, yet that gaze of rage quickly turned to betrayal as the Queen raised one hand.

			‘Stop!’ Pieta called.

			The force of that command caused two things to happen. The hood of the third assailant fell backward, and the creature Glendullan, currently holding the head of the first assailant off the floor, turned to fully face the young Queen.

			Behind her Pieta heard a thunk as the first assailant’s head was dropped to the marble floor. Glendullan then walked slowly to the young Queen. She did not acknowledge Pieta as the girl thought she might. Instead the elf female simply lowered her face and looked directly into the eyes of the other held firm in Pieta’s metaphysical grasp. And as Pieta stood equally slowly, moving closer to the now revealed as female attacker, literally holding her in place with that single word the beauty of the girl doubled as light from the open room fell across her features. Her hair and eyes were unique. Pieta could think of no other description. With one hand clenching her long thin knife, poised to strike yet totally motionless where the Queen’s command held her, beads of cooling sweat ran down her temples, disappearing into the neckline of that clinging hooded top. Yet that hand was ever so slowly moving. Pieta had not sensed this at first. And even as she looked on the fist clenched tighter as the slender weapon was equally turning toward the assailant’s own throat. Pieta looked from the girl to the elf female. To Pieta, it seemed Glendullan was equally controlling the young assailant.

			‘No,’ Pieta spoke.

			And looking sidelong from the girl to the Queen, Glendullan simply sighed as the knife hand stopped. Stepping back toward her husband Glendullan looked bored once more.

			Resting close to the girl’s neck, the glint in those yellow eyes the only thing sharper as a strand of long red hair fell equally slowly across her features. Cool and smooth looking, even held in the motion between advance and attack, her youthfulness was reflected in both face and features.

			Pieta stopped then. Held for that brief moment in the other’s gaze, the length of her face, the smoothness and roundedness of the attacker’s features, the sheer beauty of the girl before her, all reflected doubly in those shining golden eyes. And as time itself returned to the girl her blade dropped from her grasp. Mixed with the clatter of metal on marble, Pieta remained connected to the girl’s mind. There she saw an image, felt a notion.

			‘Succeed,’ was what that hauntingly familiar voice commanded. ‘Succeed, or do not return.’ Familiar, yet Pieta could not place it.

			It seemed the ultimatum had come before the planning and not after. It was literally out of place in the girl’s fractured memory. ‘Planted,’ thought Pieta.

			And stepping forward as with Glendullan before her, she held the flame haired attacker in her gaze. Locking wrists and gripping mentally Pieta did not hold back. Something floated there, a secret, wanting to be told, itching to be free, starving to be known. Pieta looked deeper, feeling behind those eyes, the depths of them, the layers within, she stepped closer, pulling her other hand from her pocket and placing this one on the girl’s neck, she finally stood close enough to strip what she wanted from the strong willed female. The white crystal, feeding Pieta, glowed with the young Queen’s intent as she held the other with her mind.

			‘Remember,’ she whispered into that eternal ether. And answered with a solitary image the girl was aflame. Literally lit and burning before the Queen’s inner eye. The image fled almost as quickly as it appeared. ‘Was this the girl’s fate, her past?’ Like most things shown to her this image was more puzzling than precise.

			If the other could she would have screamed, would have shouted the palace to it’s very foundations. Yet some other league of men and beasts had been sighted in that domineering vision. Farmers, for the most part, they stood about a vast warehouse, low, timbered, elongated in design, yet strong and straight. The night in her mind’s eye was cool, it had recently rained. The scent of wet hay was everywhere, as was that of beast warmth and animal closeness. Among the men in the bright light of that close fire was the girl, yet seen through her own eyes the moment was a memory, and because of that Pieta could not influence the minds of those with her. It seemed the girl was once more aflame. No, the fire was a reflection, the warehouse itself was on fire. Yet where was it? Frustratingly Pieta could only see about both men and warehouse as the girl had. Nothing more. They had an accord with the previous King, seldom spoken, never written, and until this meeting of minds unknown to Pieta. If they had come to the Queen and made themselves known then an equal accord could easily have been struck, a bargain reckoned. Yet now such an embargo seemed unobtainable. Still, the looming threat was like the shadow of the burning barn. It was there, yet Pieta could see little more.

			As the room filled with light, the world about the pair returned to them.

			‘Guards,’ Pieta called releasing the other’s mind. ‘Take them away—’

			‘You have to kill us,’ called the mercenary.

			‘Halt.’ The guards stopped as Pieta moved about the restrained man. ‘You wish to end your life so soon?’ Pieta circled him, watching him, as he likewise followed her form with his own eyes. ‘What is it you fear?’ she continued, linking minds with the man without touching him. The pits of a soldier’s mind was something Pieta rarely wanted to touch, let alone see. And now, seeing herself through him, as him, yet without looking into him she continued. ‘Do you fear freedom? No. Your Masters? Hardly.’ Then Pieta paused, contemplating her options. ‘Me?’ she laughed. ‘Ah, not yet you don’t.’ Pieta turned to the flame haired beauty. ‘And you, what do you fear?’ The girl did not speak. ‘If you are here, then you must know my strengths,’ and in her mind Pieta added, ‘and something of my weaknesses. More so than I it would seem.’

			‘Take them,’ she spoke aloud when those before her did not respond. ‘Keep them separate.’ Pieta moved closer to the girl. ‘Put this one in cell seventeen.’

			The room fell silent. Cell seventeen had housed the wounded wizard minister after Malcholmson discovered him close to entering the hidden stair below Greenhorn’s private quarters. It was rumoured something lingered in that cell, a power Pieta also felt yet could little fathom.

			‘And wake the cock’s comb on the floor, he makes the place look untidy.’ Pieta glanced toward the elf female standing once more at Duncan’s side. Her hand rested on his shoulder where before it had rested on his chair. She was once again looked unfocused about the chamber they collectively occupied. ‘I will deal with these three soon enough.’

			As the room emptied of attackers those within could hear the protests of the mercenary raised yet again. The mention of cell seventeen and the reaction of those in the audience chamber was not lost on the yellow eyed girl.

			Glendullan was once again focused on nothing in particular. ‘Off with the fairies,’ Pieta thought as she sipped at her own warm cup. Without realising it Pieta was closer to the truth of the matter than intended.

			Then Pieta’s focus fell on those about the room. ‘The mercenary demands death,’ Pieta thought as the soldiers removed the three. ‘Such a simple end.’

			‘Are you alright?’ Duncan asked as the Queen came close.

			‘Yes,’ Pieta replied quickly, coming back to both the room and those about her. ‘Thanks to a close personal friend.’ Pieta accepted a proffered glass, nodding her thanks to the retainer aiding her as she stood her own chair yet did not sit.

			‘The insect creature?’

			‘Yes,’ Pieta laughed. ‘Goneda warned me of the attack.’ She was aiding the cleanup. ‘I felt something, yet that selfsame something was all I could muster.’

			Pieta did not fear attack, yet the innocents of Raagaan cannot be put in further jeopardy because of her power. Simultaneously the beacon that attracts such threats is also the light that inadvertently protects them.

			‘Thank you,’ Pieta spoke to the young man mopping the spill beside the recently righted side table as Duncan accepted the tea Pieta offered.

			‘This incursion has come from outside.’ The Queen spoke for all to hear. ‘You have performed admirably and will be rewarded thusly. For now however your duties continue. If you feel the need to recuperate then do so and be back within the quarter hour.’

			None of her staff left the room, unlike the nobles before them.

			Duncan was surprised at how these new Royals behaved both too and about their charges. The connection was genuine, they had the hearts of the people about them. Those not directly involved in the short scuffle moved about and the rounded table that sat once again between Duncan and and the Queen, this was quickly filled with food and drink and the nobles returning to their stations heard the discussions return to the topic of the day. After some little time Pieta changed tact.

			‘In all the time since the incursion with the wizards of Felucca, we never saw Zebadiah.’

			‘No,’ continued Duncan.

			‘We searched both the battlefield and while rescuing the former Empress, the ruined site of Felucca itself. Not only did we miss Zebadiah, we never found his earth crystal.’

			‘Do you think it was destroyed along with the island nation?’

			‘Possibly, yet I think not. And without the ability to plunge into the depths of the ocean itself we may never find that last missing crystal.’

			‘It is believed to be a lesser stone, My Lady.’

			‘True enough. Yet any form of power in the wrong hands is something we cannot afford. If we are to prevent a recurrence, we need find Zebadiah’s gem, and more so a way of controlling it.’

			‘Control?’

			‘Understanding may be more tangible. If these common enemies we speak of were to discover this last crystal before us, it could be dangerous.’

			‘And if another were to find this stone of life you believe they can wield it?’

			‘Unknown adversaries are by definition more threatening than known.’

			‘So you are saying someone whom we do not know will discover the one thing we cannot find, fashion a way to utilise the equally unknown power that we cannot fathom, and then wield it collectively against us?’ Duncan asked again.

			‘The concept of three assailants infiltrating this room during an official diplomatic session and coming within a fraction of ending the meeting prematurely seems equally farfetched, does it not?’

			‘Point taken,’ Duncan smiled, ‘yet not conceded.’ It was then Duncan’s turn to change tact. ‘I was drinking at your wedding, if you remember correctly.’

			‘Indeed I do.’ The conversation was bending in the fashion she wished, yet that did not mean the other’s words sat well with her.

			‘The liquor fashioned in the south, where your people hail from I believe.’

			Pieta was closer associated with he wizards than those of the southern regions, yet she did not correct the elf she simply nodded as he spoke.

			‘And even then I considered the brew nothing less than evil. As it is, we see things differently, it’s the point I was attempting to make.’

			‘Yet there is an equally unforeseeable misgiving that now ails me.’

			‘Yes?’ Duncan poured two cups of hot tea while they spoke, Pieta’s hands warmed against the fresh cup as she breathing the aroma.

			‘As with the amount of liquor you consumed at our wedding, if the earth crystal was restricted by Zebadiah’s power,’ Pieta sipped as she spoke. ‘Or age, or dotage even, then it could be a very powerful gem indeed. The Empress had a yellowed crystal, and via her own recollections this was as strong as She herself. The same with Vincent’s purple shard, Girraween’s red gem, and the Emperor, with his stolen gem altering to a mottled stone of many hues, although Clarence’s crystal was corrupt more so than the Emperor himself, it still remained a heightened threat. And even though every other school and their appropriate Masters were considered somewhat lesser in the eyes of these heightened wizards, it still remains true that each and every wizard crystal was something of a power when taken both individually, and indeed as a whole.’

			Duncan nodded to show he followed. The smile on his face at the connection to his own headache the day after the wedding faded to stern consideration the more the Queen spoke.

			‘The lesser wizards were not predominantly proven as having anything untoward,’ Pieta continued. ‘And the notion of these Masters functioning under the influence of said lesser crystals, well, nothing is proven without fact.’

			‘So simply speaking, without in depth knowledge of each individual crystal, we do not know their relative power?’

			‘We do not,’ Pieta conceded.

			Duncan said nothing and so the young Queen continued yet again.

			‘Having said this, I simply feel that because of the total collection of wizard Masters, their own and only shortcoming was their relativity to power in regard to the whole and not in relation to the basic generation of the magical energy itself. They did little in regard to the development of and therefore expansion from their singular magical goals.’

			‘No collaboration, no progression.’ Duncan equally sipped his mint, chamomile and ginger infused tea. ‘I think you may be on to something. Why have we not considered this before?’

			‘I have noticed my own crystal, the same as those used to keep Eleanor captive both physically and in her mind’s eye, strengthen. It seems to parallel my own skill.’

			‘You feel you grow because of it?’ Duncan still held his cup loosely on the table.

			‘It flourishes because I do. And I strongly believe it may well fade, as no doubt I one day must.’

			Pieta took the time to contemplate her brew. It was her favourite, and although she did not indulge in such pleasantries as ginger the Queen did enjoy the chamomile, mixed with small flowers she found in the outer garden by the place where she first met with Wolfhazel Graphite. The kitchen staff felt the herb both calming and flavoursome. The Queen always found the small patch well tended.

			‘Yet if my power were to be cut short,’ Pieta continued once her cup was back on the table. ‘As with today’s incursion, had my natural power chosen that moment to fade, or if your goodly wife was not here to intervene.’ Again the elf female showed no direct recognition. ‘What if my power was to altogether ceased? Then what of this seemingly simple white crystal, would it diminish also, or as quickly?’

			‘This we cannot answer here, nor ever I feel.’ Duncan moved his hand from the table to that of his wife’s on his shoulder. Again she showed no recognition, not even at the touch of her husband.

			‘I think in some ways, in many ways, it is the crystal itself I may one day need rely upon,’ Pieta continued. ‘Not for guidance, nor forethought, nothing as menial as that.’ Pieta let the notion hang. She preferred to allow those about her come to their own conclusions. In this, she may see for herself the notions of both men and creatures alike.

			‘It is a paradox none of us have answers too.’

			‘Is it?’ Pieta ask as she brought forth her white crystal and held the gem before her face.

			Duncan took his hand from his wife’s and looked between the glowing gem and it’s owner. One simply fed from the other.

			‘Ha,’ Pieta spoke on. ‘Now I sound like Greenhorn, Eleanor rest him. All these other crystals feel to me like they have retained their strength, if unused or unseen by others.’ She gripped the gem as she spoke on. ‘Goneda himself has expressed concern for their storage and distribution, as now have you.’ Duncan nodded yet remained silent. ‘Yet I think Goneda meant it in regard to the actual crystals themselves and not how both Yarrow and I have chosen their distribution.’

			‘Your point is valid My Lady. And just.’

			‘Nothing is certain where wizards are concerned. Yet finding the crystals, knowing something of each and every one of them, may give us some insight into them, their abilities, their needs, or wants if you like, and their mannerisms, no matter how inconsequential.’

			‘You speak as if they were alive.’

			‘Sentient more like. Or incorporate? Maybe Incorporeal is better suited. Still, I feel they are a force unto themselves. Yet for what purpose, or how they were even fashioned or found, this is where Yarrow and myself believe there is more to be discovered. I feel that with every question we attempt to answer, inconsequentially, there stems a newer and even greater one.’

			‘Yet you have begun their distribution? Without firstly, and indeed most relevantly, having all these wizard stones in your greater possession?’

			‘Do we need to have them all together as you say?’

			‘It would seem paramount, or at least protocol.’

			‘I do not agree.’

			‘Ma’am?’

			‘The wizard Masters never got along. In this their crystals were rarely together.’ Duncan nodded his consent, yet Pieta continued. ‘The lesser stones, as we grace them, are the ones we are distributing, those of the supposed greater, or should I say more ancient masters, those are the crystals that remain with us.’

			‘I think the less we mortals know about such matters the better.’

			‘Mortals Duncan? For Eleanor’s sake I was counting on your bravado, and indeed quirkiness in this ever increasing venture. And of course, you and your kin’s direct involvement.’ Pieta glanced toward Glendullan, her glance was not lost on Duncan.

			‘My Lady. Surely these matters are something for a higher council. We cannot decide the fate of something we do not truely understand.’ Duncan looked to the swelling ocean on the far side of the open window behind the Queen’s shoulder and suppressed an involuntary shudder. ‘So much water,’ he thought. ‘So much power, was it a precursor as to what this City bound Queen herself proposed? Maybe.’ Duncan’s eyes focused on the Queen.

			‘Alas, my friend. Our distribution plans are nothing more than a safety mechanism,’ Pieta continued. ‘I am afraid we cannot trust these crystals any more than those who so recently wielded them. None of us know what can potentially happen if all of that latent power was brought together. Thankfully, as I have said, the wizard masters quarrelled enough in their day to day lives for their crystals to never interact on mass. We know some of them got on, well, tolerated each other. Yet on the whole they remained elusive. For all we know, in close proximity they could be capable of generating more power than one being could control, that, or such a force as to destroy everything around it. And here, that’s quite a lot of settlement in both strength and numbers to put at such an unnecessary risk.’

			Glendullan shifted then, yet the notion of her movement was so minute it was something the Queen took to be a shift in the light.

			‘I think this notion is wise in it’s conception, yet strange in it’s execution.’ Duncan added unawares.

			‘It is my intent to keep the crystals apart, and not to deceive our allies in their redistribution.’

			‘Deceive?’

			‘Maybe deceive is too strong a word, we simply wish to involve everyone in the process. Openly, if you will.’

			‘I understand.’ Duncan left the issue before it offended. 

			‘Good, yet again we have returned to that which we determined to leave behind us.’

			‘On these things, we should rest.’

			Pieta nodded, easing her grip on the white stone as she returned it to her pocket once more. ‘We will consider these matters when we have something more to consider.’

			The elf paused, refreshing his tea and drinking long from the cup before he continued. ‘I do think a joint effort is needed.’

			‘On the ocean?’

			The change of tact was strained, yet necessary. Pieta was thankful for the distraction, the light at that time had seemed to flee the room, and with Duncan changing the subject, it was like a drawn curtain. Neither Pieta nor Duncan noticed this, or at least the latter made no mention of it. ‘Maybe he can’t swim?’ And smiling she thought, ‘hooves can be heavy, I suppose.’ Yet aloud she continued. ‘Yes. A joint effort seems the most acceptable conclusion.’

			Pieta sat in thought while Duncan considered her words. The revelation of the crystal power, if it were fathomable, sat heavily on the Queen. Yet Duncan looked to have taken the notion in his stride. They needed more than their own combined forces for this new venture if it was to be fruitful. The concern she held for the crystal she carried, and the others both deposited, reallocated and simply hidden, would have to wait. She passed her concerns to the creature before her.

			‘I think our winged allies should be part of this effort.’

			Again Pieta concentrated on the other’s face. He seemed less than enthusiastic, yet his reply was expected.

			‘Wings cannot fly underwater.’

			Duncan did not alter his voice or seated position. This was an unexpected turn for him, Pieta would need to display caution.

			‘Their heightened advantage could give us an overview of any region or territory we may explore. For an essentially airborne expedition, I think wings are equally essential.’

			‘A joint effort needs more than just that.’

			‘Meaning?’ she took a sip, disguising her face as her eyes flicking from Duncan to Glendullan once more prostrate behind her husband. Duncan equally took the opportunity to lean himself ever so slightly forward.

			‘I think the wolves of were and even out newly acquainted giant kin are required for this effort. We should not keep anything from our allies. To date, they think we have all the crystals. We have never lied, just never corrected other’s misgivings.’

			‘Giants will not fit in the gondola,’ Pieta thought to herself, the smile on her face not lost on Duncan, she did have an idea on that subject, yet aloud she spoke on. ‘Agreed, we involve everyone.’

			Her cup sat heavily, yet Duncan continued. ‘Their involvement will be complicated, especially if we are successful.’ He leaned back somewhat, not quite finding the raised back of his chair. His muscles were tense and realising this he forced himself to relax, moulding once more into his chair.

			Pieta saw this as contemplation not deceit.

			‘When we are successful.’ Pieta felt she had charge of their conversation once more. And motioning to the heavily armoured man standing at the far end of the round table she continued. ‘They are our friends, and like all races involved in these renewed times, all shall all reap the rewards.’

			‘And if we fail?’

			‘Fail? Like right and wrong, good and evil, that type of failure?’

			‘If you wish.’

			‘There is no definition in this, all we are trying to do is isolate these crystals in an attempt to keep a force like the Emperor’s from ever reforming.’

			‘Touché.’

			‘The odds are stacked against us, to this we cannot turn a blind eye. If we fail, as you put it, we are none the better, none the worse. We shall return home with thanks to all who aided us.’

			‘That simple My Lady?’

			‘That simple.’

			‘Indeed,’ called Duncan as the soldier appeared behind his shoulder. The elf did not turn he simply gauged the movement in the face of the Queen. She was up to something, he had seen that look before.

			‘Duncan,’ she spoke, motioning for the elf to stand.

			He like wise turned to the soldier in the one movement yet was taken aback. Two individual stood behind him. He had only heard the soldier. The other, reaching almost two metres in height, his simplistic loin cloth matched the even stranger timber mask that adorned his face. His unseen eyes were completely covered, the nose likewise. Yet the man’s chin and thin line of a mouth held tight in his smooth yet jutting jaw were exposed, reflecting equally the strength and line of his physique. Bronzed, bare, broad, some would say exotic, he glistened as equally as the hue of his firm wooden mask. His purpose was single minded, guarding the small container he currently held.

			As Duncan focused on the mask the other brought the decorated box before both the Queen and elf. Expressionless, he stood eerily silent. Duncan had no intention of touching the box. Guardian or not he knew better than to delve too deeply into things he knew so little about.

			The elf’s face made Pieta smile.

			‘Duncan Tree Elf, I offer you this as a friend and trusted ally,’ the Queen spoke both to Duncan and his entourage.

			The elf turned more fully toward the waiting guardian who opened the box for them both to look inside.

			‘Within this box is the crystal belonging to Jezebel, the Mistress of light. Take it and protect it.’

			The crystal then glowed of it’s own accord, be it
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