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Prologue 
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“ARE YOU SURE? IS IT really that bad?”

“Compared to this, Goblins were child's play. To fail here on Earth might be enough to tip the balance; it could mean not only the end of all the souls on Earth but also other worlds, other universes, and of time as well. 

The enemy can’t win in the end. He knows that, so he plans to destroy everything, bring judgment day sooner than it would be, and therefore prevent the birth of vast numbers of good people of all kinds on many worlds and in every universe, good people that will never exist if we can’t hold him in check.”

“What can we do in the face of something like that? We are no match for the king of darkness.”

“He fights on many fronts; you only need to stand against those here on Earth. It will be difficult, but you can prevail. Find a way to resist; the demon lord is the key. Destroy it at all costs.  You need to be united; you need him to stand beside you again.”

“I don’t know where he is now; it’s been many years. He will not come anyway; he swore never to be a part of any conflict again.”

“My time is up. I have other things I must do. I will not be able to come again until this is over. Travel between realms opens pathways for the enemy. Find him, make him understand; without him, your chances are...I won’t say, find him quickly!”
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Chapter 1



[image: ]


THE PRESENT:

The Grand Wizard stood on the roof of the Arch, eyes closed, clutching a twisted wooden staff. It held no special powers other than reminding him of the friend who had made it for him as a gift long ago. Opening his eyes, he looked out and marveled at the city below him. It had grown into a place filled with wondrous buildings and parks created with the talents of generations of wizards. It was his city, and he was proud of it,

The city of Arch, It is called that now, had started as the Cooperative; only the massive building that housed the students and the research labs was called Arch in the beginning. Those early years seemed like only yesterday, but it had been over two hundred years since the first children developed their talents and became the first Wizards. 

Most of them are long gone now, most but not all. The Grand Wizard and an old friend still live, though they rarely see each other these days. Each meeting brings back too many memories of dearly loved and lost friends. It is easier if you keep looking forward, stay busy, and surround yourself with young people and fresh ideas. The past can be painful. Still, there are times when you can’t escape it. Today is such a day. 

A month had passed since Tokala had come. The Grand Wizard had wasted no time in consulting with those on the council and setting up a selection committee. Yesterday, he made his choice. 

One more glance at the city, and then he turned and started down the stairs, a ribbon of flame lighting his way. When he reached the conference room, he paused for just a second in front of an air vent near the door and shed a tear. 

***
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“Why are we here? Are we in trouble?” 

“For the thousandth time, I don’t know why we’re here! If anyone is in trouble, it must be you two because I know I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“Ginger, leave Billy alone. He’s not the only one who’s nervous; if you keep biting your fingernails, you won’t have any left. Whatever the reason is that we’re here, it can’t be too bad, or our parents would be here with us.” Greg said.

“It can’t be too good either. Think about it. We were told that the Grand Wizard himself would be meeting with us. If he were coming to reward us for great grades or something, our parents and teachers would be here for that, too.” Ginger replied.

“No one’s going to reward me for grades,” Billy said.

“All I am saying is we don’t have anything to worry about. It’s probably just a random survey or something. Maybe they are bringing kids in a few at a time and asking what they think about lunches or gym class.” Greg said.

“The Grand Wizard, the guy who’s responsible for running the school the city and the entire country, is going around asking kids if they want rice and gravy. And here I thought you were the brains between the two of you, Billy. I owe you an apology. Greg is just as dumb as you.”

Billy smiles and then frowns, thinking about what Ginger just said.

“I heard he’s a hundred years old,” Billy said.

“That’s just stories. My grandfather is 70, and he looks a lot older than the Grand Wizard. I bet he’s only 50.” Greg replies, “Maybe he’s hiding behind an illusion. Maybe he wants everyone to think he’s old.”

“Why would anyone want people to think they are old? Adults all want to be younger. My mom asked me about her hair once, and I said it made her look older, and boy was she mad at me.”

Ginger shakes her head, “Billy, I take it back. Greg is smarter than you.”

“Whatever!”

“Hay, quiet. sounds like someone is outside!” Greg says.

***
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The Grand Wizard of Arch opened the door. 

Sitting side by side were three students.

The boy on the left is William, although everyone calls him Billy, and he is the youngest of the three, having turned 15 only last month. His face is slightly sunburned, a sign that he enjoys the outdoors, even if his light complexion doesn’t. His short blond hair, standing straight up, matches the color of the chains around his neck. His legs are swinging, hands are folded on his lap, eyes wide open, and mouth shut tight. 

In the center is a girl, Ginger, at nearly 17; she is the oldest and has pale, freckled skin and red shoulder-length hair. She’s sitting rigidly in her chair with her hands placed flat on the table in front of her as if waiting for exam papers. 

On the right is a tall, thin boy, Greg, with light bronze skin and short black hair, a cautious smile on his face. 

According to the reports from his advisers and the kid's teachers, each student has shown high degrees of talent, and just as importantly, they are close friends. 

The boys, it seems, are almost inseparable, with Greg often coming to Billy’s defense and Billy leading Greg into things he would otherwise never do. He was told that when all three are together, Ginger usually takes charge, which might explain why she is sitting between the boys. 

Placing his staff on the table in front of them, he noticed their reactions. Ginger shrank back a bit, and Greg’s face was one of curiosity. Billy brought his left hand up, and for a moment, it looked like he was going to touch it, until a glance from Ginger stopped him, and his hand returned to his lap.

“I expect you all know who I am, so let me get straight to the point. You three were chosen out of everyone as the most likely to succeed in a very important task.”

Greg elbows Ginger and whispers, “See, told you!”

“We’re the best?” Billy asks.

“Shush, don’t interrupt him! He’s the Grand Wizard!” Ginger whispered.

The Grand Wizard pulls a chair over and sits in front of them. “That’s all right. I want you all to feel free to ask me anything, and you don’t have to keep saying Grand Wizard. That’s just a title the council forced upon me; you three can call me Pip.”

“Pip? You were named after the hero of the Goblin war?” Ginger asked. 

“I was no hero!”

“You’re ‘THE Pip’? That would make you....but how?” Greg asks.

“Yes, I am 222 years old now. We didn’t know it would have this effect, our talents. When I look back, I don’t think the scientists knew much at all. Only after my hundredth birthday did we feel it was a reasonable certainty that longevity in wizards is linked with the strength of our talents. 

Now, I have a lot to tell you, and it’s best if each of you understands fully what I am asking of you. Billy, I won’t say you three are the best because it’s not a contest. We looked at many requirements, and to be brief, you three, as a team, seem to have the best combination of skills and other factors.”

“Out of all the students?” Billy asked.

“Not just the students, but the teachers and the council, well, like I said, everyone!”

“Wow!” Billy replied.

“Sir, ah, Pip?  May I ask, what exactly do you want us to do?” Greg asks.

“In short, I need you to find someone for me.”

“Find who? Where? In the city?” Ginger asks.

“As for who, he’s a Wizard friend of mine. Rafe is his name, and before you ask, yes, he’s the same Rafe from the stories, and I am not exactly sure where he is; it’s been a very long time since I saw him last, but he’s definitely not in the city, or anywhere close by.”

“We get to travel?” Billy asks.

“If you all accept, and your parents agree, yes, you will be traveling. I am afraid we are getting ahead of ourselves. Before I can explain what I have planned for you, I need to give you some background, the history of our people, I guess you would say.”

“I already passed all my history courses,” Ginger says.

“So I was told. That was actually one of those factors I mentioned. What I am going to tell you, however, is not anything you learned in class. In fact, only a few people living now know of the events I will tell you about. Now, make yourselves comfortable, but listen carefully. This will take some time.

Two hundred ten years ago, I was 12 years old. It was a few months after the Hybrid war ended. Rafe had chosen to stay and live with Steven and Susan. He was happier there with them than I had ever seen him. Sandy had gone back to his roaming; he was a great friend, but he loved his solitude. That left just Uncle Jules, Uncle Tim, and I together, and I was weary for home. Crossing the river again was our biggest concern. We had just decided to travel north to the river's source when Eliran appeared and offered to take us on his ship and drop us off at the Fauns.”

“Whose Eliran?” Billy asks.

“Eliran is one of three people; beings might be a better word, I have met, that I believe work directly for the Creator.”

“I was always told that any time you do something good, it’s doing the work of the Creator, so don’t we all work for the Creator?” Greg asks.

“Yes, I believe that as well, but these beings are more closely tied, doing nothing but the Creator’s will. Though they do seem to have some freedom in how they get things done, and they don’t always agree on everything.”

“They’re Angels?” Ginger asks.

“An ancient word from our history buff, yes, that word might fit. You can judge for yourselves should you meet them someday. Now, where was I.”
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Chapter 2



[image: ]


210 YEARS AGO:

“Jules, I am a little worried about Pip. He didn’t seem surprised at all when Eliran showed up and wasn’t even curious about the ship.” Timeo said.

“He just needs to get home and see his family. He will be fine.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“The Fauns will cheer him up. Tonight’s the full moon, and they will have a celebration. I am looking forward to seeing Ewan and Aidan again.”

“Still, we should keep an eye on Pip.”

“Don’t I always? Here he comes now.”

***
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They didn’t know that I had overheard their conversation, and while their concern for me should have made me feel better, all I could think about was getting home. It took less than twenty minutes to get from where Eliran dropped us off to where most of the Fauns had gathered after the morning gathering of food. Jules and Timeo were greeted with shouts of joy from many of them. It was Brielle, Ewan, and Aidan’s mother who ran right up and gave us all hugs.

***
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“Jules, Timeo, you’re back! How wonderful! Who is your friend?”

“Brielle, this is Pip, a close friend of ours.”

“Pip, I am so glad to meet you. I think my boys mentioned meeting you. Welcome to our village.”

“Thanks.” (I muttered, looking more tired than I felt, I’m sure.) 

“You have to excuse him. We have been traveling for a long time and have been through some rough situations. Are the boys around? We should sit down and tell you about what happened.”

“Oh, that doesn’t sound cheerful at all. Ewan has been gone for a while, up north, studying art, he said. According to Aidan, he might be more interested in a particular artist than the art. I hear she’s a lovely girl. Aidan will be here somewhere. I’ll ask some friends to see if they can find him. In the meantime, come. I will show you what has been done since you left.”

***
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I had been traveling through so many hybrid settlements that very little of the Faun village stood out to me. I didn’t see any houses, and about half of the Fauns had taken to wearing clothing, and that was limited to a baggy homemade style of shorts. Neither of those things was unique to them; of course, other hybrid settlements were similar. 

The younger kids seemed quite happy and carefree, playing games with each other and scattering in all directions. I did notice that children my age and older were more likely to be helping with the food preparation or other everyday tasks. I think for Fauns they are considered an adult around that age. 

Preparations were underway for the full moon celebrations, and there was an excitement in the air. The Centaurs lived nearby, and many had come to watch the singing and dancing. 

If you visit the Fauns, I highly recommend you work it out so that you can stay for the full moon. I don’t believe there is a more, simple, peaceful, and happier place on earth than a Faun village. 

Perhaps I should have stayed. My life would be none of those things for some time.

We stayed only two days. I think Jules was still hoping that it would help my mood. When he saw it wasn’t working, he agreed to my demands that we continue on towards the Cooperative.

***
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Present:

“I have never met a hybrid. What are they like?” Ginger asks.

“Well, physically, they range from very human looking. Fauns, for example, if it wasn’t for their horns and ears, they could pass as humans with blotchy skin. Others, like the Panthers, show more of their animal form. Once you get past the exterior, they are just like everyone else. 

Oh, some cultural differences are evident. When I finally came back here for good, I couldn’t get to sleep in a bed by myself. I was so used to sleeping in a pile of other people. 

My advice is when you first meet a hybrid, look them in the eyes and stay focused on the conversation. Soon enough, the appearance and smells will move into the background, and they will appreciate you not staring at them. Some can be a little touchy if they think you’re looking down on them.”

***
[image: ]


Past:

A day after we left the Fauns, we came to a place I recognized. It was here that we had broken out of the high grass and made for the river on our way to the hybrid lands.

“Uncle Jules, don’t we need to turn off the path here?” I asked.

“You have a good memory. That’s the way we came before, but thankfully, we don’t have to return that way. We can stay on the path and reach the Elf Forest sooner. It will save us days.”

“If we go this way, will we still go by George’s house?”

“No, don’t worry, we will be far away from them.”

“But I promised George that I would come back!”

“I thought you wanted to go straight home? You can come and see him another time. Maybe when you’re both older.”

“No, that might never happen. I need to see him now.”

“Pip, Jules is right. George is a nice kid, but his family is dangerous. We got away once, but they will be more alert this time.”

“I don’t care. I am going to see George. You can go the new way. I will find you in the Elf Forest!”

***
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I was being entirely unreasonable about the whole thing. There was no way I could find George and his family by myself, and they knew it, and it was risky. None of that mattered to me. I stalked off into the grass, trying to force my way through. They let me get about 30 feet into the grass. I was tiring fast, and I thought about setting it all on fire. I might have done just that, but Jules came. He found a crooked branch and didn’t say anything; just got in front of me and started swinging the branch, opening up a path.

***
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Present:

Pip reached out and ran his finger along his staff.

“I should have been ashamed of myself. That would come much later. Eventually, we found George.”
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Chapter 3
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PAST:

George’s father and mother were talking in front of the house when we arrived, and Karen came out as soon as she heard her father saying.

“Well, well, I never thought I’d see you again! Why in the world would you come back here? Where’s the other boy? Run off on you? Margaret, go fetch Dave. Tell him super just arrived.”

“Sorry, Tom. We’re not staying. Pip only wants to talk to George. As soon as they’re done, we'll be on our way,” Jules said.

“Why so he can put more foolish ideas in his head, more talk of witchery and the like?”

“We did a lot of work for you when we were here. The least you can do is let the boys say hello.” Timeo said.

“We saved the life of your friend, and then you ran away in the middle of the night. Seems to me it’s you that owes us.”

Standing between my uncles, I looked Tom in the eyes and said, “Please.” He took a moment, maybe to give Dave time to get there or to plan some way to catch us all. Whatever the reason, he gave in. 

“Karen, go to the barn and get George out of his stall.”

I watched Karen walk to the barn. It wasn’t far. Minutes later, she came back with George. His hands were tied, and he was led by a long rope tied around his neck. I remember having trouble reconciling the happy friend I had left less than a year ago with this boy in front of us that resembled a dog that had been beaten too often. A wave of anger rose up inside me like a flame touched to dry leaves. I spoke first.

“What happened?”

“What happened is he betrayed his family for the sake of animals. He chose animals; then he can live like one.” Tom answered with a smile. 

Suddenly, my mind was clear, and everything was focused in great detail. I knew exactly what I was going to do. I could see Dave and his mother returning and waited until they came to stand beside Tom. Jules and Tom were shouting at each other. Jules still held his branch and waved it in the air. I ignored them and used a razor of fire to cut George loose from the ropes that held his hands and neck. At the same time, I threw up a wall of blue flames 10 feet tall, encircling the rest of his family. 

Now, everyone was screaming. 

Jules was shaking my shoulders, repeating, “Pip, no, don’t.” Uncle Tim ran to George, holding on to him as if he might try to reach his family. Tom and the others were shouting curses at me while they stood in the center of the circle. 

I made the circle smaller. 

They tightened up together, fear replacing anger.

Then George was in front of me, his face blocking my view. He pleaded, 

“Please, Pip, don’t be like them. Please, you’re a Wizard. Please don’t kill them.”

His words struck me. Other emotions now mixed with my anger, pity, sympathy, and disgust. But one thing became clear. I was not only a 12-year-old boy. I was a Wizard. That meant something more now. It wasn’t just a club in school anymore. It was what I was, and no one was going to hurt me or my friends ever again. 

George touched my hand, and I moved the wall of flame back, lowered it, and it changed to red with orange tops. Everyone was silent, all looking at me.

I asked Jules to tie them up and put them in the barn. He walked right toward the flames, trusting in me not to burn. The fire parted for him. 

Tim threw him the rope that had been used to lead George. They didn’t resist and soon were secured in the barn. I turned my attention to George.

“I came to see you. What happened?” I asked George.

“The day you left, they figured out that I wasn’t asleep and that I didn’t warn them. They beat me and locked me in the barn. They treated me like an animal and wouldn’t even use my name. I prayed you would come back and set me free. 

Two nights ago, I almost gave up. Then I had a dream that you were coming. When Karen came to get me, I had already heard your voices. Please don’t leave me here.”

I was crying, and I looked at the barn. George must have guessed what I was thinking because he said, “Don’t, they are terrible, but they don’t deserve that.”

“They don’t deserve you.” I turned to my uncles, and we made a plan. We would untie them, and I would make another wall of fire around the barn to keep them from leaving. It would last for a day. We hoped that we would be far away by then.

***
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Present:

Billy was shaken by the story and asked, “Would you have burned them up? If George didn’t stop you?”

“I can't be sure now. It’s been so long ago. I would like to think that I would have stopped before that. Anger is no less terrible in a child. Remember that we are Wizards, but we are also human. Maybe we should take a break?”

“Excuse me, Grand Wizard, sir,” Billy began, then corrected himself at seeing the expression on his face. “I mean, Sir, Pip, would it be all right if I go to the restroom?”

“Go right ahead. It’s just down the hall.”

“Wait, Billy, I will go with you,” Greg said, and both boys disappeared.

“Was my story so dull that a trip to the restroom seems like relief?” Pip asks Ginger.

“That’s just the way those two are. Wherever one goes, the other follows. I think your story is fascinating.”

“I thought you might like it. I’m a little worried that Billy was so disturbed. What’s to come, I’m afraid, is much worse.”

“He’ll be fine, I think? It was just listening to you describe it. It’s not like most of our classes, where we hear what happened in the past but not.”

“From the mouth of the people who did the deed. I understand; unfortunately, I have no choice. No one else here can give you the information you will need and be able to answer any questions you might have.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, isn’t this kind of extreme? I mean, all this effort to find someone you haven’t seen in years.”

“Very well, I guess I owe you a little more explanation.”

As Pip spoke, both boys stepped back into the room bright-eyed and grinning; they froze in place, waiting for him to continue.

“Good, you’re back and looking more awake. Ginger was asking about the urgency and importance of finding Rafe. I won’t go into details yet, not until my story is complete and you have each had some time to decide if you want to proceed further. I will say that Rafe is very powerful, which, combined with his experience and the fact that we have faced similar challenges together in the past, makes him key to this endeavor. I have it from a very trusted source that, without his help, many will die. Does that make it any clearer why I am going to such lengths?”

“Yes, Grand Wizard, I shouldn’t have doubted your reasons,” Ginger said.

“Pip, please!”

“Sorry, Grand, Pip.”

“Don’t apologize; it’s a habit for everyone. It’s not often anymore that I am looked at as an individual and not as a figurehead. As for doubting. Oh yes, you should. I want people who think and ask on this quest. Not ones who blindly follow orders. Heaven knows there are plenty of those.”

“I have a question,” Billy says.

“And what would that be?”

“We’re supposed to go looking for your friend Rafe, but so far, you hardly mentioned him.?”

“Your point is well taken, and Rafe will be included in the tale. You must understand the situation we both were in during those years. The hybrid and Goblin wars are covered, at least to some extent, in your classes. What happened between them has never been recorded, so I chose to start the story when I did. It seems this little break has loosened your tongues. I’m glad; please let me know when you need another break. Now, if there are no more questions, I will continue.”
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Chapter 4
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PAST:

That first day, we moved as fast as we could and said little. When we stopped for the night, George was restless. One moment, he would sit as close as he could to one of us and watch all around, fearing, I guess, the sudden appearance of his family. Then, he would walk to the edge of the firelight by himself and stand as motionless as the trees. 

Uncle Tim said he was trying to adjust to what happened and to let him have his space when he needed it but to be willing to listen and support him when it looked like he wanted company.

I understood and wanted to help, but I was struggling with my own issues. The anger that ran through me back at George’s house had not completely disappeared. 

It still burned, no longer an inferno, more like a pile of red-hot coals waiting. As I dwelled on this, I realized that the coals were there before, when the Lions attacked the Colosseum, when the Panthers had taken me captive, and when we fled the cooperative. 

I traced it back to the spark when my cousin came to Arch and tried to kill me. Ever since then, the anger had been growing. Somehow, even as a boy, I knew it would be a long time before my anger went away.

***
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Present:

“That must have been terrible. How long did it take you to find peace?” Ginger asked.

“Peace I found...eventually...but the anger...those coals...burn within me still.”

***
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Past: 

Three days later, we thought our troubles were behind us. There had been no sign of anyone following us, and we were nearing the Elf Forest. We discussed whether we wanted to stop at Wahkan’s house or save time and make directly for the Cooperative. As it turned out, neither of those was going to happen.

As we entered the forest, we felt the change immediately. Where before, the walk through the trees felt tranquil. Now, it felt sad. It was so intense I wanted to cry. George moved so close to me that we often bumped when walking. We paused, and Uncle Jules whispered something to Uncle Tim. 

Then it rained Elves. More than a dozen dropped from the trees to surround us; all had bows and knives.

“Who are you, and why have you come?” One of the Elves shouted at us.

“We’re just passing through. We have been here before, and there was no problem.” Jules replied.

“It’s true; I know them.”

“Eero?” I said.

“Hello Pip, you shouldn’t be here. You should probably all go back.”

“They’re not going anywhere until the captain says so.” The first Elf demanded.

“What’s this all about?” Timeo asked.

“The captain will explain; now, come with us.” 

We walked for maybe twenty minutes before coming to a small village. It was laid out in the typical Elf fashion, with buildings on the ground and in the trees. It looked deserted until we got to what might have been a school. There out front were more young elves with weapons. Once inside, they told us to wait, and minutes later, Eero returned with their captain.

“Keith! We were going to stop by your house. What’s going on? Are we prisoners?” 

“No, Jules, you’re not prisoners. My men brought you here for your safety.”

“Your men? Safety?”

“Come sit down. I’ll explain.

About two months ago, everyone you see here was on a junior guard training exercise. Six guards brought us into a remote location for survival training. One of them spotted some unusual tracks, and we followed them for three days. Even though we far outnumbered them, we were not ready for a fight. By the time it was over, the three creatures were dead. We lost five of the six guards and four juniors. Several others, including me, were injured. 

We made for home, when we got there, we found several dead lying on the ground. Some of the houses had been burned. There was no sign of anyone else. 

On the way to the next town, we were ambushed by six more creatures. This time, we were better prepared; we killed all six but lost five of our own, including our last guard. He died saving the life of one of the boys who had fallen in front of a huge green monstrosity. 

Town after town, it was the same. We haven’t come across anyone else alive except the creatures and now you. We have been holed up here for the last eighteen days. I was elected captain. I am still hoping that we will be able to find our families safe somewhere. I have patrols out looking every day. Today, they found you.”

“That’s quite a tale. What do these creatures look like? Are they hybrids?” Jules asked.

“Nothing like any hybrids we know of. They are similar to humans and Elves only with respect to the fact that they have arms, legs and a head. Their skin colors are different; mostly, we have seen gray or green, but a few other colors have been spotted. Some are large, bigger than bears, and strong. They bash their way through people but aren’t very quick or smart. Others are small your size or even smaller. They’re quick and sneaky, but a single hit will take them out.”

“Clothing, uniforms? Any markings, tattoos?” Timeo asked.

“No, nothing at all. We don’t know where they came from, but it likely wasn’t a forest. The insects here flock to them, and they seem quite distracted by them. We have spotted several groups of them by the buzzing the clouds of bugs were making.”

“How many do you think there are?” Timeo asked.

“We have never seen more than six at a time, but we spotted at least a dozen different small groups.”

“Perhaps I can be of assistance?”

“Zohar, I should have known,” Jules said.

“You! How did you get in here? What have you got to do with this? Where are our families?”

“Relax, Keith; Zohar has a way of traveling from place to place without moving. I expect she’ll tell us at least some of what’s going on. You did say you came to help, right Zohar?”

“Thank you, Jules. I do have some information. Keith, I am very sorry for what you and your friends have suffered. If you don’t mind, I will sit with you and explain.”

“Very well, Eero, get Zohar a chair.”

“Thank you. Now, the creatures you have encountered are goblins.”

“What we have fought are no myths!” Keith said.

“Goblins are not myths. Most of what you have ever heard about them, however, is myth. They are not from this world or even this universe. Where they come from, their form and attributes are fluid; crossing over into this universe forces them into a pattern. You have mentioned a few: small, quick and cunning, large, strong, and stupid. There are others, and some are mid-size and nearer in skin color to mimic Elves. They are intelligent enough to find clothing and learn speech to act enough like Elves to pass among you and gather information.”

“So how did they get here, and why attack us?” Keith asks.

“The Goblins are a first people in their world, just as the Elves and Gnomes are on Earth. Except they are an evil-leaning race.”

“First people? Evil-leaning?” Timeo asks.

“When a planet is young, the first people/race/s that populate it become entwined with the planet. Each race after that does also, but not as deeply. No race is either pure evil or pure good, but when you observe them in large numbers, you can assign them to one side or the other. The Elves and Gnomes, for example, are good-leaning.  

The universes are balanced within and between each other. Think of it like two magnets only; in this case, opposites repel instead of attract. They couldn’t pass into this universe before because of that balance, good Elves and Gnomes pushing back bad Goblins, at least not in numbers that would do them any good. A single person or even a few can move between universes, although it requires a lot of energy and knowledge for most species. 

Over the millennia, the Elves on Earth have dwindled. Combined with the mass exodus of the humans, it was enough that it created a void. It allowed them to move enough Goblins through to mount an attack on the Elves, and they seek to establish themselves here.”

“By killing all of us!” Keith shouted.

“If they could get away with it, I  am sure they would. However, killing all the Elves would eliminate one pole, and the two universes would shift, putting a different planet with a good leaning first race in line with their world, and they wouldn’t gain anything. No, they can afford to kill some of you, but not in great numbers. They want to move all the Elves to their world to open the way for all of them to come here. The universes would then be in balance, but this world would suffer. 

What they don’t know yet. Is that unlike their home world, where they are the only sentient race. Here, there is more than one. I mentioned the Gnomes because they are a first people, but the other later races on Earth have an effect as well. Once they figure that out, they will come after the other races. For now, what they have already done is enough to bring a large number of Goblins here, and it’s why they must be defeated soon.”

“Then where is everyone?”

“Many have been taken back to their world. They are alive but held captive.”

“Many. Does that mean we are not the only Elves left?” 

“There are pockets of elves in hiding. Some were from isolated communities, and a few other junior guard groups were out training like yours, but none as large and disciplined as this one.”

“If other junior guard groups survived, they might have full guards with them. Can you tell us how to find them?”

“I can give you a general area, but they are moving often, and the goblins are as well. Even should you succeed in locating all the remaining elves and suffer no more losses. You will not be able to defeat the goblins and rescue your people without help.”

“I welcome help from anyone, but who?”

“That is precisely why I have come here now. You need powerful allies. You need the Dwarves and the Wizards of Arch. Luckily for you, one of the two most powerful Wizards sits in front of you at the moment.”

“Pip? My father was teaching him less than a year ago?”

“He was, yes, and Rafe as well. In fact, I believe you had a taste of Rafe’s power, and he’s improved greatly since then.”

Jules stood. “Now, wait a minute! Pip just came from a battle. He wants to go home, to see his family. He’s only a boy. How can you ask him to fight another war? With things that don’t even belong in our world?”

“As true as that is, there will be great suffering on Earth, not only for the Elves but all the races, if the goblins succeed. We need all the wizards to stand a chance and Pip and Rafe most of all.”

“It’s not fair to put such a burden on people so young,” Jules said.

“It’s often the few that carry the burden for the many, and never is it fair. Though they always get their reward.” Zohar says.

Jules looks at the golden patch of fur on his chest where a knife had taken his life.

“I’ll help,” I said.

“Pip, no, it’s too much.”

“Jules, it’s all right. I think I have to. Zohar, what do you want me to do?”

“First, we must go back and seek Rafe’s help.”

“He is across the river, living near the coliseum. How will we get there?” Timeo asked.

“I would have you find your own way, except that our need is urgent. Instead, I will take Pip, Jules, and George there. Timeo, I would ask you to go on to the Cooperative and seek the rest of the Wizards. Bring them back here. Will you do this?”

“I don’t like leaving my friends. Last time Jules left, he ended up dead, and the boys kidnapped. Still, if they are traveling with you, I guess they should be safe enough. I assume you picked me for my speed.”

“Your speed to gather them, your wits to form them into a fighting force.”

“All right. Just tell me what you can of where they are.”

“Thank you. We must move soon; before we go, however, Keith, you need to move as soon as you can to consolidate the Elves into a fighting force. I will take care of requesting help from the Dwarves. Now, quickly bring me a map, paper, and pens!”

***
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Less than an hour later, we stood half a mile from the old mansion that Rafe now lived in with Susan and Steven.

“I must leave you now. Once Rafe is ready, make your way back to the river. Eliran
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