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      A bright, sunny day with only a small blemish.  That blemish was a troll.

      I wasn’t referring to anything found in the dungeons of the online world, but a real, honest troll, though it wasn’t honest, either.  But I’m getting ahead of myself.  The day started out as normal as any of my days started out: with trouble.

      “Hold on!” Blackbeak shouted as he flew along beside me.

      “I don’t think I have a choice!” I snapped.  I ducked to prevent myself from becoming a few inches shorter on the top.

      The choice I didn’t want to make was to jump off, but at this height and speed that wasn’t a good idea.  I leaned over the side of the feathered beast I rode and winced as the ground flew past us.  People leapt out of the way and more than one panicked shopper screamed as I went careening past them.

      Why was I careening past anyone?  Because I’d somehow managed to topple onto the back of a bird the size of a KFC sign, but without all the delicious home-cooked goodness to go with it.  That, and a side of mashed potatoes.

      I dared to stretch my neck upward and nearly lost it to another sign.  “Where’s Shade?”

      Blackbeak shrugged and lost some of the ground between us.  “He said he was coming!”

      He was coming.  That’s what he said two blocks back after the bird had escaped from the netting of his trap.  I’d foolishly tried to grab one of the ends of the net and fallen overboard onto my feathered jet liner.

      The bird finally took notice of its terrified passenger as one of its bright golden eyes darted up to me.  I sheepishly grinned at it.  “Um, hi?  Could you maybe put me down and stop terrorizing the city-hey!”

      My yelp came about when the bird pulled up and flew over the tops of the shops in Flower Pot Alley.  A few of the patrons of the potions masters brought out their newly bought bottles of magic and I saw their lips move.  Fireballs shot out of the containers and singed the feathers of my ride.  Some of them caught the tips of my flapping hair, so I ducked low against the bird’s back.

      Blackbeak flew in front of the fools and snatched their bottles from their open hands.  “Knock it off, you stupid humans, or you’ll catch the whole place on fire!”

      Something on the rooftops caught my attention to my right and I turned my head in that direction.  My heart leapt as I caught sight of Shade sprinting along the uneven rooftops.  As he ran his cloak billowed out behind him, and the next moment his leathery wings burst out behind him.  He reached the end of a block and leapt into the air, taking flight and swooshing over to me.

      “Duck!” he shouted at me.

      I pressed myself against the monster a second before Shade crashed into its side.  The bird let out a loud squawk and snapped at him with its powerful beak that had already ripped a man in two.  It was his family who had hired us to rid Senexitas of this feathered foe.

      The push shoved us downward and into the middle of the street again.  I looked up and watched the people scream and scatter.  All except one.

      A short man hardly up to my waist stood in the middle of the dirt road.  He sported a sparse mess of hair on his head and a crooked, bulbous nose on the front of his warty face.  The strange little man wore an outfit like a leprechaun, complete with jacket and the rounded shoes.  He raised one of his fat hands and his stubby fingers twitched.  A huge ball of fire, greater than I’d ever seen Pawn create, burst out of his palm.  He drew his arm back, and I swore he winked at me before he threw the burning ball at my ride and me.

      Shade swooped down and dipped his arms under mine.  He lifted me off the bird’s back and to the far side of the street only a second before impact.  The flaming orb struck the bird and the creature had only enough time to let out a screech before it was incinerated.  The heat of the falling body scorched the fronts of the wood buildings and shattered the window glass.

      Shade swooped back and we landed a few yards from the mass of burning meat.  A scent of chicken filled the air as the people crept out of their hiding spots.

      Blackbeak landed on my shoulder and wrinkled his nose.  “Nothing more annoying than a bird who gives the rest of us a bad name.”

      I snorted.  “I think it’s more annoying to be the victim of that bird.”

      “Catch!”

      The noise came from behind us, and as I turned I saw something fly at me.  Instinct forced me to throw up my hands and I caught the tiny object in my cupped palms.  I looked down and saw that I held a Heaven Stone.  The dormant rock burst to life in my unique hold.

      A slow clapping forced my eyes upward, and the strange man I’d seen in the middle of the street approached us.  He was the one with the congratulations, and his eyes twinkled as he looked me up and down.  “Bravo!  Wonderful!”

      Shade stepped in front of me and nearly blocked my view of the man.  I could feel the tension radiate off my dragon lover and his gauntlet-covered fingers were splayed out, twitching in anticipation of trouble.

      The crooked nosed man paused and folded his arms together.  His bushy eyebrows wagged at Shade.  “Well well, if it isn’t the shadow serpent himself.  I thought I might find you with this treasure.”

      “Leave,” Shade growled.

      The man threw back his head and laughed.  “You and your sense of humor!  Always telling me off when you know you love me so much you want me to stay.”  Shade flexed his fingers.  The move did not go unnoticed by our new acquaintance.  His humor died on his face and he sighed.  “You know you can’t stop me.  Not when I’ve a mind to get what I want, and-” He leaned to one side to get a better look at me and grinned.  “-I want her.”

      Shade shot forward and took a swipe at the short man.  He merely raised one hand with the palm facing Shade and a brilliant wall of light in the shape of a shield appeared in front of him.  Shade’s clawed hand struck the shield and sent a tremor through the shield that reverberated down his foe’s arm.

      The man stumbled back and frowned at Shade.  “You’ve grown stronger since we last met.”

      Shade crossed his arm over his chest.  “If you remain here then I’ll show you how strong I’ve become.”

      The man chuckled.  “There’s no need.  What I desire will only take a moment to acquire.”

      He raised his other hand so the palm faced upward and drew it against his lips.  A jumble of sparkles appeared on his palm.  The man blew a soft kiss over his hand and the sparkles floated like dandelion petals toward me.

      Shade leapt in the way, but they flew around him like a school of fish and darted at me.  I threw up my arms, but Blackbeak flapped his wings hard and created a small storm of wind.  The gust blew the sparkles toward Shade, but he dodged to the right.  Unfortunately, the sentient glitter moved the same direction and the two collided.

      Shade’s eyes widened as the lights disappeared into his chest.  He opened his mouth in a soundless scream before he collapsed face-first into the dust.  His wings vanished into his back and he lay still.

      “Shade!” I shouted as I made to move forward.

      “Wait!” Blackbeak yelled at me.

      I froze as I saw what he saw.  The sparkles floated out of his back and whooshed over to the short man.  He stumbled and threw up his hands in front of himself.  “Stop, I say!  Stay-” The glitter struck him in the chest.

      The little man’s eyes bulged out of his head and he wrapped his arms around himself.  A garbled scream escaped his pale, pursed lips as he staggered backward.  A soft glow of purple light surrounded his body and his eyes took on the same eerie color.

      That’s when he turned to face down the street.  I blinked, and the man had vanished.

      Shade was still lifeless where he dropped.  I rushed up to him and flipped him over.  He was still breathing.  I grabbed his shoulders and gave them a shake.  “Shade!  Can you hear me?  Shade!”

      I breathed a sigh of relief when Shade’s eyes flickered open.  He looked up at him and furrowed his brow.  “Elly?”

      Tears pooled in my eyes as I flung myself around him in a tight hug.  “Oh Shade, I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      Shade frowned.  “Who’s Shade?”

      My heart froze before I drew myself away to look down at him.  “You are.  You’re name is Shade.”

      “What are you talking about, Elly?  My name’s Alec.”
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      I couldn’t process what he was telling me.  Alec-my Alec-remembered who he was.

      Blackbeak leaned down from my shoulder and studied Alec with his sharp eyes.  “What kind of magic is this?  A memory changer?”

      Alec’s eyes bulged out of his head.  He scrambled back a foot and pointed at the bird.  “T-that bird talked!”

      Blackbeak frowned.  “Of course, I talk.  A lot of birds in this world talk.”

      At mention of the world Alec swept his eyes over the area.  I never would have guessed they could get any bigger, but they did.  “W-where am I?  What is this place?”

      The fear in his face and voice was a jolt.  My strong, confident dragon lover had changed to my frightened fiancé, and I wasn’t sure which one I missed the most.

      Blackbeak pecked me on the side of my head.  I whipped my head to him and glared at the bird.  “What was that for?”

      “For not hearing me the first time,” he snapped as he used a wing to gesture down the street.  “We have company.”

      I followed his feathers and saw four olive-green clad people in uniforms rushing toward the fiery remains of the monstrous bird.  The olive brigade had arrived, and late as usual.  Fortunately, that was to our benefit.

      I grabbed Alec’s arm and tugged him to his feet.  “We need to get you to Rodney.”

      He frowned.  “Rodney?  Who’s Rodney?”

      Blackbeak flapped his wings.  “Whatever this magic is, it’s pretty strong stuff.”

      I pulled him toward a nearby alley.  “I’ll explain everything later, but right now we need to get out of here.”

      Alec stumbled along beside me like a man in a daze.  His eyes saw everything, but they couldn’t comprehend what they were seeing.

      I was hardly in better shape.  Every corner of every street and alley made me conjure up images of that strange little man returning and shooting me with those sparkles.  I didn’t want to find out what memories I would lose or gain.

      Your time as a child in this world.

      Shut up! I snapped at my inner thoughts.  I couldn’t think of myself right then, not with the bumbling man at my side.

      “Left,” Blackbeak snapped as I made to turn the opposite direction.

      “Thanks. . .” I murmured as I dragged Alec that way.

      Blackbeak looked across me at Alec.  “So why does he think he’s this Alec guy?”

      “Because he is, or was,” I revealed.

      Blackbeak wrinkled his nose.  “So that was what?  His name before he became Shade?”

      “It’s a long story.  I’ll tell you it later after we’ve had Rodney look at him.”

      Alec gave a soft tug on my hand that held his.  “Could you explain what’s happening to me right now?”

      We paused under the eaves of a small shop and I half-turned to him.  “Well, what’s the last thing you remember?”

      The color drained from Alec’s face and he lifted up his trembling hand.  “I…I remember holding a gun, and then-” A look of terror distorted his features.  He shut his eyes and turned his face away.

      I winced.  His suicide.  The catalyst that had brought him into this world to protect me.  I gave his hand a squeeze and jerked my head over my shoulder.  “Come on.  We’re almost there.”

      A few more minutes found us at the doorstep of Rodney’s house.  My father’s house.  I still hadn’t gotten used to that.  Rodney’s preternatural instincts were as strong as ever as he opened the door for us with a bright smile on his lips.

      “I hope your mission was-” The smile died when his attention fell on Shade.  He stepped back and to the side.  “Take him into the parlor.”

      I rushed him inside and Rodney shut the door behind us.  He followed as I led him into the parlor where the warm and protective fire burned brightly in the hearth.  I sat Shade in his customary seat close to the soothing flames.  He looked even worse with the lines of his face sketched by the dancing firelight.

      Rodney set his hand on my shoulder.  “If you would step aside, Elly.”

      I reluctantly moved closer to the fire as Rodney knelt in front of Shade.  Alec, that is.  It was weird calling him by his old name.

      Shade studied the old man like a man searching for a lost jewel.  His memories.  “Do I know you?”

      Rodney arched an eyebrow but otherwise showed no other alarm.  “We have met.  I am a doctor.  Do you feel any pain?”

      Alec clasped his hand over his chest where the sparkles had entered his body.  “Here.”

      Rodney held out his hand to Shade with the palm up.  “Would you let me examine you?”

      Alec’s eyes flickered up to me and I nodded.  He set his gauntlet-covered hand in Rodney’s palm and my father examined the fingers.

      Blackbeak landed on the back of Shade’s chair and leaned down.  “Why are you looking at his fingers?  It’s his chest that hurts.”

      “For a very special reason,” Rodney replied as he grasped the gauntlet and drew off the armor.

      My eyes widened when I beheld not the familiar clawed hand, but a human hand with smooth fingers.  Rodney furrowed his brow before he looked up at me.  “Tell me everything that happened, and leave nothing out.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded.  After a few minutes I finished my recap, and I couldn’t help but notice a dark cloud fell on Rodney’s brow at my description of the short man.  “Do you know him?”

      Rodney eased himself onto his feet and nodded.  “Unfortunately, I do.  His name is Boris Diefenbach.”

      Blackbeak wrinkled his nose.  “Never heard of him.”

      “He adopted a far more appropriate name, der Hort, some years ago.”

      Blackbeak shrugged.  “I still don’t know him.”

      “What does ‘der Hort’ mean?” I asked him.

      Rodney sighed.  “It means ‘Hoarder’ in the tongue of his people.  He has the unique and terrible gift of being able to take the abilities of others and hoard them unto himself.”

      My eyes widened.  “Abilities?  You mean like Shade’s dragon form?”

      Rodney gestured to Alec’s normal hand.  “So it would appear.”

      “So. he probably came here to steal Elly’s powers over the Heaven Stones,” Blackbeak guessed.

      “Could someone tell me what’s going on now?” Alec spoke up as he looked around at our company.  His gaze fell on Rodney and he squinted his eyes.  “I know your voice, don’t I?  You were in my dreams telling me to save Elly.”

      Rodney bowed his head.  “That was I.”

      Alec cupped the side of his head in one hand and furrowed his brow as he stared hard at the floor.  “I…I remember talking to Elly.  We had a fight-” I winced at the memory of that long terrible day.  “Then I…I went into the bedroom.  I took out the gun.”  He shut his eyes and a shudder ran through his body.

      He wasn’t the only one shaking.  I dropped onto my knees beside the chair and grasped his arm.  Warm tears filled my eyes.  “Stop.  Please stop.  You don’t have to remember that.”

      Rodney arched an eyebrow.  “What do you remember after that scene?”

      Alec shook his head.  “Nothing other than waking up on the ground on that street with Elly and that-” He jerked his head toward Blackbeak, “-over me.”

      Blackbeak scowled and puffed out his feathers to make himself look bigger.  “I am not a ‘that.’  I am a sentient, highly intelligent avian who lords over wide swaths of forest and to whom humans bow down.”

      “Only Alec has lost his memories,” I reminded my boasting friend before I looked up at Rodney.  “So, this Hort guy took his powers, but why did he lose his memories?”

      Rodney cupped his chin in one hand.  “They were apparently intricately connected, so much so that to take one was to take the other.”

      Blackbeak frowned.  “So now we’ve got this little wart of a guy with Shade’s powers and memories strolling the streets?”

      Rodney shook his head.  “Fortunately, no.  Der Hort’s ability, like all magic, has its price.  Taking anyone’s powers leaves him vulnerable for several days afterward.  If we find him before those two days are finished then we may be able to ‘convince’ him to relinquish Shade’s powers and memories.”

      “Did he ever try to take Shade’s powers before?” I asked my father.

      Rodney nodded.  “Yes, but Shade was always able to outmaneuver him.  Unfortunately, he had you to protect.”  I couldn’t help but wince.  It felt like a hand tightened around my heart as the guilt that settled on my shoulders.

      “So what other downsides to we have to worry about?” Blackbeak spoke up.

      Rodney folded his arms over his chest and sighed.  “The greatest downside is all those skills Shade developed over the years to protect Elly are now no longer there for us to rely on.”

      Alec stumbled to his feet and shook his head.  “I’m missing something.  How long have I been out after…after what I did?  Why is Elly-” He froze and his wild eyes fell on me.  “You…you didn’t-” He whipped his head to Rodney and his eyes flashed with anger.  “You didn’t have her kill herself, did you?  You said I could save her!”

      Rodney nodded.  “I did, and you have, but you need to remain calm-”

      “Remain calm?” Alec snapped as he grabbed the front of Rodney’s shirt.  “How can I remain calm when-” The color drained from his face and he fell back against the chair.

      “Shade!” I shouted as I grabbed his shoulders and gave them a shake.  “Wake up!”

      Rodney’s hand fell on one of mine, and I looked up as he shook his head.  “The shock is too much.  Allow him to rest.”

      Blackbeak shrugged.  “I guess that’s how to remain calm.”
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      A few hours later found me seated on the couch opposite my unconscious fiancé.  His face was tense and lacking in color.  It reminded me of the hand that had hung from the bed that fateful night, and the blood that dripped from the fingers.

      I started when a hand fell on my shoulder, and looked up to find Rodney standing beside me.  His eyes were completely on me.  “I am truly sorry.”

      I blinked at him.  “For what?”

      He took a seat beside me and sighed.  “For putting you through such agony.  Alec was willing to sacrifice himself for you the moment he realized the danger I presented to him was real, and in that willingness, I knew you would suffer greatly from the loss of him in your life.”

      I shook my head.  “It’s fine.”

      A ghost of a smile appeared at the corners of his lips.  “You are as terrible a liar as your mother, and I perhaps appreciate that similarity more than how much you look alike.”

      I stared down at the floor and pursed my lips.  “How do you do it?”

      He arched an eyebrow.  “Do what?”

      I raised my eyes to his and searched his face.  “How do you go on living for so long without her?”

      Rodney-no, my father’s-face fell and he grasped his hand over one of mine that lay in my lap.  I couldn’t stop my hand from trembling.  “You worry about losing him again.”

      I flinched.  “Every day.”

      Rodney’s smile widened.  “I am glad for that.”

      I blinked at him.  “You are?”

      He nodded.  “That means that you truly love him, and I have seen the lengths to which he will go to prove his own love for you.  Such a bond is rare, and should be cherished for all your lives.”

      I winced and turned my face away.  “But what if that isn’t very long?”

      Rodney leaned in and lowered his voice to a whisper.  “Make every moment count, and never forget to remind him how much you love him.”

      “I just-” Tears sprang to my eyes and my voice grew a little hoarse.  “I just…I want him back-Alec and all his memories-but I feel like I’m losing a part of him again with his memories lost.  Everything we’ve been through since I came here, all the times he’s saved me-”

      “And you him,” Rodney reminded me.

      A small smile appeared on my lips.  “And those.  I just feel, I don’t know.”  I let out a deep sigh.  “I just feel lost.  Like I don’t know how to act around him with whatever he remembers.”

      “Just act normally,” Blackbeak spoke up as our avian friend swooped in from the entrance hall and landed on the top of Alec’s chair.  “You’re a terrible liar, anyway.”

      I frowned at him.  “That’s easy for you to say.”

      He stood straight and puffed out his chest.  “Don’t you think I’ve had my fair share of flings?”

      I raised an eyebrow and a sly smile teased the corner of my lips.  “With humans?”

      Blackbeak sputtered on his own indignation.  “W-what?  Are you mad!  Of course not!  Why would I bother with you lot?  Not even a decent feather on you!”

      “So, it was just other ravens?” I guessed.

      He stood straight again and lifted his beak in the air.  “I’ll have you know I was propositioned by the queen of the fairy people.”

      I snorted.  “Seriously?”

      Blackbeak glared at me.  “Why is that so impossible to believe?  She fancies anyone she pleases.”

      “She must be easily pleased.”

      The bird gave off a huff and turned his tail feathers to me.  “She happens to have very good taste, and she’s an excellent dancer.”

      “So why did you turn her down?” I asked him.

      He opened his wings and gave them a flap.  “These restless wings can’t be tied down to one woman.  They must be kept free to fly wherever they please.”

      Rodney coughed to hide his laughter.  I wasn’t so discreet and burst into merriment.  Blackbeak shot a look of death at both of us, and I heard him mutter something about stupid humans.

      One of those ‘stupid humans’ stirred, and I was relieved when Shade, no, he was Alec, I had to get used to that, opened his eyes.  He shifted and winced.  “How long was I out?”

      “All of the morning,” I told him as I looked him over.  “How do you feel?”

      He twisted a little and his back cracked.  “I’ve felt better.”

      “Food will help, and a few answers to whatever questions you might have,” Rodney spoke up.

      Alec sat up and ran his hand through his frazzled hair.  “I don’t know where to start. . .”

      “Then I’ll summarize this whole mess for you,” Blackbeak spoke up as he paced the top of the chair.  “You’ve been here for five years, trained to be a protector for Elly, and just today managed to mess it up by getting hit by a bunch of sparkles that took away all that time and energy.  Now we’re stuck trying to find this guy to get your memories back.”

      I turned to Rodney.  “How can we get his memories back?”

      “Der Hort uses an amulet to harness his abilities.  Those recently acquired powers can be extracted from the amulet should the originator of the abilities place the trinket around their neck.”

      “So how many times has that worked?” Blackbeak questioned him.

      Rodney shrugged.  “I am unable to say, as I have yet to hear of anyone being successful in stealing the amulet from der Hort.”

      Alec and my jaws hit the floor, and my voice was a little higher than normal.  “Then are you sure it’s going to work?”

      “In theory, yes.”

      Blackbeak ruffled up his feathers.  “We’re risking our necks for a theory?”

      “Do you have a suggestion?” Rodney returned.

      “We could try just killing the little pipsqueak.”

      “That would risk destroying the amulet, as the trinket is connected to his life force via magic.  That has been proven when Shade last came into contact with him.”

      I arched an eyebrow.  “What happened then?”

      “Shade?” Alec spoke up as he looked around at us.  “Is that what I was called in this world?”

      Rodney nodded.  “It was, and you became quite the feared warrior due to your desire to protect your beloved-” He gestured to me, “-and in your unblinding faith in following my orders.”  I gave his arm a little punch.  Rodney rubbed his limb and sheepishly smiled at me.  “I only thought to console him.”

      “Uh-huh,” I mused before I returned my attention to Alec.  He still looked a little dazed.  “You don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to.  Blackbeak and I can go find him on our own.”

      Blackbeak wrinkled his beak.  “Speak for yourself!  I don’t know what kind of powers this guy has!”

      Rodney sighed.  “A great many, though fortunately the amulet can only hold a half dozen powers at any one time.  Should he wish to acquire any more he needs to eliminate one.”

      My eyes widened.  “So, that means he only has five abilities.”

      Rodney nodded.  “So it would seem in his attempt to steal yours.”

      “So, do you happen to have his current roster?” Blackbeak questioned him.

      Rodney cupped his chin in one hand and furrowed his brow.  “He would have kept the ability to hide himself, and the ability to move at great speeds.”

      Blackbeak threw up his wings.  “Great, so he can move faster than we can and be invisible while he’s doing it.  What other powers does he have?  He can kill people just by looking at them?”

      Rodney shook his head.  “No, he summons ice daggers out of his hands and has mastered throwing them as one would a normal dagger.”

      “And he can make a huge fireball,” I added as I looked at my companions.  “So that makes four out of the five skills.”

      Rodney shrugged.  “And I cannot think of any others he would have kept and not sacrificed in order to make room for your skill.  He might also have acquired a new skill of which I am unfamiliar.”

      “So more importantly-” Blackbeak added as he used one wing to gesture to Alec, “-what powers would he get from Mr. Amnesia here?”

      Rodney studied Alec up and down.  “He would have many to choose from.  His ability to transform into a dragon, or the ability to fly, or perhaps his great strength.”

      Alec’s eyes widened.  “I had those?”

      Rodney’s face fell and a dark cloud settled on his brow.  “That, and one other, and we must at all costs keep der Hort from acquiring that one.”

      I tilted my head to one side and arched an eyebrow.  “What’s that one?”

      “The ability to open the Seal of the Dragon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      There was silence among us for a moment before Blackbeak let out a guffaw.  “You’re joking, right?  That sounds like something out of a trashy fantasy novel.”

      Rodney shook his head.  “I am afraid it is no laughing matter, and quite real.”

      I frowned.  “You never told us about any seal before.”

      He folded his arms over his chest.  “I had hoped to keep the seal a secret for a while yet, or perhaps even to the remainder of my days.”

      Blackbeak flapped his wings.  “Quit the mysterious blabbing and just tell us what it is.”

      Rodney sighed.  “The Seal of the Dragon is a legend passed down through my wife’s-” He paused and his gentle eyes fell on me.  “-that is, your mother’s family.  It tells of a large vault beneath a great field where a store of Heaven Stones was kept by the ancient kings, far from their capital should it fall to enemy forces.  The power of the stones could be used to retake the capital and possibly destroy the offending nation.”

      Blackbeak tilted his head to one side.  “How many stones are we talking about?”

      Rodney furrowed his brow.  “The legends state that one man would need a hundred years to carry all the stones out in a bushel basket.”

      My bird friend’s beak hit the floor.  “Good god!”

      “How did they get so many of them?” I wondered.

      Rodney shrugged.  “Hoarding, I believe.  Heaven Stones were once plentiful, but time since
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