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​“What was he like?” a powerful female voice asked, disrupting the silence that the two of them had been enjoying for nearly an hour. “You must tell me!”

“I have already told you,” an exasperated male voice answered. “Several times. Yes, I met him. Yes, I talked to him, and yes, I’ve spent a little time with him, but it’s not like we’re best buds or anything. I really don’t know that much about him.”

“You’ve been to his sacred isle, haven’t you?” the female voice accused. “Admit it!”

“You know I have, Pryllan. I really didn’t have much of a say about it. One minute we were on the ground, and one snap of the fingers later, we were thousands of feet up in the air.”

“What was it like?” Pryllan softly asked. “Many of us have dreamed of visiting Astral.”

Steve Miller, resident of Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, glanced up at the distant head of his wyverian friend and smiled. Pryllan, an enormous emerald-green dragon, and mate to Kahvel, ruler of all dragons, had to be his closest friend in Lentari. 

“Are you sure you shouldn’t be back in your nest?” Steve hesitantly asked. “Don’t get me wrong, I am grateful you’re here. However, you’re a new mother, and...”

Steve trailed off as Pryllan’s long, reptilian neck bent completely around until she was regarding him with a stern look.

“As I have previously said,” the green dragon calmly began, “Pylaria’s welfare is now in the capable hands of her guardian. You need not fear for her safety.”

“The female zweigelan,” Steve recalled, remembering how the two-headed dragon had volunteered to watch over the dragonlet not that long ago.

Pryllan nodded. “Precisely. I do not believe either Lamira or Yamira will admit it, but they have grown quite fond of little Pylaria.”

“That’s definitely good to hear.”

“How much longer do you wish to search?” the dragon inquired.

“As long as it takes,” Steve vowed. “That temple is out there. We just have to find it.”

“We have been flying over this area for close to three hours now,” Pryllan reminded him. “We are no closer to finding it than when we started.”

Steve shook his head. “True. However, we can’t give up. I saw the map. That diamond key we found purposely moved to a spot up here, in the forest. That means it knows the location of the temple. We’re in the right area, Pryllan. We have to be!”

“Then why aren’t we seeing it?” Pryllan countered. “I can understand why you might have missed the temple, with your inferior vision, but my...”

“My inferior vision?” Steve interrupted, with a laugh. “Thanks, pal. My visual abilities might not be as sharp, or as pronounced as yours, but I still scored a 20/20 on my last eye exam, thank you very much.”

“I do not know what that means,” Pryllan admitted, as she dipped her left wing. Once they were flying in the opposite direction, dragon and rider leveled off and dropped even lower. “I assume it means your eyesight is considered adequate among other humans of your advanced age?”

“Age jokes,” Steve groaned. “Not you, too. Have you been talking to Sarah?”

Pryllan chuckled, but remained silent. Steve gazed down at the passing treetops and sighed. From this height, Anakash Forest resembled nothing more than a rolling sea of green, endlessly stretching away in all directions. It was no wonder they hadn’t found the temple yet, even though the key had indicated it was in the area. 

“Why are you feeling so depressed?” his wyverian friend asked, as they reached their unspoken boundary and had turned for another pass. “You haven’t given up hope, have you?”

“What do you think?” Steve grumbled. “It seems clear to me that we’re not going to spot this temple from the air. For all we know, the pirates have found it first.”

“You don’t even know if Captain Windbag knows of the location,” Pryllan soothingly told him.

Steve snorted with laughter. It didn’t matter how many times he heard it. If someone else referred to Captain Flinn of the pirate ship Emberbrand by any other name, and especially if they used Captain Windbag, Steve would indubitably end up snickering like a schoolboy.

“We are getting nowhere,” Pryllan reported, as they passed over a section of forest that was identical to the dozens of other areas they had already checked. “Perhaps we have drifted away from our course? Could you refresh my memory and indicate where we should be?”

Steve craned his neck to look up at Pryllan’s distant head. “Prithee, how shall I accomplish that task, my scaly friend? It’s not like I have instant recall and can bring up an image of that map again.”

A series of images began flipping through Steve’s mind, causing him to gasp out loud. The images were appearing and disappearing in his mind, like a slideshow going way too fast. Suddenly, an image of the map and the griffin key appeared and remained in place, a memory from nearly three hours ago after the discovery of the temple key. 

The image expanded and focused on the griffin marker the moment Sarah had placed it on the map. The scene shifted, allowing the diamond griffin to remain centered in the image. As soon as the marker stopped, the image zoomed out to show the entire map of Lentari. 

“We are in the correct place,” Pryllan announced. “It should...”

“Would you mind giving me a warning before you do something like that?” Steve grumped. “It’s freakin’ weird how you can manipulate my own thoughts and memories like that.”

“Were you not aware we were sharing senses?” Pryllan asked, confused.

“Well, yeah, but...”

“Have you not previously asked me to search your senses when we are seeking a specific memory?”

“Well, when you put it like that...”

“And did we not just obtain the information we needed?”

“Well yeah, but...”

“Then why are you complaining?” Pryllan inquired, matter-of-factly.

Steve waved a hand dismissively. “All right. Forget about that for now. You saw the memory of me looking at the map. We’re in the right area? Well, what do we do? Can’t your spectacularly superior eyesight penetrate that canopy to see what’s on the ground below?”

“It can, but in order to be of any help, our velocity must be much slower,” the dragon reported.

“Fine. So we’ll go slower.”

“May I propose another solution?”

“I’m all ears, Pryllan.”

“That’s a strange expression,” the dragon admitted, as she gave the approximation of a shrug. “Can you imagine what a human comprised of nothing but ears would look like?”

Steve groaned. “It’s only an expression. It means...”

“I know what it means,” Pryllan interrupted, good-naturedly. “What I was going to suggest is that we abandon our efforts to locate the temple from the air and, instead, approach from the ground.”

Steve leaned out over Pryllan’s side and gazed down. “Ground? What ground? How can you even think about landing on the ground when we can’t even see it? Maybe if we... what are you doing? Pryllan, don’t even think it! There’s no way you can ... holy crap! Watch out!!”

Pryllan had tucked her wings and dropped like a rock, propelling them toward the ground at a frightening rate. Steve cringed and crossed his arms over his face in a feeble attempt to avoid injury. There was a brief moment where branches and tree limbs scratched at his arms, drawing a few choice expletives. Almost immediately, they came to an abrupt stop, so abrupt, in fact, that Steve flew off Pryllan’s back. A huge, scaled hand plucked him from the air.

Steve rolled onto his back and grinned up at his benefactor. “Nice catch. Man alive, that would’ve hurt.”

“My apologies. I hadn’t realized the extent to which you had fallen out of practice. With regard to riding a dragon, that is.”

Steve’s grin melted into a frown. “I don’t get a lot of practice back home, all right? It’s not like there’s a steady supply of dragons living nearby. Okay, we’re on the ground. Look around, Pryllan. How are you going to be able to navigate through this forest? You’re much too big.”

Pryllan leaned forward and dropped to all fours. Belying her massive size, the emerald dragon gracefully threaded her way, reminiscent of a lizard slithering through the jungle. He should have taken her flexibility into consideration.

“Yes, you should have.”

“Would you stop that? We’re not flying anymore, so there’s no need for you to be in my head.”

Pryllan chuckled again and moved off. Bemused, and still shaking his head, Steve followed. 

“That’s impressive,” Steve commented. “It almost reminds me of how the creeg dig their tunnels.”

Pryllan paused to work her way around a clump of trees growing too close together. “Oh? How so, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“They moved like snakes when they were digging,” Steve replied, stepping up beside his wyverian friend. “Somehow, their physiology allows them to move forward without using their legs.”

“It’s called rectilinear locomotion,” Pryllan informed him, as she returned her attention to what lay before her. “Or, more specifically, it’s a variant of it.”

“Okay, would you care to explain just what that is?” Steve asked, as he began following her once more. “Pretend I don’t have a clue what recto...”

“Rectilinear,” Pryllan corrected. “It’s a type of locomotion that... you are familiar with ‘locomotion’?”

Steve’s face colored slightly. “Yes.”

“Excellent. Rectilinear locomotion is one of the slowest methods of locomotion. It...”

“Beg to differ,” Steve cut in. “If you’re talking about those creeg, then I’ve seen those guys dig. First hand. They can tunnel through solid rock faster than any creature can move.”

“You didn’t let me finish,” Pryllan scolded. “I said it’s one of the slowest forms of locomotion, but the creeg developed a variant of it which allows them to move at extreme velocity.”

“That’s cool,” Steve decided.

“Would you like me to expand on its definition?”

“Is it that obvious that I still don’t know what it is?”

Pryllan lifted herself a little higher off the ground, pointed at a series of larger scales along her belly, and turned to Steve. “Do you see these scales? Do you see how they’re larger than the others? There is a row of them here and another here.”

Steve stepped close and stared at Pryllan’s abdomen. “Okay. I can see some scales which look a little bigger than the others.”

Pryllan nodded. “Good. Now, if I so choose, I can use these as a means of locomotion. Each of these scales are alternately lifted slightly from the ground, and then pulled forward. Those scales are then pulled downward and then backward. Since the scales stick to the ground, my body is actually pulled over them. Once I’ve moved far enough forward to stretch the scales, the cycle repeats.”

Impressed, Steve nodded. “Really? I had no idea you dragons had that much control over your individual scales. I... hey, wait a moment. Are you telling me you can also move along the ground like the creeg?”

Pryllan shrugged. “If you’re asking whether or not we’re limited to our legs or wings, then the answer is no. We’re not.”

“You dragons are cool as hell,” Steve murmured. “You learn something new each day.”

Pryllan chuckled. “I don’t. We dragons know everything we need to at an early age. For those rare occasions that we need help, we rely on the Collective.”

“We’re getting nowhere down here,” Steve complained. “Could you ask your Collective and see if anyone has ever spotted something that resembles a temple in this area?”

Pryllan was silent for a few moments.

“An intriguing notion. I will inquire.”

“It’d be my luck that someone will know where it is,” Steve grumbled softly to himself. “I can hear them now: ‘What do you mean you can’t find it? You’re blind as a bat. It’s right in front of you. Why didn’t you ask me earlier?’ I’ll never live this down, Pryllan.”

“In our defense,” the dragon smoothly began, “none of my brethren have ever searched for this temple. Besides, we would never belittle a human because of their inferior eyesight.”

“Oh, the belittling would be coming from Sarah, not you guys,” Steve wryly corrected.

“Ah. I... Very well. I thought as much.”

“What?” Steve asked. “What’s going on?”

“I have received a reply from the Collective. No one has encountered this temple before. The precise location remains unknown.”

“Well, that makes me feel better,” Steve admitted. “A little. Listen, is there any way you can telepathically link Sarah’s mind to mine right now?”

“You know I can. I’ve done it before.”

Steve took several calming breaths. “Sorry. Poor choice of words. Will you? Will you join us together so I can talk to her?”

“Of course. One moment, please.”

Just like that, Sarah’s voice could be heard in his head.

There’s no way Steve is going to go along with this, Sarah was thinking.

There’s no way I’m going to go along with what? Anyway, is there any way you could join us? I’m pretty sure Pryllan and I are just going around in circles. I’m hoping you might be able to work your magic and see if you can find this place any easier than us.

What is it you think I’ll be able to do?

Steve laughed, but forgot that Sarah wouldn’t be able to hear him, Oh, please. You’re always telling me that your eyesight is better than mine.

You have a point.

Snot. I was kidding.

But I’m not. Very well. Let me make sure Emily is okay and... wait. How am I supposed to find you?

Get Gareth to help you. He was able to land on Pryllan’s back when she was airborne, so I figure locating an immobile dragon should be a lot easier.

Okay, I’ll be there as soon as I can.

“She’s on her way,” Steve told the dragon. “You can disconnect us now.”

“Done,” Pryllan reported. “How long before she’ll be able to...”

Gareth and Sarah appeared on Pryllan’s back, in the exact same place the young wizard had appeared several days prior. Steve waved to her from the ground and waited for Sarah and Gareth to join him. Once they were standing beside him, Steve gave his wife a hug.

“It’s good to see you,” Steve told her. “I’m hoping you can help us out. Gareth, thanks for bringing her.”

The acolyte wizard nodded. “You’re welcome. Are you sure you don’t want to try taking Deez to your world? I’m sure your little griffin could use a playmate.”

“Emerion has a playmate,” Steve replied. “And we call her ‘Peanut’. Thanks, but no thanks. You’re not pawning your problems off on us, amigo. Besides, Deez wouldn’t want to be separated from you. Like it or not, you’re stuck with him.”

Gareth sullenly nodded. “You’re probably right. Can I help? I might be able to...”

Sarah was already shaking her head. “Oh, no you don’t. Remember what you promised me. You’re looking after Emily, remember? She’s a visitor to this land and we cannot let anything happen to her. Besides, Deez will be missing you.”

Gareth smiled sheepishly, shrugged. and vanished.

“What I wouldn’t give to have that kind of power at my disposal,” Steve quietly whispered.

“No, you wouldn’t,” Sarah contradicted. “With that much power comes a whole heap of responsibility, and let’s face it, that’s the last thing you need right now.”

Surprised, Steve turned to his wife. “Are you saying I wouldn’t be able to handle the responsibility of being a wizard?”

Sarah smiled and raised an eyebrow.

Steve sighed. “Okay, fine. Maybe you’re right. So, do you think you might be able to help us out and find this damn temple? Pryllan and I are pretty certain we’ve been flying in circles.”

“What would you like me to do?” Sarah asked. “You’ve been doing the searching. What will I be able to do that you two haven’t?”

“We wonder whether your jhorun might be able to locate the temple faster than we can search.”

“My jhorun? I’ve never been to this temple before.”

“True,” Steve acknowledged, nodding, “but you might be able to wiggle your nose and find it for us.”

Sarah put her hands on her hips and frowned. “For the last time, I don’t wiggle my nose. But, I suppose it couldn’t hurt to try to see if I can get a vision. Just don’t get your hopes up, okay?”

Steve and Pryllan anxiously watched Sarah close her eyes. Steve shared a look with the dragon and grinned. If anyone could do the impossible, it’d be Sarah. Hadn’t she been able to visualize locations without having stepped foot on them before? Steve could only hope his wife would be able to do the same once more. However, after only a few seconds, Sarah’s eyes opened and she frowned.

“Hmm.”

“What’s the matter?” Steve asked, as he hurried to her side. “Everything okay? Do you see anything?”

“Nothing. Let me try that again.”

Sarah’s eyes closed, but less than three seconds later, they opened. Her frown quickly escalated into a full-fledged scowl.

“Okay, what’s wrong?” Steve asked. “Clearly, something isn’t going the way you’d like.”

“Every time I close my eyes, and ask my jhorun for a picture of this temple, my eyes open. It’s like I’m not allowed to see the image. Why would that be?”

Steve shrugged helplessly. “I should’ve known there’d be enchantments on it, which would prevent its location from being revealed.”

“This time,” Pryllan grunted.

“What?” Steve asked.

“I have a theory.”

Sarah gratefully smiled. “Good. Let’s hear it.”

Pryllan took a few steps forward, stretched a scaly foreleg out in front of her, and pointed. “The reason Sarah is unable to get a vision is that there is no need to. I do believe it is less than a hundred feet from our present location.”

Steve’s eyes shot open. “What? Seriously? I don’t see anything.”

“I don’t either,” Sarah admitted.

Steve grinned victoriously. “I knew we were in the right area.”

“No, you didn’t,” Sarah said.

“No, you didn’t,” Pryllan echoed.

“So, where is it?” Steve anxiously asked.

“Just at the top of that ridge.”

“I still don’t see anything.”

Pryllan sighed and nimbly navigated her way through a clump of trees. They followed. Pryllan turned to point straight ahead. Steve looked in every direction. 

“Okay, so, I’m clearly blind as a bat. Where is it?”

Sarah was silent as she studied the hill directly in their path. “Oh! I see it now! It’s right over there. Do you see the hill?”

“The one directly in front of us? You’re telling me that’s the temple? No way.”

What lay before the three of them resembled nothing more than a pyramid-shaped hill that had been reclaimed by the forest. With broken slabs of stone here and there, it didn’t come close to what Steve had imagined. No wonder they hadn’t found it. There was nothing left!

“It’s a mess! There’s nothing there that resembles a temple.”

“You aren’t looking past the obvious,” the dragon accused. “Look beyond the vegetation. Look beyond the neglect and disrepair of the structure. What do you see?”

“A big green hill with a few broken rocks,” Steve reported. “I don’t think that’s it, Pryllan.”

“It’s there,” Sarah exclaimed. “That’s why my eyes kept opening after I tried to get a vision. My jhorun was telling me that the temple was in front of my face the entire time! Granted, I will admit it doesn’t look like much. Clearly the reason this place hasn’t been found is because it’s been completely neglected.”

Pryllan strode forward until she was standing before the base of the hill. Then, she leaned forward and sank one of her talons deep into the turf, bringing up an enormous chunk of earth, complete with shrubs, grass, and roots. She made a second swipe, this time coming up with an even bigger chunk of earth. Visible beneath the thick layer of vegetative material were portions of a stacked stone wall. 

It was the temple, the place the map had shown where the second of the Alchos Stones awaited!

“I never would have found it,” Steve quietly admitted. “I never knew plants and trees could completely grow over a building like that.”

“Maybe an Ancient had something to do with its disguise,” Sarah guessed. “You’re right. Do you see how thick those roots are? If Pryllan wasn’t here, we’d be spending the better part of a day just to see this much.”

“No wonder no one has found it,” Steve mused.

“You two look for a door,” Sarah instructed. “I’m going to fetch the gang.”

Steve nodded. “We’ll do our best.”

By the time Sarah had returned with Breslin, Athos, Gareth, Deez, and Emily, Pryllan and Steve had managed to clear a section nearly forty feet long and at least half that high. The architecture of the building was definitely appearing pyramidal in shape, but thus far, no entrance had been found.

“Would you look at that?” Emily excitedly exclaimed, as soon as she pulled her hand off of Sarah’s. “It looks Mayan!”

“How can you tell?” Steve asked, perplexed. He gestured at the torn strip of earth. “Look at this. All we see are stones.”

The paleontologist walked over and pointed at the closest one. “Look at this. Do you see how large it is? Just as with the pyramids of Egypt, each consecutive layer sits back nearly two feet and rises by at least four. But, I will say that this temple appears smaller than what the Mayans built. Oh. Wait a moment. Umm, Pryllan, could you remove this section next?”

Emily was pointing at the ground under her feet.

“The ground levels off there,” Steve pointed out. “What are you looking for?”

“I just want to test a hypothesis,” Emily answered. She hastily moved out of the way as Pryllan sank her talons. “If I’m right, then that means...”

Pryllan tore away the ground, pulling up a chunk of dirt that had to weigh at least five hundred pounds. The dragon tossed the mass of dirt and roots away, as easily as Steve would have discarded a wad of paper. Everyone crowded around the hole.

“There!” Emily exclaimed, as she knelt in the dirt and used her hand to brush away the loose soil. “Do you see this? It’s more stone! Do you know what that means?”

“It means we’re gonna be digging here until the end of time,” Steve groaned.

Sarah smacked his shoulder. “Hush. No, what that means is that part of the temple is underground!”

Emily beamed brightly at Sarah. “Yes! Exactly. We really have no idea how large this temple is, unless we choose to properly excavate the entire hillside.”

“Could we not simply look for a door?” Athos asked.

Breslin nodded. “My thoughts exactly. We shouldn’t need to do any additional digging once we find the entrance.”

Everyone turned to Emily, who sat back on her haunches and studied the temple. “Well, Mayan history is not my specialty, but I have taken quite a few archaeology classes. Let me think. If this temple was modeled after what the Mayans built on my world...”

“And why would they?” Gareth suddenly interrupted. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Don’t you remember what Eion told us?” Sarah asked as she turned to the young wizard. “He specifically mentioned that he had been to Idaho, our home, several times. Clearly he’s familiar with our world, so why would the other Ancients be any different? You never know. The Ancients might have influenced the Mayans and Egyptians from my world.”

“That’s a bizarre thought,” Steve decided. He shook his head. “And it’s one I’d just as soon not think about right now. It’ll give me a headache. Okay, Doc. Assume this temple is similar to what you know about the Mayan temples. Where would we find the door?”

Emily pointed. “There. Up at the top will be a sanctuary. Or, there could be one. I can’t say for certain. Anyway, the sanctuaries were usually heightened by a crest, or some type of roof comb. Now, based on the overall shape of this hill, I’d have to say this temple doesn’t have a crest, but that’s where I’d start looking.”

Steve, Breslin, and Athos silently gazed upward. About ready to ask Pryllan if she’d have any problem climbing to the top of the temple, Sarah opened her mouth, but rapidly closed it. She had just spotted Gareth, who was kneeling beside Deez.

“Do you think you can do it?” Gareth was saying to the guur. “I mean, I know you can dig through rock, but what about something softer, like dirt?”

MEDIUM INCONSEQUENTIAL. COMPOSITION MATTERS NOT.

Gareth looked at Sarah and shrugged helplessly. “Does that mean he can or he can’t?”

Sarah squatted next to the strange pair and smiled at the two of them. “It means Deez can more than likely dig through practically any substance.”

“Oh. I was starting to think that he was telling me he couldn’t.”

“Perfect,” Steve added. He gave Deez a friendly pat on the head. “What do you say, pal? Will you start digging at the top of this hill? We’re looking for an entrance.”

Deez’s armored head turned toward the hill and then angled up.

DESIRE ENTRY INTO HILLSIDE?

Steve nodded. “Exactly, pal.”

Emily suddenly appeared and placed a hand on Steve’s shoulder at the same time she placed a hand on Deez’s head. “Wait a moment. We need to find the entrance. We don’t want to possibly destabilize the structure by just tunneling our way through.”

DESIRE TO LOCATE CONCEALED ENTRY INTO HILLSIDE?

Gareth’s face lit up with pleasure. “Aye! Find that concealed opening. It should be near the top.”

Deez promptly scuttled up the side of the hill, as easily as on a flat surface. The guur stopped after climbing near the upper quarter of the hill. Deez picked a spot at random and began digging. Specks of green and vegetation flew into the air and fell onto the hillside below. 

STONE DETECTED.

Gareth cupped his hands to his mouth. “If you hit stone, you’re digging in the wrong place. Try again!”

Deez abandoned the hole and, instead of climbing higher, moved to the right. As before, the guur efficiently dug his way through the vegetation covering the temple.

STONE DETECTED.

“I feel terrible,” Emily said, after instructing Deez to try other places. “I thought for certain the entrance should be at the top. Granted, Mayan temples aren’t my specialty, but that’s how it is in our world.”

“You aren’t in our world any more, Doc,” Steve reminded her, good-naturedly. “What if there isn’t an entrance anywhere? What then?”

“We’ll have to decide where to put the entrance,” Emily answered. “From what I’ve seen, Deez is capable of creating us one. Hopefully, it won’t come to that.”

Twenty minutes of tireless digging, and no entrance appeared. Everyone felt discouraged until Breslin finally heard a new message.

NO STONE DETECTED. INGRESS DISCOVERED.

“That’s it!” Emily exclaimed. 

“An entrance,” Sarah said. “How wonderful!”

“Where are you, Deez?” Gareth called out. “We can’t see you!”

Everyone spread out to determine where the guur might be digging.

“I found a hole,” Breslin’s voice reported. The dwarf was standing on the opposite side of the temple, pointing at the ground. “Looks like this entrance must have been buried.”

“Or overtaken by the vegetation,” Athos added.

Two long, segmented legs suddenly sprouted out of the hole, followed almost immediately by a second pair, and then a third. In moments, the guur was standing before them, covered with dirt and tufts of plants, and chittering excitedly.

Steve peered anxiously into the dark recess of the hole. “Now we’re talking. Okay, guys. I’d say it’s time to make like Indiana Jones! Who’s with me?”

A sea of confused faces stared blankly back at him. 

​Chapter 2 — Tables Have Turned
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“What happens if we don’ make it there first, Cap’n? What happens if they find that temple before we do? What are we suppos’d to do?”

Captain Flinn glanced at the questioner. His gut reaction would have been to chastise Puck, or threaten the fool with a sword thrust through his gullet. However, he was the third crewman in the last hour who had asked the same question. While Flinn had never considered failure as an option, this time he was close.

There was a loud grunt and Flinn jolted forward on his mount. Cursing heavily, the captain glanced down at the straggly beast. Whatever this creature was, this species didn’t exist in the Seven Kingdoms. It was shorter than a horse, but larger than a pony. The long, narrow head loosely resembled that of a horse, but larger. Each of the creatures sported a shaggy gray mottled coat and a set of spiraled horns, which curved out and back from where the ears should be.

The animal lurched again, nearly dislodging Flinn from his saddle. From the sounds of the cursing coming behind him, his steed wasn’t the only one that had just stumbled. Damn the Maker and all he stood for. What the blazes was he doing, astride a mangy beast the men were calling a “goofy donkey”? 

Flinn silently fumed as the creatures continued to gallop north. He had been assured by his stone that the strange beasts would know where to go. How was that possible? Then again, he wasn’t going to press his luck. The animals had practically appeared out of nowhere, just when he and his men needed them most. 

“Where do you think we can get some normal horses, Captain?” Rusty’s voice angrily called out from somewhere behind. “I think I can speak for the men when I say...”

“Ye will say nothin’, Q,” the captain dangerously replied, dropping his voice so that it could be barely heard over the thundering of the beasts’ cloven hooves. “Do ye see any horses around here? Do ye want to take the time to look for a horse when we clearly need to find that temple before the blasted Fire Thrower? No? I thought not. Now, button yer lip, Q, and suck it up. No one be having the time o’ their lives, myself included.”

“Damn that Fire Thrower,” Flinn heard someone say. It sounded like Puck. “He ain’t mortal!”

“He is so,” another voice argued. Was that Von?

“No, he ain’t!” the first voice insisted. “You saw it happen with your own two eyes, right? The whole blessed roof collapsed on him. He should’ve been crushed flat, yet he continues to make a pest of himself. How can that be possible?”

“Puck, stop complaining,” Rusty ordered. “I saw it with my own two eyes, too, yet I can see he’s clearly the same as you or me.”

Puck angrily faced the quartermaster. “You’re tellin’ me that, if a whole mess of stones happened to fall on you, then you’d be fine? Is that it?”

“You’d be dead,” Jino sniggered, from somewhere on the left.

“Yet the Fire Thrower still lives,” Puck grumbled. “Why is that?”

“I’d like to know how that was possible,” Grenden miserably grumbled, from his own mount. 

Flinn risked a glance back at the Emberbrand’s doctor. Being the oldest crewman aboard, Grenden had the most experience on horseback, yet he also struggled. 

Almost as soon as he thought about bringing their ungainly steeds to a stop, the stone nestled inside his coat pocket suddenly grew warm. And then, for the first time ever, Flinn heard a voice besides his own in his head.

You must make haste.

Flinn grew angry. Really? Do ye have any idea how many times I had to find a secluded place to consult with ye, ye blasted rock? Now, ye be tellin’ me that ye can speak to me, inside my own head? 

Your adversaries have located the first temple, and are closing in on the entrance. Should they be allowed to explore unchecked, the probability of your defeat increases.

“Blast,” Flinn softly growled. “How do I...” Realizing he had almost asked the stone a question out loud, the captain scowled and promptly snapped his mouth closed. 

The Fire Thrower. He be with the Lentarians?

Aye.

How do we slow them down? Can ye do anything?

Before the stone could answer, a loud commotion erupted from somewhere behind him. Captain Flinn turned angrily on his mount’s back and noticed yet another fight had broken out. This time, it would appear that Jino was preparing to take on Casimir and Rusty, at the same time. 

“Jino! Put that sword away. That be an order! So help me, if ye don’ stop messin’ around, then I will personally clap ye in irons. Be that understood?”

“They said we have already lost!” Jino angrily replied as he pointed an accusatory finger at the two men. “They want to give up! If that’s the collective decision of the crew, then so be it. I quit. I’ll do it alone if I must. I will personally wipe the smile from the Fire Thrower’s ugly face.”

“If ye threaten me with mutiny, lad,” Captain Flinn calmly began, as he reined his mount to a stop, “I will also string ye up to the closest tree and leave ye there. Be that understood?”

Jino gave a dangerous growl as he swung his leg over his steed’s back and jumped to the ground. He took a few menacing steps toward the captain. The rest of the crew gasped with alarm. Jino’s cutlass appeared in his hand and, unfortunately, he looked as though he was preparing to use it. 

Flinn’s eyes narrowed to slits and his hands clenched into fists. Before anyone could realize what was happening, jets of condensed air appeared out of nowhere and slammed into Jino, launching him into the air, as though he had been rammed by a galloping horse. Just before Jino was due to slam into the ground, the pirate was struck a second time by yet another blast. Finally, a third jet of air caught the crewman and held him firm.

His face showed stunned silence, then fear. The air jet holding the pirate in place then changed direction. Within moments, Jino found himself pinned to a giant pine tree by a blast of air. The pirate whimpered as Flinn slowly strode toward him.

“Never, in all my years of piracy, have I had a man contemplate mutiny,” Flinn growled. “Do ye know what I do with mutineers, Jino? Would ye care to take a guess?”

Jino’s gaze fell and he refused to look the captain in the eye. Flinn contemplated the motionless man a few moments longer before he pulled his cutlass free of its scabbard. Flinn held the blade straight up, as if challenging Jino to a duel. 

“I’m... I’m sorry, Captain,” Jino whispered. “Please forgive me. I was frustrated. We all are.”

“Are ye now?” Flinn demanded, as he spun in place to face the rest of the crew. “Who among ye think they can do a better job than the likes of me? Who has the tenacity to challenge my authority?”

It was so still that Flinn could hear every man’s labored breathing. When it became apparent no one could look him in the eye, he returned his cutlass to its scabbard. The hiss of metal sliding on metal made everyone jump.

Flinn pointed at the mangy beasts that were huddled together, grazing. “Back on yer mounts, lads. There be no time for this. Jino, ye had better impress me, or else I will finish what ye started. Be that clear?”

“Perfectly, Captain.”

Once the pirates had spurred their mounts back into a gallop, Flinn turned to Rusty. Perhaps it was time to address the crew’s concerns. They would soon face the wretched Fire Thrower.

“Are ye scared?” Flinn called out, in a loud voice.

“No!” the men thundered.

“Are ye scared o’ the Fire Thrower?” Flinn asked, guiding his mount around a fallen tree.

“Er, no?” one voice tremulously said.

Flinn’s confident smirk melted from his face, to be replaced by a frown. A hesitant ‘no’ was not what he wanted to hear. So, it was the Fire Thrower that the men feared? Over him? Well, this nonsense had to be put to rest once and for all.

The men grumbled about the power of the Fire Thrower, but Flinn’s attention went to the flash of heat near his chest.

Let them bellow, like useless cattle.

The stone’s voice sounded like a bitter drunk. 

“All I’m tellin’ you,” Casimir was saying, “was we’ve never faced a foe like this Fire Thrower before. How are we supposed to fight someone like that? It can’t be done.”

“The thing to remember,” Rusty patiently told the crewman, “is that the Fire Thrower couldn’t beat the captain, either.”

“How does that help us?” a new voice added. Captain Flinn quickly glanced backward. It was Von. “We were told that there’d be no one to worry about over here.”

“True,” Rusty was forced to admit, “but look how far we’ve come! We won the hammer and we won the fang!”

“And yet, they found the location of the temple first!” Puck’s voice whined miserably. 

“Leave the Lentarians to me,” Flinn growled. “That Fire Thrower will be...”

Seek ye not the Protector’s wrath.

“What’s the matter, Captain?” Rusty asked. “Why have you fallen silent? Are you well?”

“I be collectin’ my thoughts, Q,” Captain Flinn answered, thinking quickly.

You’ve said that before, Flinn communicated to the stone. Explain yerself. What does that mean?

Seek ye not the Protector’s wrath.

The Protector be the Fire Thrower, Flinn guessed. The two of us be fairly evenly matched, but I will defeat him. Er, I can defeat him, right?

The Fire Thrower can be defeated by you, aye, but only if you possess a second Alchos Stone. Forget about him for now. Focus on the second stone. You must make haste.

I will get that second stone and defeat yer precious Protector once and for all.

He is one of the Protectors, the stone suddenly clarified. The other Protector is the one you cannot defeat.

Flinn’s eyes widened with disbelief. The woman? Am I to understand ye are warning me about the woman? Pah. The woman be inconsequential. It be the Fire Thrower I be concerned about. I...

Listen carefully, imbecile. It’s the woman you must be concerned about. She has powers that even she doesn’t realize she possesses.

Did ye just call me...?

I most certainly did. Enough with this charade. Do as I say and there will be a chance you and your men will emerge victorious. Defy me and your failure is all but guaranteed. Do we understand one another?

Captain Flinn was silent as he digested this alarming bit of news. His Alchos Stone no longer sounded like an omniscient seer. Was the stone possessed? Could there be some type of evil spirit residing within the stone, trying to lead him astray?

Flinn shook his head. That couldn’t be the case. If it had been, the stone could have done so the moment he acquired it all those years ago.

Of course I could have, you dolt. 

If anyone will be using names, it’ll be me, ye blasted lump of rock. Since when do I take orders from the likes of ye? What do I have to fear from ye?

Mutiny, should your beloved crew discover you’ve been carrying around a jewel the size of your fist. Aren’t you the one who thrives on convincing others that you are always fair with your men? How do you think they’d feel if they knew you’ve been holding out on them?

Flinn was silent as the ramifications of the stone’s threat became clear. The crew was already on the brink of mutiny. The revelation of the stone’s existence would push every single one of them over, especially Jino. His jhorun was formidable, aye, but he wasn’t sure how he’d fare if he had to face all of his men at the same time.

You’d lose, that’s what would happen. Now that I have your full attention, let’s get a few things straight.

Who are ye? Flinn interrupted, before the stone could continue. Methinks ye be not some sentient jewel.

Who I am is of no importance to you. What is of importance is your complete obedience. Follow my orders and you and your men will become rich beyond your wildest dreams.

I be already there, mate, Flinn mentally argued.

Your alleged wealth is nothing but a drop of water in the sea. Do as I say. Perz will be the Eighth Kingdom, and become the mightiest of them all.

Flinn sighed as he contemplated the offer. Clearly there was something amiss with his stone. Logic dictated he should get rid of the cursed object before falling even further under its influence, and he certainly didn’t need the gold, but the comment about Perz started him thinking. Perhaps he could play along with the ornery stone. It would be worth it just to see Perz recognized as its own kingdom, with he alone sole ruler.

Wise choice. Now, listen carefully. You must avoid the Teleporter at all costs, and here’s why.

For the next fifteen minutes Flinn galloped in silence as he listened to the stone give orders. While still reluctant to follow anyone’s lead other than his own, he did have to hand it to the cantankerous stone. There was still a chance they could prevail. After all, he did still possess the fang, as well as the special hammer. All he had to do was simply make it to the temple before
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