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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED to all those who were crazy enough to believe I could do this.
PROLOGUE ~ Tale of the Elves

The Earth Mother sat in her private grove, eyes closed, contemplating what was occurring. She could sense Koral’s unease as she paced and felt for the young woman. Dying at the hand of her sister was not something one could take in easily. It bothered the Earth Mother that this had come to pass. As with all things occurring, it was necessary. All of this caused the Earth Mother to reflect and recall the beginning of her elves.

Melarandra is a world which is thousands upon thousands of years old. From the first seconds it existed, so likewise did the Earth Mother. She couldn’t describe her start; she just always was. From the moment she first opened her eyes, she was caretaker of all that was, and most of what still is. Embed with magic which helped her come into her own, she set out altering the look of the world. It was she who created the waters, forests, mountains, and deserts, covering Melarandra with natural beauty. Even though the world was one of beauty, the Earth Mother realised Melarandra needed to be more. 
Beings, an extension of her existence, were created to populate the lands. She gave the world the start, and from this simple act many species developed and made the world into an even more beautiful place. From the smallest fish in the oceans, to the dragons which ruled the skies. It was pure and innocent, the embodiment of the Earth Mother. 
She recalled then, the emergence of the gods. As with all things, the world developed. Different races began to appear, and with them came new gods. As each new god appeared, the Earth Mother noticed some areas of her world were no longer completely her own. The oceans and seas became the realm of a new divinity, but the rivers and lakes remained hers. As well, with each race which began to inhabit Melarandra, good and evil gods were created to mirror the developing beliefs. Eventually it became a fight for prayers, adoration, and love. Those dwelling in the heavens, were in a perpetual struggle for domination. As the dark gods grew, the areas in which their followers resided became forever lost to the Earth Mother’s touch. Remembering all of this caused her to shiver, but she still made the memories continue.
Over time, some gods withered and vanished as their follower’s lost faith. While the deities who were good were more plentiful, evil ones still existed, and were as strong. Eventually, the races whose hearts were dark, only had evil to worship. It was then the demons came.
There is no tale which tells how demons came into being, for no one truly remembers when they arrived. Only that they were there. The Earth Mother had racked her memories for a millennium before she gave up. The only logical explanation was they were created from the darkness which was beginning to show itself. The demons were evil and twisted, drawn to the dark nature of some humans. They clung to the dark races, for their black hearts matched their own. The demon’s evil and unnatural nature was an abomination, and a direct threat to the Earth Mother. All endeavours to negotiate with them failed, so the Earth Mother did what she felt was best. She banished them to the black depths which made up the center of Melarandra. She created a kingdom for them, one in which they could not leave. It was, in fact, nothing more than a prison. Time went by, and it wasn’t long before the demons were nothing more than a bad memory. 
Many creatures now roamed about Melarandra, yet none were directly linked to the Earth Mother. It was here that the Earth Mother began to feel alone. 
When humans came into being, she followed them closely. They were farmers, hunters, and fishermen. It wasn’t long before a warrior nature started to show. It took no time at all before they began fighting with each other. As with the other races who only knew war, the humans wanted all the land for themselves. War and total destruction became a norm on Melarandra, and the Earth Mother was helpless to stop it.
When the fighting was at its strongest, the Earth Mother witnessed the ascent of an evil empire. The darkness she felt coming from this land was more potent than even the hatred which lurked in the hearts of the demons. It surprised her when, centuries later, she witnessed its destruction. It was during this time; one group of humans caught her attention.
These humans were different. They had separated themselves from everything which ruled the others. This group had not wanted to be a part of the fighting and destruction, so they took a ship and relocated to a land which had yet to be taken by the darkness. It was inhabited by different creatures, but it appeared the war nature which was taking hold in other lands had not yet extended to here. Happily, they moved inland and took over a forested region surrounded by rivers and living a very different life from other humans. They had chosen to be caretakers of the forests, lakes, rivers, and plants of this new land, not wanting it to be spoiled by the evil they had fled. 
Every day they would walk through the forest they called home, speaking to the trees and animals. It was clear they preferred a simple life. These humans made the Earth Mother realise a connection was developing between her and them. Years of being alone drew her to these humans. Fear for her world, made her decide that a race needed to exist to help protect all in which she still controlled. Thus, the elves were created.
She paused for a moment, listening to her realm. Koral still sat, gazing into the river as it ran by. The Earth Mother wondered if this human was truly going to be what was needed. Pushing the thought aside, she went back into her memories. Thinking of all that had happened was the only hope she had in possibly obtaining a resolution.
Back to the memories of the humans she went, and it brought a smile to her face. When the Earth Mother saw how much they cared for her world, she appeared to them. She asked them to continue their work and keep living their simple existence. They agreed to devote themselves to her and she in return granted them long life spans, magical prowess, and the ability to talk with all the life around, plant or animal. They were altered and became her heart. It was a glorious time, for the Earth Mother finally understood love.
Decades passed, and other humans came to her free lands. War was driving them to seek out safer havens. Other creatures began to emerge as well. Ogres, goblins, gnomes, and trolls all moved into the area, but kept to themselves for the most part. Her carefree lands were changing.
As the world developed, so too did the elves. No longer only caretakers but becoming fierce warriors as well. The Earth Mother had worried about this at first, but it passed. The other beings were going to attack what they had, and it was right they should defend it. The prowess of the elves became well known, and it was easy for them to protect their land from the raids they had to endure.
During this time, some elves left the refuge of their forest to follow different gods. The act saddened the Earth Mother, but it was in the nature of creatures to seek out new things. The Elbrien Forest was full of songs of the creatures and life which existed there. It was a beautiful time. The elves who stayed only followed the Earth Mother and didn’t know evil. They knew the other races and understood the darkness, which was in some of their hearts, but they themselves didn’t understand true evil. Because of this, a great evil found them.
The Earth Mother opened her eyes. This was as far as her memory would go. The rest was something she felt from her elves, a feeling she could not prove. She reflected then, thinking about all she had learned, and speculated.
A long forgotten deity, one thought to have perished, found the elves. He was named Talmbern. Once the god of luck and chance, he had been pushed aside by the goddess of the stars, Almena. When his followers began to forsake him and relocate to Almena’s temples, he went in search of new followers to keep him alive. For many decades Talmbern searched, his trek taking him to every corner of Melarandra. Madness began to set in as he felt himself fading into oblivion. It was then he found himself drifting down into the depths of Melarandra. Every step he took made him hate the races more for abandoning him to this fate. Finally, after days of wandering, he found Holison. Being a god, he could enter the demon realm, and once there, realised he had found his place. Chaos and evil flourished here, and it made him feel exhilarated. The demons accepted the fallen god, and after a time they began to follow his rule.
It wasn’t long before Talmbern was told of the hatred within the demons. A hatred for the Earth Mother. It had been she who had imprisoned them in this realm, and they lived day after day waiting until they could destroy her.
Although she denied them the surface world, the demons found a way. They spoke to the dark gods and they in return whispered about the demons to their followers, hoping they could be used to further their own causes. It wasn’t long until there were those who solely worshipped demons. This sparked new temples, dark and hidden. Books were created which contained spells. Spells to summon, and spells to enchant items. Both allowed demons to walk the surface world. Talmbern needed no spells. The demon cause became his cause and he spent many years waiting and watching the different races of the earth, waiting for when the perfect opportunity would present itself. One which would help him see the end of the Earth Mother, and the end of the good races. Finally, that glorious day came.
Almost two hundred years earlier, Talmbern sensed a darkness growing in the heart of an elf. Tired of living on the outskirts of the great Elven city, she felt she should be more. Talmbern would listen to her whispers in the night. Begging a god to help her rule the world, and it made him smile. Talmbern took on a mortal form and became Melakite. He befriended this elf, spending years moulding her and training her to be what he needed. He did whatever it took to ensure she became queen. The king had ruled for centuries before he finally took her as a bride. It was whispered she had spelled him, and it wasn't far from the truth. Once she was queen, Melakite became her royal advisor, and no one could contest anything he said. It was going perfectly.
Years passed, and the queen became pregnant. The news of an heir made all the elves rejoice. All except Melakite. For weeks he had been plagued by a dream. It showed him a future in which all he accomplished would be destroyed if this child was allowed to live. Melakite went to the queen and informed her should she have a son, the child needed to be eliminated or she would lose everything they had worked for. The queen’s only focus was ruling the world, and nothing was going to change that. She informed her husband that very hour of her decision. The king was devastated. After many days of deliberation, Melakite convinced the council he saw the entire Elven nation being destroyed by this child, and it was decided the baby would be put to death.
The day came and the queen gave birth, not to one son, but two. The news stunned Melakite for he had only seen a single child. The council wouldn't allow both to be killed so Melakite was forced to make a choice. After looking at the children, he told the queen the youngest was the dark one, as he had rare violet eyes. The queen accepted his choice and had him take the child to the room where he was to be destroyed by wizards.
Melakite left the child, certain the deed would be done as planned at dawn. The task, however, was never accomplished. The king, finally sensing the evil in his wife’s heart, went to the six wizards and begged them to help save his son. That night, the king, his loyal guards and six wizards stole the youngest son, fleeing to the Central Lands.  
The Earth Mother sighed. As before, she could prove none of this, but it was the only explanation for what was occurring. She knew Talmbern’s tale as fact. When he entered the demon realm the Earth Mother sensed him, and from that point on should he walk the in the realm of the living, the Earth Mother could tell where he was. She knew he was within the elven city. The Earth Mother also knew the dark heart which belonged to the elven queen. Logic dictated that the queen’s advisor must be Talmbern. With no way to prove her thoughts, the Earth Mother had one choice, Place her faith in the six, and what they had been shown. They were her, and Melarandra’s, last hope.

*****
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EYES SLOWLY OPENED, adjusting to the darkness.  A small lantern burned in the corner, turned down low. Should the six awaken, they could see their surroundings, but not be blinded. It took many moments for the Elven wizards gathered their strength. Each was aware of the events which had transpired moments earlier in the lower levels of the Tower.

“It is time,” said one. 
“Yes, magic is chaotic as was foretold. Is she truly who we need?” asked another. 
“She was a part of it, and we have no alternative. This is our only chance,” replied another. “Mordekai knows what must be done.”
“Yes, and we must prepare. The deed needs to be done with the new moon, which is only a few days away. We must be ready.”
All heads nodded in agreement. They had known this day would come and knew the fate of Melarandra was at stake should they lose courage.
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Chapter One
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Garelin sat silently, his every sense aware of the world around him. He was nestled in a small opening between two thistle bushes, staring across the Talbainy River in wonder. As always, a mist clung to the edge on the far side, giving the Lurkman Forest an ethereal look. The sight always calmed him, even though he knew the dangers which existed there.
The previous day the whole of the Elven nation had felt a surge in magic. For a brief instant, Elbrien Forest was again the vibrant and healthy forest of old. The queen, knowing this could either help or hurt her cause, had immediately sent out her best scouts to see to their borders. Garelin and his elven trackers were to check the river border to the south. He and ten of his best had spread out along the river’s edge, all eyes focused on the woods which stood across from them. They were trying to see if any unusual activity was occurring on the other side. The sight Garelin saw wasn’t the one he had been expecting.
Nearly seventy-five years earlier, the queen, having finally convinced most of the council, officially declared war on the human king. The announcement made its way across the realm like a wildfire. The gnomes who inhabited the Lurkman Forest, in an effort to keep the elves out, lit and kept constant watch fires going. The small gnome tribes, along with all the other races on the south side of the Realm of Lungast, were of no real consequence to the elves. The area was mostly inhabited by those who didn’t want to be found. Further in was ogre territory and even the queen, as desperate as she was, wouldn’t attempt to enlist their help. Still, it always amused Garelin and his trackers when they did their patrols to see the small fires lighting up the riverbank, warning them not to cross. Today, however, there were none. 
Garelin had spent a good part of the day trying to see any kind of movement in the shrubbery beyond. As keen as his elf eyes were, nothing presented itself. The call went down the line and not one of the green clad scouts could report any movement. Gnomes were somewhat superstitious beings, so the only conclusion Garelin could come up with was the surge in magic had frightened them. He considered sending across someone to see but thought better of it.
His team spent hours scouring the far side of the river. Ten sets of keen vision and hearing as well as decades of training were for nothing. It was clear the gnomes had gone further inland, and Garelin wasn’t entirely certain it was a good sign. When he was finally positive this trip had been a waste, he called in the unit to have lunch.
The elves sat in silence, as they always did. There was no need to converse. They were the queen’s official trackers and scouts. They had one purpose, to gather information for her. The six men and four women who sat before Garelin knew their purpose, and no discussions or disagreements were ever heard. It was rare so many trackers were sent out, but Garelin knew the queen wanted every inch of their borders checked. They were already at war with the humans, she didn’t want any other creatures taking advantage of the situation. Thus far, none of the other races had joined with the humans against the elves or try to attack either side in hopes to gain more land. It was as if they all wished to remain neutral. The thought was curious, especially with warrior tribes like the troll and ogre, but both sides were glad for it.
Garelin was about to call it a day and order his group to head back to the city, when a sight in the sky drew all of their attention. Dragons. Two beautiful creatures crossed the sky above them. Both sailed over the Lurkman Forest, and across the river, barely beating their massive wings. A slight flick of their wings moved them up, and they banked to the north. The trackers were in awe of the sight. It had been many centuries since the majestic creatures graced the sky above. One was all black, but the sunlight glistening off the scales gave them a blue hue which was breathtaking. The other was a rich blue and it reminded Garelin of the sky on a full moon night. They beat their wings again and the elves gasped at the sight. A few more beats, and they were gone. Hidden by the full canopy which made up the Elbrien Forest.
Moments passed, and none of the elves wanted to move. It was good these dragons had been friendly, for not all were, with how Garelin and his trackers reacted.
“We need to get back to the city and report in,” Garelin shouted, although there was no force behind his words. He knew none of the elves with him would be able to forget the encounter. His own heart had soared at the sight and made Garelin wonder how much his world was about to change.
The trackers grabbed their small food packs, tying them to their belts, and headed towards Almberson; home of the elven community. Normally the pace of a tracker is swift. So experienced were they, that they could run full out and barely cause the forest floor to register a print. Each one wore green garments of their station. Form fitting leggings and boots topped with a close-cropped tunic, was the norm to make running through thick forest easier. The garments were also coloured to hide them among the foliage. At this time, however, they were sauntering. It was as if the experience of seeing the dragons had placed them all in a dream state.
An hour later than it should have taken, they found themselves passing the outer markers of the city. Small dwellings, formed out of century old trees and inhabited mostly by those who didn’t like the crowded city, greeted them. It amused Garelin when he walked passed the homes. The city was far from crowded. In fact, half of it was empty. Very few children had been born in the last hundred years and the war had taken more than a few of the healthy and young. There was also an unusual sickness which had come up within the last twenty years, and it only inflicted the elders. It had become quite bad. 
Walking through the city, Garelin noticed something shocking. The tradition of the elves is to hang black Lady Clant, a sweet smelling, beautiful yet deadly plant, on the front door of the home to signify a death. The size of the bunch signified the age of the one lost. Many doors this day had large cuttings of the plant hanging from baskets. The sickness, it seemed, had taken almost all of them. The sight was sobering to the young elf. So many times, he walked past the homes, but rarely did he look. Another thing caught the attention of the tracker was that no one appeared to have seen the dragons fly overhead. The city was made in trees. Some were very old and large, so it was possible the immense foliage which hung over most parts of the city had hidden the dragons from view. The thought saddened Garelin, for he was sure if the people, especially those who have lost a loved one, had observed the dragons, their hearts wouldn’t be weighing so heavily.
As they drew near the castle, the scouts were greeted by Tao, head of the queen’s personal guard. He stood silently his brown eyes focused on those approaching. Tao did not move until they were almost upon him. His steps were fluid and graceful which are the mark of an elf, and even more so, a warrior.
“Good day, Prince Garelin. Any news?” asked Tao.
Garelin grinned. “I have much to tell.”
Tao laughed and his enthusiasm. “Clearly, it isn’t bad. The queen is in the throne room, waiting for you.”
Garelin turned to his trackers and dismissed them. All bowed and headed quickly to their homes. Although they were forbidden to speak of what they had seen unless told otherwise, Garelin had a feeling that by nightfall the entire city would know about the dragon sighting. 
Tao escorted the prince to the throne room, motioning the prince to enter first. They entered and walked with slow, careful steps towards the queen, as was custom. Tao stood off to the queen’s side and Garelin approached the throne, bowing before his mother. Queen Saramilina Ilyadreen sat, back straight, slightly leaning forward in the formed seat. When Garelin stood her gaze locked with her son. Her bright blue-green eyes, ones which mirrored his own in colour, were scrutinizing him. She brushed a lock of her unusual black hair away from her face and sat back in her throne.
“Something happened which excited you today or am I wrong?” she stated.
Garelin smiled. “Mother, you would not believe what happened. First, the gnomes appear to have gone into hiding. I suspect the surge of magic we felt scared them. I doubt we have anything to worry about from that tribe. Second, we saw two dragons.”
The queen bolted up from her chair, hastening down the few steps to confront her son. “Truly?” she asked, breathlessly.
The quick movement had stunned Garelin, but he never let it show. “Yes. One black, with scales which match your hair, and the other a dark blue. They did not seem to notice us. They flew about for a bit, then headed north.”
“North,” she repeated, moving slowly back to her throne. “Yes, north is right. Some once had homes in the north mountains. That is why they are called Dragons Bane.” Her voice grew quiet, and it looked to the prince like she was muttering to herself. Garelin wondered what it was about, but he knew better than to ask. His mother was prone to sudden bursts of anger which usually left someone being sentenced to the dungeons, so Garelin remained where he was until she was done.
Time ticked on, and finally she stopped, once again noticing her son.
“Is this all?” she asked, her voice taking on its usual command.
“Yes, majesty, that is all,” responded Garelin.
“You may take your leave then.” She said, and waved her hand, indicating he was to go. 
Tao followed him out, closed the door and took up his usual position, standing off to the side.
Garelin made his way back to his rooms, wondering the entire time about what just occurred. His mother always confused him, so it wasn’t a new feeling. Not once had she ever shown any kind of affection towards him, but when he had mentioned the dragons, he had thought she might actually hug him. Her sudden change of mood, followed by the mutterings, made the prince wonder where in the room Melakite was. He was rarely far from the queen’s side and was usually the reason for her quick mood changes. Garelin couldn’t prove it, nor could he speak out against the advisor, but he was sure Melakite had his mother under some type of spell.
Melakite moved out from the shadows. Saralimina glanced up at him and motioned for him to sit in the chair beside her.
“Dragons, Melakite. Does this mean something?” she asked, her voice showing concern.
“No, majesty,” he replied. “Magic returned, so they returned. We don’t know where they have been all this time, but I don’t think it will affect your plans.”
“Can you be so certain, magician? What if the human king has a way to speak to them? What if they decide to side with the humans?” asked Saramilina. Her voice, though low, was taking on a mad tone.
Melakite took her hand in between his and held tight. “Highness, no one is going to aide the human scum. None of the other races have joined with the humans, so I can’t see creatures as superior as dragons assisting them. You will win this war.” 
Saramilina looked him in the eyes, and he saw the madness leave as she calmed. “You are right. I am destined to be the ruler of this realm. If anyone will have dragons fighting for them, it will be I.”
Melakite smiled, happy her confidence had returned. “You can always find out for certain, highness, if you truly have some doubts,” he remarked, coyly.
The queen looked at him and smiled. “Yes, we do have a new arrival, do we not?”
Melakite nodded. “Last night. I brought the body here in the twilight hours. She should be in the perfect condition to sacrifice and find out all you wish to know.”
Queen Saramilina jumped from her throne and began moving towards the door. “I suggest we go down to the shrine, immediately,” she stated.
Melakite got up to follow, trying hard to hide his wicked grin. Nothing made the demon-god happier than when the queen sacrificed one of her subjects to get information from the underworld. 
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Chapter Two
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With careful steps the figures moved along the shoddy trail. It had been a few centuries since the tunnels in this part of the Unmoving Mountain had been mined, and the trek was treacherous. Partially collapsed walls and other odd signs of decay, constantly blocked their path. It made the dwarves wonder how such things came to happen in cave tunnels which had not been used for many years. These were strange times, so they didn’t think about it for long.
Days earlier a strange wave had moved through the Kara Mines, the main home of the dwarves living in the Realm of Lungast. King Zynthor Dornecairn had never experienced anything like it and had immediately ordered dwarf scouts to move out and check the surrounding areas. The trolls, who had been attacking the farmlands with more frequency, had not moved from their villages. Instead, the constant pounding of drums could be heard coming from the north-west. They were worshipping their god, and most likely, asking for blessings in battle. 
The reports from the Elven border showed they were as interested, and confused, as the dwarves were. Elven patrols were seen along the Drolly River, but they appeared to be no more than scouting missions. The king ordered more patrols be sent out, to keep the area surrounding their farming communities safe. There was no telling whether or not the elves would try and cross into their lands again.
Lack of intelligence was beginning to wear on the old king, and an emergency council meeting was called. The ruling clans immediately sent their leaders, and quickly a decision was made. The section of the Unmoving Mountain, across the Drolly River was technically elf territory, but it was the only area they had not scouted. Each of the four clans picked a member, and they were sent out. 
These tunnels were old and rarely used. The legends spoke that this section of the mountain was created by strange gods. One day there was forest, the next this new section of the range appeared. When it was first created, the dwarves, being who they are, quickly went to work cutting out mines. After many decades of digging, nothing was ever brought up. Many deaths had occurred, and some dwarves began to say they were cursed by whatever god brought the mountain into being. After a time, the mines were shut down. The dwarves weren’t superstitious, but none ever again ventured here. Until now. 
So here they were, moving quietly as a dwarf could, through strange tunnels which made the usually calm and collected dwarves, have a sense of trepidation. After a few days of travelling and finding nothing to help them figure out what had caused the strange wave, they considered giving up. All four dwarves knew the elves would never venture into these caves, yet they could hear something. Just up ahead, a strange sound came to their ears, and all four agreed they needed to investigate.
After another day, their journey came to an end. Ahead, and around a bend, was the origin of the unusual noise. Joxom, having been declared the leader, moved out in front to investigate the sound. When he moved around the corner, a strange sight greeted him.
“There be an opening outside here,” he stated as quietly as he could. Sound carried in the tunnels so the other three heard him clearly.
“What be makin the noise?” asked Kuttendirk, he too trying to keep his voice low.
“You need be comin and seein,” came the cryptic reply.
The other dwarves moved forward to the cavern opening and stared in awe. Below was Magna Pass, and moving through it was, what looked like, the entire ogre nation. They were moving slow, and it was obvious why. Each one was carrying more packs than you would think was necessary. To the dwarves watching in stunned silence, it appeared they had packed up every one of their villages and were moving into the Central Lands.
“Magna Pass be open,” gasped Armerint.
“This be bad,” remarked Joxom.
“Why this be bad?” questioned Kuttendirk.
Joxom sighed. “Ogres be movin. Could be war brewin.”
“What we be doin ‘bout this?” asked Cutterbox, usually the quiet one of this group.
After a few moments of consideration, Joxom sighed again. “I be warnin the humans. Could be bad news fur them folk.” He turned to Kuttendirk and placed his hand on his arm. “You and the rest be headin back and reportin to the king. He need be knowin.”
No more words were spoken, the three dwarves nodded and moved off back towards Kara Mine. 
Joxom watched until he could no longer see the heat from their bodies and went back out to the ledge. The ogres wouldn’t notice a small body moving along the side of the mountain. They were having enough trouble watching where their feet were to step next. Joxom knew that slipping past the ogres was the easy part. The quickest way to get to the humans would be to cut through the elven lands. Most likely he would be spotted, and shot dead, but he had no choice. The king had said any information which was deemed important enough should be shared with the humans. This may not mean a war was coming to the Realm of Lungast, but it wasn’t good either. Taking a deep breath, the dwarf headed out into the elven woods, and hoped luck was on his side.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three
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For two days, lightning had lit up the sky and the storm had raged. It had come up suddenly, mere moments after the dragons had departed, as if the heavy hearts of those within the fortress were the cause. Thunder clapped loudly, shaking the walls and it was a wonder they didn’t crack. Lightning flashed constant and bright, making even the darkest corners, light up as if it was midday. Rain came down hard, and it sounded like boulders hitting the roof. Large pools formed in the courtyard and those within wondered if they were going to experience a flood. Luck, it appeared, was with them for the school remained dry. 
This day was different. The thunder and lightning had stopped, and the rain had tapered off significantly. By midday the clouds were beginning to break up and sunlight was visible in small patches. A change was in the air.
Glavlin sat staring at his arms and felt lost. He had held Koral as she died, and then had watched as a spell was placed on her. Shortly after this, he saw his father alive. It was an emotional time for the elf king, and he was confused. 
They had taken his father to a healing room, and Glavlin had been allowed to see him, but only for a brief moment. Mordekai then spirited Koral away and wouldn’t discuss it. The wizard’s focus was on the healing of the old elf. Glavlin stood and pushed thoughts of Koral aside. Glavlin decided he needed to move about, so he wandered down the hallway. He made his way to the far side of the building, and was now outside his father’s healing room, pacing, and waiting for word on his condition. After many hours, Gillock and Mordekai emerged. 
“Your father will be fine,” stated Mordekai. “We healed his wounds, but I worry about his state of mind. He endured torture for many years.”
Glavlin nodded and moved into the room. His father looked gaunt and frail. Nothing like the strong man he remembered. “Father,” he said, his voice just above a whisper.
Glomain opened his eyes and stared at his son, a tear came and ran down his cheek. “I spent this entire time wondering if you and the village had been destroyed. The Magima leader said it was so, but my heart would not believe it. Not until the false elf visited me did I think you were gone.”
“False elf?” remarked Glavlin, confused.
Glomain nodded. “He wore the guise of Mekken, but I knew it was not he.”
Glavlin was taken aback. This wasn’t news he was expecting. He knew the creature which had taken Mekken’s form had left them quickly, but he didn’t think it would have gone to the Tower. “You need your rest, father. We will speak again when you are stronger.”
The old elf smiled, “Yes,” he whispered, and then was asleep.
Glavlin moved off to go find Mordekai and Gillock. Something was going on and he wasn’t at all sure he liked it.
Moving quickly through the halls, he made his way to Mordekai’s study, figuring both wizards would most likely be there. He wasn’t mistaken.
“I was wondering when you would be coming,” said Gillock.
“Yes,” remarked Glavlin. “I do have many questions.”
Mordekai motioned to the empty chair beside his desk, and Glavlin sat down. “Your questions will have to wait. There are other matters we must discuss.”
Glavlin nodded, hoping some of what was going to be said would help ease his mind.
Mordekai sat back in his chair and folded his hands onto his lap. “Koral, as you know, is in a kind of suspended animation. The spell I put on her is slowing down the death process, but it won’t last long.”
Glavlin and Gillock stared at Mordekai. 
“What are you saying?” questioned Glavlin.
“She is not dead, and we can save her. With the assistance of the six,” was his answer. Mordekai had not wanted the elf to find out this way, but time was against them.
“The six are here?” came the confused query from Glavlin.
Looking at Glavlin, Mordekai replied. “Yes. They came with your father when he fled to the Central Lands. They had seen that there would be a need.”
“A need?” this question was from Gillock, who had been silent ever since Mordekai began his tale.
Before Mordekai could reply Glavlin stood. “And where is she now? Where did you spirit her away to?”
“She’s safe, and no one, but us three, is allowed to know this. Right now, there is something which needs to be discussed with Prince Eric. I suggest we all move to the library, where you can hear what he's told.”
Without waiting for a reply, Mordekai moved out of the room, leaving a stunned Glavlin and Gillock to follow.
The school was quiet, even though it was well past the midday hour. All those within had been awake since dawn, but still it was silent. It had been this way for the past three days. Since coming back through the portal, and Koral’s death. No one knew how to react, and everyone was dealing with the loss differently. 
They had failed. Magic was again among the races, but it was chaotic. Even the wizard who was trying to heal Glomain had to do it in small doses, as the magic could go awry at any moment, causing harm.
Most of the group was sitting quietly in the library this day. Grund and Drundle were in a corner, as always, discussing what was next for them. The goblin group hid in a dark area, trying not to be seen. Glavlin had made appearances occasionally over the last few days, but only staying for a moment. He spent a good bit of time alone in his quarters. The wizards flitted about, trying to make sure the fortress had not been damaged when the Void collapsed. Darly, who was sitting quietly near the hearth, was observing it all.  
The dwarves had no idea what was going to happen. In leaving their mountain home, they had alienated themselves, and now had no home to go to. The goblins had no home to speak of and they worried about what was to come. Glavlin, however, was the one who worried Darly most. His father found alive, so should he remain king? Koral dying in his arms. A human whom he had grown quite attached, maybe even loved? Then there was the fact the quest had failed.
Mordekai flew into the library, causing all to stare. He was followed by Gillock and Glavlin. Mordekai appeared as if he was looking for something, then turned to Darly. “My dear, would you mind fetching Eric?”
Darly nodded and headed out. She knew exactly where to look.
Eric sat, staring into the distance. The sky was beginning to clear, and a light breeze was blowing. Eric noticed none of it. For the last three days, since Koral was struck down by Brin, he had wandered around on the walls of the school, sitting in one of the niches, not caring about the storm which raged around him. Today, he was in the north-west corner. Malena’s dark, evil fortress was partially visible. Although it was quite a distance away, it was still too close for comfort. Even this Eric paid little heed to. Evan’s River flowed freely, the rain causing it to push the sides of the banks, and far off a passage could be seen in the mountain which had not been there before. After the Void collapsed, the school appeared in the field which Koral had revealed.  
All Eric could do these last few days, was think. It was only weeks ago he had his dream of going down in history. To be the greatest hero of the age. Now, all that seemed ridiculous. Eric learned quickly, if you want to be a hero, you have to be willing to lose things which are most precious to you. Eric had done that, and he realised now, it wasn’t worth the price.
Sensing another presence, Eric turned to see Nak standing off to his side, facing out to the north-west.
“Whyses yous heres stills?” he asked.
Eric was confused.  “What do you mean?”
Nak stared at Eric. “Magics needses toz bez fixes.”
Eric sighed softly. “I know Nak, but I am not sure I can, or even know how, to do that.”
“Goses asks,” came the curt reply, then the goblin moved off.
Eric sighed again. Nak was right. Sitting around and moping wouldn’t bring Koral back. He stood and saw Darly running up to him. “Mordekai wishes to see you in the library,” she said, then turned to head back inside.  
Eric allowed a brief smile to cross his lips. As he was walking with Darly towards the library he wondered if Nak had known.
When they arrived at the library, everyone was seated, waiting for Eric.
”Ah, finally, please sit,”  Mordekai commanded, a hint of anxiousness in his voice. He scanned the faces before him and began. “The failure of the quest has resulted in chaotic magic and could bring about the destruction of our world. I can’t take away the weight your hearts carry, but I can offer a glimmer of hope. The book of magic, which was given to you, Eric, is the key. I have done some reading and I have found you need to take the book to the Cavern of the Heavens.”
An audible gasp from Darly and Glavlin was heard.
“Are you mad?” asked Darly. “The way to that place is no longer known. It is said to exist in the southern area of the Realm of Lungast. Surrounded by a forest so old even the elves have difficulty speaking to it. Not to mention the strange beasts which inhabit the forest. The elves have difficulty communicating with them as well.”
Gillock waved at Darly to sit down. “We’re aware of the dangers, but we do have a map. It’s true the map is old, and the travel is going to be quite dangerous, but it must be done.”
Mordekai cleared his throat. “Eric, we need you to do this. From what I have found in my readings, I believe you are the only one who can complete this task. It states that in order for magic to be fixed the book must be thrown into a blue fire mist which exists in the cavern, followed by a magical fire that will turn it red. You’re the only one who can create such a flame.”
Eric nodded. He wasn’t happy to be going on another quest so soon, especially with the pain of the last one still in his heart. However, Eric also knew there was no other way. Just like he knew now wasn’t the time to be focusing on his own emotional issues. He was a prince and needed to put Melarandra before his own needs. “I understand. When are we to leave, and who is to accompany me?”
Gillock stood. “I will be there, as will Darly, but as for the dwarves and goblins, it is their choice.”
“We be goin, you can be sure ‘o that!” came Grund’s gruff voice. 
A punch on his shoulder indicated he should have discussed it with Drundle. Her light brown eyes squinted with annoyance however, she nodded her approval. The goblins agreed as well, although no one had thought they would decide otherwise.  
“It’s settled,” said Mordekai after a time. “Today you can pack what you think you’ll need, and rest. Tomorrow, when you awaken, your new quest must begin. We haven’t much time and from what I understand from the map it will take you a month or so to reach the cavern.”
Darly gave a small laugh, “With the way danger follows Eric, I think we should plan on it being two months!”
Eric gave her an irate look, which made her laugh harder. Everyone else couldn’t help but smile. The elf girl’s laugh was so musical and warm, it was infectious.
As everyone was discussing what to bring, Mordekai moved over to the goblins, who were standing off to the side, as usual. “It has been brought to my attention that you five are followers of Nelvlick. Is this true?”
Nak looked at his friends, who all nodded.  “Yeses.”
“Then I can assume you have no home to go to?” Mordekai stated more than asked.
All five nodded again.
Mordekai smiled. “When this is all over with, should you want a safe place to live, you’re welcome here. There is a caretaker cottage that’s on the grounds and is secluded from the rest of the school. You all are more than welcome to have it, and change things as you see fit, but I do have a request. I would need you to maintain the grounds and the stables once we start receiving students again. Would this be acceptable to you?”
The goblins faced each other and spoke in their language. Mordekai didn’t let on he was fluent in goblin and let them speak. When they agreed he pretended to be surprised and happy.
“I believe you’ll be needing this,” came Gillock’s voice over Eric’s shoulder. He handed the prince the book of magic. Eric took it from him and tried to hide his emotion. Koral had begun to master the book. He had no idea what to do with it or, when the time came, if he would be able to do what was needed to be done. Gillock saw the doubt cross his face, and watched it fade. It made the old wizard smile. Eric had indeed changed over the last few months.
A sudden commotion erupted out in the courtyard, and it drew everyone away from the planning. The dragons had returned. Everyone arrived almost at the same time and were again in awe of their beauty.
“My apologies for being away, but we needed to see if our old roost was still available to us,” came the deep booming voice of Demosi.
“And it was,” added Maeve, her voice recognizable yet different.  “What does this mean?” asked Eric.
“It means that hopefully some months from now there will be eggs in need of care,” exclaimed Darly.
Eric flushed with embarrassment, turning away from the dragons. Off to the side, he noticed the dwarves and goblins were hiding in the shadows. Maeve, her abilities still intact as a dragon, saw his concern, and turned to them. As she faced them, she could sense panic begin to set in and not wanting to frighten them, changed into her human form. “Please, my friends, come here,” she said, waving them over
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