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Chapter 1 — Up a Creek

––––––––
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Great clouds of mist drifted high into the air, from the nearby waterfall. Standing before the base of the falls were three people, unmoving, not speaking: two men and one girl. After a few moments, Steve sank to the ground and let out a heavy sigh.

“I’m sure she’s alright,” the second man consoled the first. 

Cecil was in his late twenties, had short, neatly combed brown hair, and was impeccably dressed in a long sleeve, albeit dirty, button-down white shirt with black trousers and matching black leather shoes. A banker by trade, he always dressed the part, whether he was behind the counter assisting patrons or relaxing with a book by the fire. This was someone who was more comfortable being inside and certainly didn’t belong outdoors, let alone traipsing around outdoors in nineteenth century Lentari. 

Steve surveyed his own messy clothing as he tried to think. This whole thing had started with a request from the Lentarian king to investigate how several villagers had disappeared. With the discovery of a concealed portal, it seemed the answer was found. Except that his wife, Sarah, had vanished into the portal and Steve had jumped in after her. Finding themselves in the American West, more than a hundred years before their own time, was shocking enough (and a little bit cool). And then he met his own great-great-grandfather. Luther was one of the missing Lentarians whose disappearance was under investigation. Both time and place had become vastly distorted. 

The bad news was that the portal that brought them together was one-way. There was no way back to Lentari unless someone could obtain a special crystal with which to create the two-way portal known in Steve and Sarah’s present-day world. To solve the problem, Sarah teleported Steve to this very waterfall site two days ago. Tracking down a certain dwarf, riding a dragon named Pryllan, exchanging favors for the crystal ... Steve was ready to go back and now he and Sarah were separated. And all Steve knew was that he and a banker from the nineteenth century were waiting here with another of the missing villagers, a teen girl with a love of herbs.

“What do you think happened to her?” Lissa timidly asked.

Steve’s bloodshot eyes swung over to the teenager. He really could use a few hours of sleep but until he knew what had happened to Sarah, he didn’t think he’d be able to.

“I’m not sure. We can’t think about that right now.”

Cecil’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re taking this a lot better than I thought you would.”

“Oh, trust me, I really am not. I’m panicking inside, okay? Seeing how I can’t do anything about that right now, we should instead focus on that which we can.”

“And that is?” Cecil pressed.

“Getting out of here and getting our tails back to Idaho.”

“How?”

“Let’s go talk to Zevern. He’s the present-day wizard in R’Tal. He’s the one who created the portal that caused this whole mess. Maybe he can create another one for us.”

“Zevern? As in Zevern the Magnificent?” Lissa cooed. “I’ve read about him. He’s supposed to be one of the most powerful wizards who ever lived. Are we really going to meet him?”

“I’m going to meet him,” Steve clarified with a scowl. “You’ll get your chance, provided I don’t throttle him first.”

“Throttle him?” The girl looked over at Cecil. “What does that mean?”

“While I don’t know what ‘throttle’ means, I’m sure we can speculate about its definition. You see, this wizard —”

“Enough, Cecil,” Steve cut in. He looked at the young future healer and gave her a fleeting smile. “It means I’ll do my best to prevent myself from knocking out his two front teeth.”

“Oh. You don’t like him?”

“Not one bit.”

“Do you know him?”

Steve shook his head. “Not personally, no.”

“Then how can you say you don’t like someone if you haven’t met them yet?”

“It’s a long story.”

Lissa batted her eyes at him. “Well, it’s a long way to the castle.”

Steve gave a sidelong glance over at Cecil, who was silently doubled over with laughter. He pointed at a nearby tree, and when Lissa turned to look, Steve reached behind the girl and smacked Cecil on the back of the head.

“Uh, sure. Where shall I start?”

“From the beginning, of course.”

Steve swallowed nervously. Where was Pryllan when he needed her? “Mm-hmm. Well, it’s like this...”

* * *
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“What do you mean you’re stuck here?” Kri’Calin demanded the instant they were brought before the Lentarian king in the Great Hall. “Did you not claim your wife was a teleporter?”

“Yes, but —”

“And was she not capable of jumping between worlds?”

“Yes, she can, but —”

“But what? What has happened? And who is this girl?”

Steve hooked an arm through Lissa’s and pulled her up to his side. “This is Lissa. She’s one of the missing villagers from my time.”

“And you found her here? In Lentari? Shouldn’t she have been found in your world?”

“You would think, and I would think, but apparently not.”

“This makes no sense whatsoever. Zevern assured me his plan was foolproof. That portal, he assured me, would drop whoever used it in another world. It wasn’t supposed to drop anyone here in Lentari.”

Steve bit his tongue and tried to keep his voice as neutral as possible. “Why don’t we ask him? I’d love to run a few things by him.”

“Ooooo, I’ve so been looking forward to this!” Lissa squealed excitedly in his ear.

“You’re gonna be sorely disappointed,” Steve whispered back. “History books have a way of only focusing on a person’s strong points. Flaws and weaknesses are seldom recorded for posterity.”

“Flaws?” Kri’Calin repeated, overhearing Steve and Lissa’s hushed conversation. “Weaknesses? With Zevern you’ll find none.”

“Then could you please call Mr. Perfect out here? It’s high time we got him involved with this mess.”

Kri’Calin motioned a young page over. “Inform Zevern his presence is requested in the Great Hall.”

The young boy of ten or eleven bowed. “At once, Your Majesty.”

After the boy scurried off, the king rose from his seat on the throne and approached Steve. He laid a fatherly hand on his shoulder. 

“You fear for your wife. I can see it in your face.”

Steve nodded glumly. “She wouldn’t miss a rendezvous. She knew the only way we could return home was by her jhorun. Something has happened to her and I can only assume it’s bad. I have to get back. That’s why we came to you. I can only hope that your faith in your wizard isn’t as misplaced as I think it is.”

“Do you have a particular aversion to wizards?”

“Lately I do,” Steve admitted. “The wizard from my time is powerful, but he’s a little unorthodox at times. Then there’s this other wizard that gets his kicks out of messing with people. He once put my mind in a dragon’s body and my wife’s in mine.”

The king managed to hide his smile. “You don’t say? That must have been an experience.”

“While it was fun to be a dragon for a little while, I wouldn’t recommend trying it anytime soon.”

Kri’Calin nodded. “Acknowledged.”

Ten minutes later, a loud fanfare of trumpets caused both Steve and the king to jump.

“I really need to speak with Zevern about that,” the king muttered. “His arrival into a room should not be more grandiose than my own.”

Steve turned to see two trumpeters, three serving boys, and a half dozen men ranging in age from early twenties to mid-sixties sweep into the room and flutter about. The two trumpeters raised their horns to their lips and prepared to let out another blast. Thankfully the king was quicker.

“That will be quite enough, thank you.”

The trumpets were lowered and tucked back under the players’ left arms.

“Why don’t I hear anything?” a pompous voice called out. “Where are my trumpets?”

“Zevern, enough.”

The king’s voice was sharp and commanding. The gaggle of assistants parted and Steve got his first look at the resident wizard. 

Zevern was in his early fifties, almost completely bald except for a thin tuft of flaming red hair under each ear, and was as wide as he was tall. The wizard was wearing the most garish orange robes Steve had ever seen, complete with tufted orange slippers that curved up at the toes.

“Why don’t they just carry him in on a litter?” Steve grumbled under his breath, unimpressed.

The king leaned close. “I doubt his assistants could lift him. Besides, I wouldn’t let him.”

Steve snorted.

Zevern waddled up to Kri’Calin’s throne and managed a small bow. His small, beady eyes gave Steve a quick once over and, seeing nothing worth his attention in the tall stranger, turned back to the king.

“You sent for me, Your Majesty? How may I serve you today?”

“Perhaps you can explain something for me, Zevern.”

The wizard gave another deep bow, almost tipping over in the process. “I would be delighted, Your Majesty.”

The king glanced around at the many people standing stiffly at attention and dismissed them all with a wave of his hand. Once the Great Hall was empty, save a few soldiers quietly standing guard nearby, Kri’Calin continued. “The portal you created for me. In Capily. Do you remember it?”

A wide grin split the wizard’s rotund face. “Of course, I do, Your Majesty. It was some of my finest work.”

“Yes, you told me that then. Now, I’m not so sure.”

Zevern’s smile faltered. “Your Majesty, you doubt my work? It sent that soldier off to another world, did it not?”

The king eyed Steve and nodded his head. Steve sent the wizard a scathing stare and stepped up next to him. Zevern didn’t bother acknowledging his presence.

“What world?” Steve asked in the most mocking tone he could come up with. “What time? Do you even know what happened to the people that went through it?”

“Your Majesty, who is this peasant? I would prefer if he waits outside, like the other commoners.”

The king glanced around the room again. There were nearly a dozen soldiers standing guard, spaced evenly all around the perimeter of the Great Hall. “We will continue this in the Antechamber.”

Zevern’s smug smile returned. “An excellent idea, Your Majesty.”

Steve motioned for Cecil and Lissa to follow him into the nearby room. Zevern scowled as he noticed he was being followed.

“Wait outside, peasant.”

“No,” Kri’Calin contradicted. “Those three people will be joining us.”

“Whatever for, Your Majesty?”

“All in due time. Guards, you are dismissed. See to it we are not disturbed.”

Once the door was closed, the king briskly rubbed his hands together and looked over at the cold hearth. He looked up at Steve and inclined his head toward the fireplace. “Would you?”

“Fear not,” Zevern cut in. “I can light it in just a few moments.”

Still glaring at the arrogant wizard, Steve lifted his left arm and released a jet of fire. The fireball slammed into the stacked logs and a few seconds later a blazing fire was crackling merrily away. The look of surprise on Zevern’s face was priceless.

“How did you do that? The Antechamber prevents all but the strongest from using their jhorun in here. Who are you?”

Steve ignited both hands and took a few menacing steps toward the portly wizard. “I’m someone who doesn’t like you very much.”

Cecil and Lissa put a hand on each of Steve’s shoulders and pulled him away from Zevern, who had started trembling. The king looked at the burning logs in the fireplace and nodded. “Well, that answers that. I do hope you’ll forgive me for testing you, Steve.”

Steve shrugged. “It’s not the first time I’ve done that in here.”

The king took a seat behind his desk and indicated the others should sit, too.

“You know this man?” Zevern sputtered, as he sank down on the chair closest to the king. He turned and pretended to notice Cecil and Lissa for the first time. “Who are these two? What are they doing here?”

“They’re with me,” Steve coldly informed him. “Eyes over here, sport. You’re dealing with me now.”

Zevern nervously cleared his throat. After a few moments, his courage returned and his nose lifted. His mouth opened, ready to spew an angry retort, but he was cut off before he could get a single word out.

“My name is Steve. That’s Cecil over there and the girl is Lissa. Lissa, like me, is not from this time. Our time is more than a hundred twenty years from now. She, and several other villagers, fell through your damn portal and were transported here. My own wife fell through and I went in after her. With me so far?”

“What are you talking about, ‘my portal’? That’s absurd. I haven’t created any public portals.”

“The king asked you to create a portal so that a soldier by the name of Luther could travel to another world and link it to here. It was all in the name of a prophecy the king had learned about.” Steve turned to look at the king. “Am I right?”

Kri’Calin nodded. “You are correct.”

“If you’re referring to my one-of-a-kind interdimensional portal,” Zevern haughtily told him, “then you’re too late. That portal no longer exists. Portals of that magnitude require great skill and power to be called into being. I won’t bore you with the specifics, dear boy, but believe me when I say that it is impossible for anyone else to use that particular portal.”

Anger flared. The flames on Steve’s hands, already burning hotter than normal, snaked up his arms and engulfed his chest. 

“Listen to me carefully, pal. That portal is still active in my time. People have been falling through it for years. It’s northeast of Capily, just inside the forest, within sight of the ocean. The anomaly, as the people from my time call it, is floating several inches off the ground and is lying horizontally. It’s three, maybe four feet in diameter. Is any of this ringing a bell?”

Zevern’s eyes had widened. His shocked eyes found the king’s. Searching for sympathy, and not finding a single bit, the wizard turned back to Steve. “I, er, that’s...”

“I’m not done. Not only is your portal responsible for the disappearance of Lentari’s own villagers, it also takes them back through time. What’s worse, the time isn’t consistent. The amount of time between my wife falling through the portal and when I followed her through had to be no more than thirty seconds, yet she arrived a full six months before I did. Did you catch that? My wife had to live in my home world for six months before I arrived. I should also tell you that in my world, over a hundred years ago, it was a very dangerous place to live. It still is.”

Zevern’s mouth kept opening and closing, all without him uttering a single syllable. Steve still wasn’t finished.

“That soldier? The one you so carelessly sent through without knowing what was on the other side? That’s my great-great-grandfather. He’s been there now for over three years.”

Zevern’s face drained of color. “You are a descendant of Luther’s?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Then it worked!”

“Just a second there, pal. It hasn’t worked yet. Something happened to Luther’s athe crystal. The portal is powerless. Cecil and I came here to get another.”

Zevern suddenly smiled. He took a breath and opened his mouth.

“Before you say it’s impossible,” Steve interrupted, “and ask me how we got here if Luther’s portal isn’t working, I’ll add that my wife is a teleporter. She can jump between worlds. And no, don’t tell me it’s impossible. It clearly isn’t. She brought Cecil and me over here to get Luther another athe crystal so his mission can be completed and I’ll be able to use the portal in the future. Until that happens, then my own future is in jeopardy.”

“Your wife ... she’s a teleporter who can teleport between your world and Lentari? That’s how you arrived here?”

Steve nodded. “Yes.”

“And she will return you to your world?”

“I wish she could, but she hasn’t. We were supposed to meet up with her last night, only she never showed. Something has happened to her.”

Zevern nervously cleared his throat. “That’s, ahh, a fine predicament, if you ask me.”

Steve crossed his arms over his chest. “I wasn’t.”

“What would you have me do?”

“You created the portal that caused this whole mess. You can create another one, only this time do it right. Get us back to my world. As long as you’re at it, you can start working on creating a portal which will return us to our own time. Did you get all that? Perhaps you ought to write it down.”

Zevern looked helplessly at the king.

“He’s not like anything I had pictured,” Steve heard Lissa whisper to Cecil.

“They never are,” Cecil whispered back.

The king rose from his throne. “Well, Zevern? You heard him. We have to return him to his home. Create another portal. A stable one this time.”

Zevern’s round face fell as he stared at the floor. He mumbled something but it was so soft no one heard him.

“Speak up,” the king commanded. 

“I can’t,” Zevern whispered. Beads of sweat were trickling down his pudgy face. “I didn’t have any idea how to create a portal which would link to another world, so I, er, I ... I guessed.”

The king’s face darkened with rage. “You guessed? Are you jesting? You sent one of our men through a portal that you haphazardly created? This pleases me not, wizard.”

“Didn’t you take notes?” Steve asked, frowning. “Can’t you recreate what you did the first time?”

Zevern sadly shook his head. “No, I cannot. Nothing I tried worked. I grew desperate. I used every potion at my disposal. I even tried brewing a few new ones. When it became apparent that I could not alter the portal’s destination from Lentari then...”

“Then what?” the king snapped, after Zevern trailed off.

“Then I tried casting some spells.”

“Which ones?” Kri’Calin asked. He slid a bottle of ink over to the wizard and then offered him a quill. “Write them down.”

Zevern shied away from the ink bottle as though it was poisonous. Steve shook his head and scowled at the wizard.

“You’re either unable or unwilling to write down which spells you used. I’m guessing it’s the former, isn’t it?”

When Zevern didn’t respond, the king groaned aloud. “You can’t remember which spells you’ve cast? I’ve known you to be quirky, Zevern, but never inept. Wizards be damned! I’ve boasted about you to the king of Ylani, you imbecile.”

Zevern sat up straight in his chair. “I am no imbecile, Your Majesty. It shames me to think this is what you believe.”

“Prove me wrong. Return these three home.”

Zevern sadly shook his head. “I can do many things, Your Majesty. However, it became quite clear to me that I am no gatekeeper. That was Luther’s job. It shames me to say this, but I used everything at my disposal to link a portal to another world. While I agree it wasn’t very professional, I feel obligated to point out that I did succeed.”

“Aye, you did,” the king agreed. Then he frowned. “But not well. When this is all over, you and I are going to sit down and have a private discussion. And before you ask, no, you will not enjoy it.”

Zevern’s face fell.

“What do we do now?” Cecil asked. “It certainly doesn’t sound like we will be able to return home after all.”

Steve cast a final scowl in Zevern’s direction before he turned back to Cecil. “Sarah and I haven’t come this far to fail now. There’s a way, we have to find it. I say we hold a brainstorming session. Let’s hear some ideas, no matter how preposterous you think they might sound. Agreed?”

Kri’Calin nodded. “Agreed.”

Cecil and Lissa both nodded. Zevern remained motionless. The only thing missing, Steve wryly noted, was the chirp of a cricket. He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the king’s desk, eliciting a frown from the king.

“Okay, so creating another portal is out. What about teleporting? Sarah can do it. Maybe there’s someone else who can?”

“There are five known teleporters in the kingdom,” the king informed him. “All five can barely teleport themselves from one village to another without completely exhausting them.”

“What about using a jorii?” Steve asked.

“What’s a jorii?” Cecil wanted to know.

Steve curled his index finger against his thumb and held it up so Cecil could see. “It’s a smoke-colored marble, about this big. It’ll take a person’s jhorun and amplify it to incredibly high levels. It should have the power to make a weak teleporter much stronger. Come to think of it, I should have mentioned that Luther has requested another jorii as well. I told him we’d pass along his request.”

Cecil nodded enthusiastically. “I don’t care what kind of marble it is. If it’ll get us home then I’m all for it. Can you give us several of those marbles?”

Kri’Calin frowned. “I gave our last one to Luther.”

It was Steve’s turn to groan aloud. “You’re out of joriis? Can’t you get some more? Where do you get them, anyway?”

The king kept his face neutral as he stared at the fire thrower. “Do you mean to tell me that the king from your time has never told you where the joriis come from?”

Steve stared suspiciously at Kri’Calin. “No. I’ll bite. Where do you get them?”

“You are apparently trusted by the royal family in your time.”

Steve nodded eagerly. “You could say that.”

“And they could clearly keep a secret.”

Steve shrugged. “They obviously did.”

“Good. Then so can I.”

“What? Excuse me? You can’t just tease me like that and then not tell me.”

“I can and I just did.”

“Fine. You’re out of joriis. So that won’t work. Who else has a suggestion? Lissa, got any ideas?”

The teenager shook her head, sending her brown tresses flying about. “About how to get back home? No, I’m sorry. Besides, I don’t want to go to your world.”

“You can’t stay here,” Steve told the stubborn girl. “This isn’t your time. You want to get home? You’re going to have to go to ours first so we can figure out how to jump back, er, forward to our correct time. If you stay here, that isn’t going to happen.”

Cecil hesitantly raised a hand into the air. Steve noticed it first.

“Dude, I told you we’re not in school. You don’t have to keep doing that. What’s on your mind?” 

Cecil pointed at the leather satchel still strapped securely in place across Steve’s chest. “That’s the crystal Luther needs, correct?”

Everyone seated around the desk turned to look down at the leather bag Steve was carrying. “That’s right. Why do you ask?”

“If Luther gets that, could he not get the portal working by himself?”

Steve sighed. “That’s what we’re trying to figure out, Cecil. We need to get this in Luther’s hands; however, as you can see, we have no idea how.”

“We know there isn’t a way to create a portal big enough for us to return home, correct? What about a little one? Could there be a way to get only that bag to him?”

The king opened his mouth to give the foreigner a negative answer, when he hesitated. He looked at Steve, who had also paused in mid-sentence. Together they turned to look at Zevern. The wizard had returned his gaze to the marble floor inside the Antechamber and kept it there.

“Is that possible?” Kri’Calin asked. 

Zevern mumbled something, but again it was so soft that no one heard him.

“I grow tired of this, wizard,” the king grumbled. “If you have anything to say, then please do so at a volume the rest of us can hear. It strikes me as odd that you’ve suddenly become so soft-spoken when you enjoy that damnable trumpeting as much as you do.”

“I am not familiar with any method to get that crystal to another world,” Zevern finally admitted. “I may have, uh, over exaggerated my talents a little when it comes to traveling between worlds.”

“Be that as it may,” Steve said in a loud voice, “I do like Cecil’s suggestion.”

Cecil beamed. “You do?”

“Yes. You’re right. You suggested a very plausible scenario. If we can get the crystal to Luther, he should be able to activate his portal and link it to the castle’s, thereby completing his mission. He personally won’t be able to use it but at least we can.”

“Why won’t he be able to use it?” the king inquired.

“It was something I learned a long time ago,” Steve explained. “It was part of the prophecy. To make certain Luther was properly motivated, the portal was specifically programmed to not allow Luther home. Now, I don’t know if he’ll be able to activate it from his end, but we should at least be able to use it to return home.”

Lissa suddenly fidgeted in her chair and tapped Steve on his arm, drawing his attention.

“What is it, Lissa? Do you have something to add?”

The girl nodded. She gave the king a shy smile before turning back to Steve. “Could we use a dennai?”

Steve blinked a few times. “Could we use a what? A deny? What’s that?”

The king nodded thoughtfully as he sat back in his chair. “A dennai is a small portal used to transfer emergency communiqués between villages in times of crisis. They are for militia use only. Exactly how do you know about that, young lady?”

Lissa’s cheeks flushed bright red. “I dated a boy whose brother is a soldier. He told me about them.”

Steve looked over at the king. “A small portal? I didn’t know those existed.”

“How does a small portal help us?” Cecil wanted to know.

Growing more animated, Lissa began gesturing with her hands as she spoke. “A dennai uses much less power than a full-size portal. It would be far easier to change the destination on something no bigger than this,” Lissa held up her hands and touched her fingertips together to form a circle. 

Steve ran his fingers along the leather pouch he was wearing and felt the shape of the portal power crystal concealed within. Yes, it was small enough to fit through an opening that tiny. However, that didn’t resolve the original problem.

“How would we change the dennai’s destination?” Steve asked. “Wouldn’t we run into the same problem? There’s no way to link it to another world.”

“A gatekeeper could do it,” the teenager insisted.

“If we had a gatekeeper, we could just use them to modify an existing portal and presto: problem solved. We wouldn’t need this dennai thingamajig. However, we don’t, so that puts us back in the same boat as we were before.”

“Are there any other gatekeepers?” Cecil asked, as he turned to the king.

“A gatekeeper has some of the rarest jhorun ever recorded,” the king acknowledged. “We have only known about a select few of them. Luther was the only one I have ever met.”

Steve’s face lit up and he whooped aloud. He turned to Lissa and gave her a hug. “That’s it! Lissa, you’re a genius!”

“I am?”

Steve turned to Kri’Calin. “We have to find Luther’s family. He told me a few days ago that his jhorun was exceedingly rare, but it ran in his family. If we can find a family member, they might have the same jhorun and could be strong enough to tweak a teeny tiny portal to drop this crystal on my world.”

The king had kept his expression blank as he listened to Steve’s suggestion. “That is a good idea,” Kri’Calin admitted.

Steve frowned. “Then why aren’t you smiling?”

“Because Luther doesn’t have any family. That’s why he volunteered for the mission.”

“No family? None at all?”

The king motioned for one of the guards. “Send for Captain Sauer.”

The guard nodded and left the room.

“The captain knows every detail about the men serving under him. If Luther has any living relatives, he would know of it.”

Five minutes later, the door to the Antechamber opened to admit the captain of the guards. Sauer moved with the assurance of someone confident in his abilities and comfortable with his place in life. His uniform was spotless, his boots polished, and his medals lined up in two neat rows on the upper left portion of his chest. He came to a stop before the king and bowed.

“You sent for me, Your Majesty?” Sauer finally glanced at the people sitting before the king’s desk, noticed Steve staring back at him, and raised an eyebrow. “Shouldn’t you be back in your own world by now?”

Steve shook his head. “Don’t get me started, man.”

The king coughed. “Captain, we need some information about Luther.”

“What can I tell you, Your Majesty?”

“Luther’s family. Does he have any living members left?”

Captain Sauer thought a moment. “His parents died before his fifth birthday. He was raised by his paternal uncle.”

“Does the uncle live nearby?” Steve hopefully asked. “We need his help.”

“Luther’s uncle passed away three years ago.”

“Does he have any cousins? Aunts? Grandparents?”

“No cousins, no aunts,” Sauer answered, shaking his head. “No grandparents.”

“No one at all?”

Captain Sauer shrugged. “That’s why he volunteered for this mission. He had no other ties in Lentari to keep him here.”

“So, he truly has no family,” Cecil remarked. He ran a hand through his short hair. “I thought he was just trying to distance himself from them, like there had been some type of disagreement or something.”

“Now you know,” Sauer told him. He looked at the others. “Why do you want to know, if I may ask?”

“We were hoping he’d have a family member or two who might be willing to help us out. Sounds like my idea is a bust.”

The captain nodded. “Indeed, unless you’re adept at tracking down missing people.”

The room fell silent. 

“There is someone else?” the king asked, genuinely curious. “Who?”

“Luther’s sister. She disappeared at the beginning of the year, never to be heard from again.”

Steve let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “That’s just great. Let me guess. She fell through that damn portal, didn’t she? Did she live in Capily?”

“The portal hadn’t been created then,” Zevern reminded everyone. “If the girl is missing, then it wasn’t due to my portal.”

“This time, anyway,” Steve muttered as he shot another dark look at the wizard. Zevern promptly fell silent and returned his gaze to the marbled floor.

“It was the loss of his sister,” Sauer explained, “that prompted him to reconsider the mission to another world. You see, I was about to promote him to lieutenant, but after his sister disappeared, he became despondent and unmotivated. Then one day he approached me and asked if anyone had volunteered for the mission to the other world. I said there hadn’t. He volunteered. It was the first time in months that I saw him regain the spark of life that I had seen and admired in him so many times before.”

“How long did he search?” Lissa’s soft voice asked. “How long did he look for his sister?”

“I gave him an extended leave of absence,” the captain explained. “He spent every waking second of those two months looking for some signs of her whereabouts. I had to dispatch several troops to bring him back.”

Kri’Calin pulled several stacks of papers from one of the desk drawers. He started flipping through them. “When was this?” he demanded. “Which village did she live in?”

“Avin. This would have been early spring.”

The king started skimming through the constable reports for the designated time.

“Here we are. Let’s see. Avin’s constable reported the disappearance of a young woman by the name of Mina. Nineteen years old, unmarried, and working as a bookbinder for the local scribe. No prior criminal history. Her employer said she didn’t show for work one day. According to the employer, Mina had never missed a day. An investigation was launched but unable to turn up any evidence of foul play. Surviving family member is listed as Luther, currently enlisted in the king’s army.”

“Is there any mention about Luther searching for his sister for two months?” Steve asked. “Was he able to turn anything up?”

The king skimmed through another two pages before looking up. “No.”

“You’re suggesting we try and find a girl that’s been missing for nearly six months now?” Cecil asked, incredulous. “That’s our only option?”

“It’s a long shot,” Steve admitted, “but what choice do we have? The longer we stall here, the longer it’s going to take to get home. Unless Zevern can create another portal, which by his own admission he can’t, then this is our best option.”

Kri’Calin motioned another guard over. He whispered something to the guard before returning his attention to the situation at hand. A door opened and closed somewhere behind them.

Steve hooked a thumb behind him. “Where’s he off to?”

Almost immediately the guard returned and handed the king something concealed in a canvas drawstring bag. The guard bowed and returned to his station. The king held the bag out to Steve.

“What’s this?”

“A dennai. I thought it prudent to give you one should your search be successful.”

“How do I work it?”

“There’s no point in answering,” Captain Sauer told him. “This will eventually be linked to another world so there’s no point in trying to explain its present function. The gatekeeper will know what to do.”

Steve untied the bag’s drawstring and peered inside. What he saw resembled a small pewter version of Sarah’s handheld mirror. It had a three-inch handle with a slightly squashed spherical surface that was four inches long at its widest point. Steve pulled the small mirror out of the bag and looked at his reflection.

“Let me get this straight. I get to carry this, which looks like it belongs in a purse, while looking for yet another girl?”

Grinning, Kri’Calin held up another crystal portal key. “And we wish you the best of luck.”
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“Do you really think this will work?” Cecil asked, as they trudged through the forest. “Do you think Luther’s sister will be able to make that mirror transport the crystal you’re carrying all the way to Luther in our world?”

“The question you should be asking,” Steve promptly answered, “is, ‘do you really think we’ll find her?’ followed by, ‘do you think the sister will have the same jhorun as Luther?’. I don’t know, Cecil. We can only hope.”

“Avin looks so different!”

Steve and Cecil turned to look back at Lissa, who was lagging behind as they passed dark streets lined with small quiet thatched cottages. Steve shrugged.

“Of course, it’s different. Look at the style of the houses. I see simple construction with no more than two windows. The roof of that one looks as though it will collapse at any moment. I felt the same thing when I was walking through my city earlier, Lissa. The buildings were all small wooden structures that looked like they’d collapse if the slightest breeze were to blow on them. Many of them appeared to be held together by spit and glue.”

Lissa made a face. “That’s disgusting.”

“It’s a saying. Clearly the people who built those houses were not too worried about building to code.”

“To code?” Cecil repeated. “I do not understand.”

“Let’s just say we weren’t too worried about safety concerns back then.”

“Ah.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to head back to the castle?” Steve asked the girl again. “Things could get dangerous out here. I don’t want you to get hurt. Either of you.”

“What about you?” Lissa countered. “What happens if you get hurt? You’ll need me. I’m a healer. Well, I hope to be. One day. Besides, I don’t want to stay there. I don’t know anyone. You, on the other hand, I know.”

“You do? Have we met before?”

“Only by reputation. That’s why I think I’d be safer with you.”

“You must be very well known in the Lentari of your time,” Cecil softly murmured.

Steve nodded. “It’s only because of the prophecy. Trust me. It’s not as fun as it sounds, Lissa.”

“Why not?” the girl inquired. She turned to look back at the eerily quiet village that was slowly being swallowed up by the surrounding trees.

“Everywhere I go people stop me to say hello, or to ask an opinion about something or other. Don’t get me wrong, I think it’s really nice that the people are so friendly, but I do miss being able to walk outside without getting mobbed. Sometimes I miss my anonymity.” Steve offered Lissa a friendly smile. “How are you holding up?”

“It’s just a shock,” the teenager confided. “I never thought I’d walk through Avin at a time before my grandfather was born.”

“Oh, yeah? Imagine meeting your great-great-grandfather in person and having a conversation with him.”

Lissa giggled. “That must’ve been strange, meeting one’s own ancestor. What was he like?”

“He’s nice. I think I’m a little more outgoing than he is.”

“He has more hair than Steve,” Cecil added with a chuckle.

Steve frowned at Cecil. “I keep it this short on purpose. And it’s not because my hair is thinning or falling out. It’s my own personal preference.”

“Then why style it so short?” Cecil asked. “Even the militia at Fort Sherman has longer hair than yours.”

“Perhaps it is stylish on his world in his time?” Lissa suggested, rallying to Steve’s defense.

Steve smiled at her. “Yes. Exactly. Besides, if I let my hair grow out it becomes curly. I don’t like curly hair.”

Lissa’s hands automatically moved up to run her fingers through her own long curly locks. “You don’t?”

Steve cleared his throat. “That’s not what I mean. My wife has long curly hair, and I love it. I love everything about her. She, uh...”

Lissa flashed him a smile and then wandered off so she could give the plant life further scrutiny.

“I think she likes you,” Cecil whispered to him, coming up to walk by his side. 

Steve grunted, but didn’t say anything. A few minutes later, after walking together in total silence, Cecil cleared his throat. “Avin’s constable sure didn’t have any additional information for us about Mina’s disappearance, did he?”

Steve shook his head. “His report was almost identical to the king’s. The constable did say that since there was a living relative, namely Luther, then the house would be left alone.”

“What does that tell us?” Cecil asked.

“It tells us that there shouldn’t be anyone living in it. We can poke around without bothering anyone. We’ll just have to be careful. They live nearly thirty minutes away from town. Chances are there won’t be any neighbors nearby, so if a squatter were to break in then they’d have complete privacy to do whatever they wanted.”

“Ah. A very good point. I wonder why his family chose to live so far away from town.”

“Who knows? Perhaps they liked their privacy? It’s hard to say.”

“A thirty-minute walk from town is too far, if you ask me. What would happen if AnnaBelle fell ill? What if someone broke into our house? No, there will be no country living for us, thank you very much. Civilized people should live amongst civilized people, that’s my motto.”

An hour later found them all staring at three sets of footprints that were clearly visible in the soft dirt. Steve groaned. “Whose idea was it to put me in charge of navigation?”

Cecil gave a feeble attempt at a chuckle. “I thought you were joking about your sense of direction.”

“Does anyone know which way is south?” Steve asked his two companions. “Perhaps we were angling too far to the west.”

The three of them stood up and resumed walking. Lissa looked up to gauge the position of the sun. Then she twisted to her right and pointed back the way they had come. “North is that way.”

“Good,” Steve nodded, pleased. “We are heading in the right direction.”

Cecil pulled Steve to a stop. “Those were our footprints. We’re going in circles. We should go back to Avin and try again.”

Steve stared at the evergreens completely surrounding them and then up at the distant treetops. He couldn’t tell where the sun was, so how could the girl?

“Do you think you could find your way back to Avin?” Steve asked her.

“I’m not going back there just because you think it’s too dangerous out here,” Lissa promptly informed him. “I’m staying right here.”

“I wasn’t suggesting you leave. I was going to suggest that you lead the way back to the village and we can try again, this time with someone else calling the shots.”

“Calling the shots?”

“Sorry. I’m suggesting we return to Avin and then let someone else try to find Luther’s house besides me.”

“Oh.” Lissa’s face brightened. “That sounds good to me. Come on, it should be this way.”

She pushed her way past several saplings and headed north. Steve and Cecil were right on her heels. For a quarter of an hour, the two men followed the sprightly girl through the forest, navigating through thick clumps of bushes, listening to descriptions of various plants, and which treatments she’d successfully administered back in Capily. She talked about poultices made from the herb garden she tended behind her father’s house. She regaled them about her many adventures exploring the woods while searching for more herbs for her growing pharmacopeia. 

One of the village bakers had inadvertently caught a finger in a millstone and had broken it in several places. Not only had Lissa correctly set the fractured bones back into place, but the poultice she had wrapped around the baker’s injured hand took the pain away and accelerated the healing process.

“He broke his finger almost three weeks ago,” she happily informed them, “and has already started getting some feeling back into it. In a few more weeks, maybe a month or two, he should have full use of his hand.”

“You’d give one of our doctors a run for his money,” Steve murmured under his breath. 

“Simply remarkable,” Cecil exclaimed. “You did this all with herbal medicines?”

“What else would I use?” Lissa quizzically asked him.

Cecil and Steve shared a look. “Ah. Your point is taken, miss. You’re going to make a fine healer some day.”

Lissa beamed her pleasure at him. 

“What do you mean going to?” Steve asked. “She’s already there, as far as I’m concerned.”

Lissa threw her arms around him, hugging him tightly. Suddenly, it looked and felt as though a large cloud passed over them, but a quick check skyward revealed the sky was clear. The forest went eerily quiet. No noise, no rustling insects, not a breath of wind. Steve noticed they were standing before a section of the woods that he was absolutely certain they hadn’t passed before. The trees had darkened, almost as if scorched by dragon fire. They stood so close together that only scattered sunbeams made it through the canopy. The three companions nervously looked at each other.

“I don’t like the look of this,” Steve said to no one in particular. “I do believe we made another wrong turn somewhere.”

“I’ll second that,” Cecil added.

“I’m certain Avin is not too far from the other side,” Lissa told them, pointing at the dark woods. “Hopefully it isn’t too bad. I might find some rare herbs in there.”

“If you do, then you’ll have to leave them be,” Steve informed her, with a frown.

Lissa’s young face showed her disapproval. “Why?”

“You don’t want to do anything that could interfere with the future. What if you find a rare plant and you harvest it, not knowing that perhaps it was the last of its kind?”

“That’s all the more reason to harvest it,” Lissa answered. “We would need to preserve it.”

“What if by preserving it you prevent the plant from being pollinated? What if it was going to spread its seeds and was due to repopulate itself, only now it can’t? We must think of the repercussions.”

Lissa’s confident smile faded. “That makes sense. Very well. I won’t harvest anything.”

“Good. Now, everyone stick close. I don’t trust this area.”

Steve stepped up to the edge of the black trees and ignited both hands. He signaled the others to keep quiet and to follow his lead, only to have Lissa promptly push by him to resume walking out in front.

“What are you doing?” Steve hissed. “Get back here!”

“If we follow you, we’ll get lost again,” Lissa told him as she picked her way around several fallen trees.

“Like you’re doing any better,” Steve grumbled as he moved to follow the girl.

Lissa had just pushed her way past some dense moss-covered shrubs and disappeared from sight when they heard her let out a yelp of surprise.

“Lissa!” Steve called out. He eyed the surrounding vegetation and let both hands snuff out. Darkness threatened to envelope them. He nudged Cecil. “We need to move. Hurry!”

“Why did you extinguish your hands?”

Steve shoved Cecil through the brush. “Because I don’t want to accidentally light anything on fire. Now quit talking and hurry up!”

“Hang on, Lissa!” Cecil shouted, as he tried to protect his face from the brambles. “We’re coming!”

There was no answer. Mimicking Lissa, Cecil covered his face and barreled through the thick foliage, with Steve right on his heels. 

Prickly thorns and briars scratched at their clothes and skin as they forged a path through the thick shrubs, anxious to see what had befallen Lissa. Steve heard Cecil give an alarmed shout and then fall silent. Cursing, Steve practically leapt forward and prepared to ignite his hands, expecting the worst.

The ground disappeared. He flailed his arms as he plunged straight down into a dark hole. A detached part of his brain wondered if a spell had conjured the pit. He gasped with alarm, then something collided with his head and the world winked out.

* * *
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He didn’t know how long he had been unconscious. He was dizzy, nauseated, and had a monster of a headache. He couldn’t see a thing. Was it pitch black? Was he wearing some kind of blindfold? He tried to rise to his knees but cracked the top of his head on something directly above him. He began swaying harder.

The pain from the blow helped clear his head. He waited a few moments then tried again. He opened his eyes. 

Nothing.

Then, however, he felt the pressure of something covering his eyes. So, he was blindfolded after all. He tried to remove the blindfold but discovered his wrists were bound tightly behind his back. His knees were hurting, pinned beneath him, like he was sitting on them. He shifted his weight to his right hip to slide his legs out from under him.

His legs were bound, too. 

I am not going through this again, Steve thought crossly, remembering, years ago, when he had been taken prisoner by a band of thugs. He focused on his blindfold and ordered his jhorun to burn it off his head. After a few seconds he could smell something foul. He jerked his head to the right and felt the blindfold fall away. He slowly opened his eyes and took stock of his surroundings.

He was in an underground cavern. Jagged stalactites hung across the slightly domed ceiling. The red glow of a fire shone to his right. He was suspended six or seven feet from the ground in a small, square cage. No wonder he felt dizzy. 

Steve turned to his right and saw another hanging cage. Cecil. His friend wasn’t moving.

What about Lissa?

Steve craned his neck and checked the area. There were no more cages on his left, but on his right, he could see a long line of the hanging pens on a direct path toward the red glow of the fire. From his vantage point he couldn’t tell if anyone, other than Cecil, was in the other cages.

Steve flexed his arms and felt the leather cord dig into his wrists. A quick blast of fire incinerated his bonds. His hands were free! He reached behind his back to reach the ropes around his ankles. Moments later he was completely free—except for the fact he was still in a cage.

Steve squinted at the bars of his cell. They were dull white and covered with gouges, as though someone had attacked them with a chisel. He frowned. The bars weren’t metal. The cages were made of bones. How gross! What was holding them together? Steve leaned forward for a closer look. Thick cord held the bones together, perhaps the tendons of whoever contributed the bones. Steve shuddered, realizing the cage stank of rotten meat and feces.

He pulled his shirt up over his nose and got to work, burning through the tendons. As strong as the cords were, they were no match for jets of fire. Thirty seconds later Steve had burned through the tendons holding one of his cage’s walls together. The bone wall toppled forward, and he lurched forward and caught the grisly cell wall before it could crash to the floor. 

Steve gingerly pulled himself out of his cage and dropped quietly to the ground. He set the bone wall down and carefully picked his way over to Cecil’s cage.

“Cecil! Hey man, are you okay?”

There was a groan as the cell shook with Cecil’s movements.

“Come on, man, wake up. It’s time to leave.”

Cecil groaned several more times but didn’t awaken. Steve reached up and grabbed the cell with both hands, giving it a stern shake. 

“Wake the hell up, dude. We gotta get out of here.”

Cecil opened his eyes. “What happened?”

“We fell into some trap. We’re getting out






























































































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





