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UNEXPECTED GUEST
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Northern Idaho was in the midst of a sweltering summer. Even though it wasn’t supposed to hit temps higher than the mid-80s, much of the Idaho panhandle was seeing the thermometer climb well above ninety. At that temperature, no one really wanted to do much of anything, let alone cook. That included one couple, with a husband who had recently turned fifty, and his lovely wife, a woman in her mid-forties. The man stood six feet tall, had graying brown hair, and typically wore t-shirts, shorts, and sneakers due to his constant complaint of being warm. Walking into their favorite restaurant, a reasonable facsimile of a 1950s diner, the husband and wife were seated at a booth near the bar, and in silence, perused the menu. A commotion caused both of them to look up. There was a disturbance at the door.

“How many in your party?” he heard the hostess politely ask.

“Twelve.”

The husband groaned. He could only hope that particular party was seated well away from them. Especially since the group had several youngsters under the age of three. Not that he had a problem with kids. Quite the opposite. His issues stemmed from the parents, who always seemed to go into ignore mode when the kids started misbehaving. 

Breathing a sigh of relief, Steve Miller watched as the teenage hostess led the large family away, in the opposite direction.

“We dodged a bullet there,” Sarah observed. 

“True story.”

Living in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, for the past ten years, Steve didn’t think he could be happier. They lived in a custom Tudor-style mansion just outside of town, on nearly two hundred fifty acres. The icing on the cake was the simple fact their property bordered BLM land, which meant he was never going to have to worry about someone developing the neighboring land and building a house or two.

And speaking of houses, their mansion? It was three stories of absolute perfection. Everything the two of them could’ve wanted was incorporated into their manor, with a few minor modifications added throughout the years. His ancestor, Luther Miller, had done an admirable job constructing the house, incorporating plenty of bathrooms, excess spare bedrooms, and his-and-her offices. Plus, the entire third story was nothing but one big primary suite, with a sitting room, observatory, terrace, and even a library.

Also, on the top floor of the house was a set of doors like none other. Leading into the suite itself, the frames were ten feet high and covered with symbols and runes. The massive double doors, when closed, depicted a single masterful carving: a countryside with seas on the east and western coasts, forests to the north and south, and mountain ranges to the north and southeast. In the top right corner, an exquisitely carved castle was seen, with multiple turrets, windows, and even a tiny drawbridge. And finally, if one looked close enough, a keyhole could be observed, masquerading as one of the castle’s many windows. What did this keyhole unlock?

A doorway to another world.

That portal, Steve knew, would activate a one-way ticket to the magical Kingdom of Lentari. Creatures that only lived in fairy tales thrived there, such as malwerns, nixies, and dragons. What was the portal doing on the top floor of a house in Northern Idaho? That was easy. The mansion and the portal were built to facilitate the linking of his world to theirs. After all, it was how the two of them first stumbled their way into Lentari. To say that it had been quite an ordeal to return home would be the understatement of the century, but, thanks to Sarah’s jhorun, or special power, they wouldn’t have to worry about being stranded ever again.

Munching on a chip as they enjoyed their quiet time together, Steve’s thoughts returned to their jhoruns. The magical abilities they acquired in Lentari also worked here, in Idaho; no one else could claim the same. Tristan, a former Lentarian soldier, and husband to Annie, Sarah’s sister, couldn’t use his abilities to temporarily summon a small dagger. At least, not unless he returned to Lentari. Sarah, on the other hand, could use her teleportation skills and jump them to any place she’d already been. Across the country. Around the planet. For that matter, from their world to Lentari. Sarah had done it.

For the umpteenth time, Steve wished he had a power like hers. Then again, his wasn’t too shabby, either. He had a fire elemental; the strongest one anyone had ever seen. Able to deflect the fiery breath from a dragon, or stop a rampaging fire in its tracks, Steve had complete control over everything pertaining to heat and flames. Lighting barbecues, snuffing out house fires, blasting out jets of flame to incinerate a horde of huge bugs, or even to fly around like Iron Man; Steve had done it all. 

He chuckled. Iron Man. He would only try that maneuver under the direst of circumstances, and even then, it scared the bejeezus out of him. He could handle the takeoffs, sure, but the landings were what worried him. He had yet to land on his feet, choosing instead, to punch his way through walls, drop through floors, or simply carry off whatever was within grabbing distance. That was the problem with his jhorun. For some inexplicable reason, it always decided to shut off too soon. He had yet to figure out why.

Iron Man needed more practice, thank you very much.

“What are you smiling about?” Sarah asked.

Steve shook his head. “Iron Man.”

“You were so close last time,” his wife told him, placing a patronizing hand on his, on the table. “I really thought for sure you were going to stick the landing.”

“Too much momentum,” Steve recalled, sighing. “Ended up ripping that poor tree I latched onto right out of the ground, roots and all. That took some explaining to the gardeners.”

The waitress stopped by their table and grabbed his empty soda glass for a refill. She paused long enough to give him a querulous look.

“It’s a new video game we’re playing,” Sarah explained. “Don’t mind us.”

Once the waitress had returned Steve’s glass, and he had taken a healthy swig, he turned to Sarah and, taking a deep breath, decided to bring up that which had been bugging him for several months.

“Emerion.”

Sarah looked up, a chip en route to her mouth. She quickly checked the nearby tables for any eavesdroppers.

“You’re bringing him up? Here?”

“No one knows who he is,” Steve told her. “I think it’s safe.”

“What about him?” Sarah wanted to know. Steve knew she was very protective over their young charge since she rescued him several years ago and brought him back to Idaho to raise. “Has he done something?”

“He’s essentially full-grown. I think it might be time to see about returning him to ... to ... his home. He deserves to be with others of his kind, you know. He needs to know what it feels like to be a, uh, one of them.”

Sarah’s face fell. “I know. It’s just that ... well, it’ll be sad to see him go.”

“It’s not like we won’t visit him,” Steve said.

“I know we will. He’s our little boy, and I’ll worry about him.”

“Little?” Steve scoffed, and shook his head. Lowering his voice, he leaned forward. “He’s nearly twice the size of any we have ever seen, he’s healthy as an ox, and I swear he has the strength of a small dragon.”

“Don’t forget, he’s got your personality,” Sarah reminded him.

“Level-headed, intelligent, and charming as hell?”

“Stubborn, impetuous, and sharp as a tack,” Sarah corrected, giving him a nudge with her elbow. “You’re right. I think it’s time. Besides, Emerion has been dropping some not-so-subtle hints that he’d like to go exploring in Lentari. I say we let him do it.”

“And so do I,” a new voice added. A thin man, shorter than Steve, but dressed similarly, slid into the booth on the opposite side of them. The stranger had unkempt brown hair, a full beard, and a pair of sunglasses hooked to his bright blue shirt. There was something about his face, Steve decided, which prevented him from guessing his age. Thirty? Forty? “What’s good here? I don’t think I’ve been to this establishment before, and I’ve been to a great many places, believe you me.”

“Excuse me?” Steve demanded, growing irritated. “What do you think you’re doing? No one invited you to sit down, pal. Am-scray.”

The stranger looked up and smiled. “What’s the matter, Steve? You don’t recognize me? What about you, Sarah?”

Steve looked at his wife. She was staring at the stranger and ready to shake her head when her eyes widened. She held a hand up to her face and shielded part of her gaze, as if she only wanted to look at a certain part of him. Her eyes widened with shock.

“Steve,” Sarah whispered, “don’t look at the eyes and, instead, just listen to the voice. He’s right. We’ve met him before!”

Steve sighed and closed his eyes. “All right, you’ve piqued my curiosity. Say something.”

The stranger sat back in the booth and smiled. “Very well. As you Americans would say, does Astral ring any bells?”

Steve’s eyes flew open and stared hard at the newcomer. “Eion.”

Delighted, the stranger nodded. The waitress happened by just then.

“Hello, there. I didn’t know you were expecting a third guest. Would you like to see a menu?”

“Oh, I wasn’t planning on staying,” Eion was saying.

“Nonsense,” Sarah interrupted. “Yes, please bring our friend a menu. Thank you.”

“What in the world are you doing here, pal?” Steve whispered. “Knowing who you are, and seeing you so nonchalantly sitting in a restaurant, is kinda freaking me out!”

Sarah’s smile melted away. “Uh-oh. Is everything okay? Are you going to give us some bad news?”

The waitress returned and handed Eion a laminated menu. The young server waited a few moments, seeing if the table’s newest occupant already knew what they wanted, or was going to take their time.

Steve glanced at the waitress and their eyes met. 

“Will you need your order to go?”

Steve blinked a few times. “Huh?”

“Your order. I assume this is your son, and ... it isn’t. Oh, I’m so sorry. I’m a horrible guesser when it comes to ages.”

Sarah started giggling. Eion chuckled as well, even though his nose was still in the menu.

“Do I look like I’m old enough to be a grandfather?” Steve sputtered.

“You are, you know,” Sarah told him. “And in essence, you are. Mikal and Lissa are parents. Little Viv is, what, three years old now?”

“That kid’s a handful,” Steve agreed, nodding. “But, that doesn’t mean she’s my granddaughter.” He glanced at Eion and saw that the Lentarian Ancient was moments away from laughing out loud. “Zip it, dude. Not funny. And you. Really? Age jokes?”

“You are the oldest one at the table,” Sarah pointed out.

Steve hooked a thumb at Eion. “Not even close. Whatever. What’ll you have, pal?”

“I’ll take the Monte Cristo sandwich, please. And an iced tea.”

The waitress nodded and hurried off.

“Great choice,” Steve commented. “I’ve had them a few times here. Not quite as good as the Blue Bayou from Disneyland, but it’s pretty close.”

“I have yet to find a restaurant which could match the Blue Bayou’s world-famous Monte Cristos,” Eion said, in a companionable fashion.

Sarah gasped. “You’ve been to Disneyland?”

“All six of them, yes. And before you can ask, I will say that I’ve been to every resort Disney has to offer. What can I say? I’m a Disney fan.”

“You continue to astound me,” Sarah told the deity in disguise. 

“You clearly get around,” Steve added.

“I like to travel. Lately, I’ve been discovering new places to eat. There are so many to choose from!”

“You’ve been checking out our restaurants now?” Sarah asked, as she turned to Eion. “Is that why you’re here? It’s just a freakish coincidence?”

Eion shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps not.”

“How many restaurants have you been to on this world?” Sarah asked.

Eion crossed his arms over his chest and turned pensive. “Let me think.”

“Oh, come on,” Steve was saying. “It can’t be that many, can it? Especially if you just started.”

“Thirteen thousand four hundred fifteen. This will make thirteen thousand four hundred sixteen. I hear there’s a new Greek place opening up in the next few months.”

Sarah sat up straighter. “There is? I haven’t heard anything about it. Where will it be?”

“Off of Credenza Street,” Eion immediately responded.

“I wasn’t aware of a Credenza Street in Coeur d’Alene,” Steve reported. “Maybe it’s ...?”

“... not in Coeur d’Alene?” Eion finished, continuing to smile. “It’s not. That’s because it will be in a little town near London.”

“England?” Steve asked. “Huh. Well, okay. England it is.”

“I adore England,” Eion continued. “That country has undergone so much change in the last three hundred years. I’ve been spending more and more time there.”

Steve held up his hands in a time-out gesture. “All right, you’re here, and you wanted to get our attention. Well, congrats, you got it. What’s up? Is everything okay? Don’t tell me ol’ Captain Flinn is at it again.”

“Your pirate friend is currently enjoying retirement on his private island,” the Master of the Winds informed them. “He will live out the remainder of his natural life in relative comfort, so you needn’t worry about him. But, enough about sailors. You mentioned you were wanting to take your griffin to Lentari? Good. You should.”

“Why?” Steve wanted to know.

“Something’s wrong,” Sarah decided.

“Be sure Emerion is not left behind,” Eion instructed. 

Their orders arrived, and everyone ate in silence, with an occasional question tossed in here and there. Eion told them that, for the first time in several millennia, none of his all-powerful siblings were actively fighting with one another.

“Even Usol?” Steve asked.

“Even Usol,” Eion confirmed. “Trust me, no one is more surprised than I. You were right about his stone. The wager had gone on long enough. Again, enough about me, this is more about you two. Well, you and your griffin, that is.”

“What’s going on with Emerion?” Sarah demanded. “You’ve brought him up twice now. Is he okay? Is there something we need to know?”

“I’m simply saying now would be a good time to return to Lentari. That’s all. And with that, I take my leave of you. Steve, Sarah, be safe, and good luck.”

There was a loud clatter in the kitchen. When the two of them returned their attention to their guest, both were shocked to see that Eion had disappeared.

“Stuck us with the bill, huh?” Steve grumped. “Fine. You owe us one, pal.”

Surprisingly, a stiff breeze appeared, as though someone had propped open the front door. 

“He sure has a way of getting your attention, doesn’t he?” Steve said, rising to his feet. “Come on, I don’t trust this. We need to head home.”

Sarah gathered her purse. “Agreed.”

Twenty minutes later, the two of them hurried through the side door of their enormous manor, conveniently located in the dining room. Setting his keys on the kitchen counter, Steve put his fingers in his mouth and gave a shrill whistle.

“Emerion! Are you here? Come on out, pal.”

They heard a commotion from upstairs, a soft thud, followed immediately by a THWUMP, which was strong enough to rattle all the ceiling fans and light fixtures. 

“What is it?” a strong, somewhat high voice asked, as it grew louder. “Steve? Is there something wrong with Sarah? If someone has harmed her, I will personally shred them from ... oh, there you are. You scared the feathers off me. What’s the matter?”

Two creatures hurried down the stairs. One was a tiny red-headed tri-colored corgi puppy, who was now yawning profusely, as though she had been in the middle of a nap and hadn’t enjoyed being awoken in such an abrupt manner. As for the other, well, Emerion was the only one of his kind currently anywhere on the planet. He wasn’t a rare breed of dog, nor was he an exotic pet, such as a bush baby or sugar glider. In fact, an outside observer would be hard pressed to find anything about him in any encyclopedia, book, or newspaper. What was he? 

Emerion was a griffin.

Based on the loud ruckus they had just heard, Emerion and their new puppy must have been napping on the couch, something Steve had been trying to discourage. Not because he had a problem with either of them on the furniture, but because Emerion weighed in at nearly four hundred pounds. Apparently, back in Lentari, griffins might not always find enough to eat, so they fasted often. Many times, they would appear to be on the leaner side. But Emerion had two human parents who cared for him and made sure he had plenty to eat. That, coupled with rigorous training in the air (in preparation for his return to Lentari), the tiny cub Sarah had rescued nearly six years ago was now, far and away, the largest, most muscular griffin either of them had ever seen.

And Sarah wouldn’t have had it any other way.

“Emerion, are you all right?” Sarah asked, worried.

Thinking he was in trouble for getting caught sleeping on the couch upstairs, Emerion cocked his head as he stared at his foster mother. “I am fine. Why? What did you hear? Were you spying on me again?”

“I told you, I disconnected those cameras,” Steve told the griffin. “And didn’t I say I was sorry the last time?”

Emerion let out a trill, which was his version of laughter. “I do. Are you angry I had Zoe next to me, on the couch?”

“Only if the puppy had an accident,” Steve returned.

“She did not,” Emerion stated, looking fondly down at the little corgi, who was sitting next to his front foreleg. 

“She takes some getting used to, doesn’t she?” Sarah said, as she squatted next to the newest member of their household.

“I forget how much energy her predecessor had,” Emerion admitted. “I do miss her. She was a sister to me.”

“It’s unfortunate,” Sarah agreed. “Dogs don’t live as long as we’d like them to, so the only thing we can do is cherish the time we have with them.”

“And that’s what I’ve been doing with her,” Emerion confided. “I’ve been teaching little Zoe what is, and is not, acceptable. She’s a quick learner.”

It was Steve’s turn to squat down low and ruffle the fur of the little black, red, and white corgi puppy. 

“She’s a handful, but she’s worth every minute. We will always remember Peanut, and will always love her, but life goes on and we wanted to replace mourning with this highly energized bundle of fur.”

The griffin looked fondly down at his new sister. “Agreed.”

“Emerion, do you remember us telling you about Eion?” Steve finally asked.

“Eion, Master of the Winds,” the griffin recalled, nodding. “I do.”

“He joined us for dinner tonight,” Sarah said.

Emerion’s avian head tilted again. “Indeed? Here? Is that common?”

Both Steve and Sarah shook their heads.

“It’s a first for me,” Steve admitted. “So, you haven’t heard or seen anything when you’re flying around outside?”

“I stick low to the ground,” the griffin assured him, “and only when it’s dark outside. I will admit, I am looking forward to flying during the day.”

“You will soon,” Sarah promised. “We’re heading to Lentari tomorrow.”

“And you’re coming with us,” Steve added.

Emerion let out a loud, happy squawk. He dropped his nose and bumped it against the puppy’s. 

“Did you hear that? We’re going to Lentari!”

“Zoe stays put,” Sarah said, eliciting a groan from Emerion. “There’s something wrong, and I can’t put my finger on it. Eion kept saying we need to go to Lentari, so I’m guessing whatever’s the matter will make itself known then.”

“Think Annie will be able to keep an eye on Zoe for us?” Steve asked.

Sarah held up her phone. “I already asked her. She said yes. There’s yet another good reason to have your family close by.”

Steve nodded. “That’s one way to look at it. Everyone we care about is just down the street, so to speak. Your parents, my parents, Lia and her new boyfriend. So, it’s good Annie and Tristan’s four kids are just around the corner. Besides, I’ve heard that Christopher has been hounding Annie and Tristan, hoping to get a dog, and Annie feels this would be a great way to find out just how serious he is about it. Er, pardon the pun.”

Sarah wrinkled her nose. “Dogs? Sirius? That was horrible.”

Steve laughed.

The following morning, Sarah found Steve in his office on the ground floor. Both of them were wearing the leather armor given to them by their Lentarian friends years ago, although Steve did mention his cuirass was fitting a little more snugly than he remembered. Emerion and Zoe had just poked their heads into the office as well when the doorbell rang.

Zoe started barking, which came out as high-pitched yips. Emerion sighed. “I’ll get it.”

“Oh, no you don’t,” Sarah argued. “What if it’s a salesman? Or someone who’ll freak out if they see you?”

“It’s Christopher,” Emerion reported. “Here to pick up Zoe.”

“Are you guessing?” Sarah asked.

“No. I can smell pepperoni.”

Steve had to laugh. It certainly sounded like his nephew. Christopher was a growing boy and absolutely loved pizza. 

The griffin was correct, and within ten minutes the boy had scooped up the puppy and her bag of gear—food, bowls, and toys—and headed for the door.

“Are we ready? Let me get the key and we’ll be on our way.” Steve entered his office and approached the statue of a griffin, standing on a pedestal. A humming started the moment he neared it, and just before he could touch it, the griffin raised its leg, revealing a button. He pressed the button and reached in to retrieve the old, rusted chest where they kept their portal keys.

The chest was empty!

“Where are the keys?” Steve straightened and held out the empty box. “Did we take them out and forget to put them back?”

“Both keys are gone?” Sarah asked, frowning. “I can understand misplacing one key, but both the green and the purple are missing? How can that be? No one can get in that safe but you!”

“Does this have anything to do with Eion’s insistence we journey to Lentari?” Emerion asked, ruffling the feathers on his wings.

“It has to be,” Sarah decided. “I’m telling you, something is wrong. Well, come on. I can still get us there.”

Emerion rustled his wings. “If only I could have such a jhorun.”

Steve laid a friendly hand on the griffin’s tawny back. “Everyone says that, even me.”

Emerion turned to face him. “You’d give up being a fire thrower so you could become a teleporter?”

Steve shrugged. “There’s not much call to use my jhorun here, so yeah, I think I would.”

Emerion looked over at Sarah and saw that his foster mother was shaking her head. She caught the griffin looking and mouthed no, he wouldn’t to him. 

Emerion trilled softly.

“I’ve got an image,” Sarah announced. “I can still do it. Before we go, I think we need to get prepared. Perhaps you could pull the nohrstaf off your office wall and put it to use?”

“That’s a damn good idea.” Once Steve had his shapeshifting cudgel strapped to his back in its special holder, he signaled his readiness. Emerion approached. Sarah laid a hand on one of the griffin’s wings and, with her other, hooked it through Steve’s arm.

“Deep breath. Here we go.”
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The world winked out and was replaced with a beach and a panoramic view of the wide open sea. Kytes were circling overhead, with an occasional straggler dive-bombing the surface, only to emerge moments later with a struggling fish. Boats were anchored everywhere, with fishermen casting out nets, dipping poles in the water, and dropping their haul into large holds built for that purpose. The scent of brine was strong, which wasn’t surprising as both husband and wife recognized the seaside village of Capily, located on the western shore. 

Emerion excitedly exclaimed, “Oh, the pictures don’t do it justice.”

“Stick close to us,” Sarah instructed. “I don’t know how these people will react if they see a griffin in close proximity to their town.”

Steve tapped his wife on the shoulder and pointed at a nearby building. “There’s Fensham’s office. We’re here, so we might as well hear what the constable has to say, right?”

“I’m sure Lissa’s father has his hands full, disciplining people foolish enough to do something stupid in his town.”

Heading toward the large, single-story structure located several hundred feet away, Steve took his wife’s hand in his own, made sure Emerion was nearby, and ascended the short flight of steps onto the porch. Just as he was reaching for the door, it opened, allowing a middle-aged man with spiky brown hair peppered with flecks of gray, and sporting a scruffy beard, to exit. Wearing a bright blue tunic, and black trousers, he glanced at Steve. Not recognizing him, he then proceeded down the steps and headed toward town. Steve reached the door first and made to pull it open when he discovered it locked. 

“Didn’t that guy just come out of here?” Sarah asked.

Steve nodded. “He sure did. Hey there. Excuse me? Is the constable’s office closed?”

The man who had exited the building was less than thirty feet away, and well within earshot. He turned at Steve’s question and stared at him for a few moments. Deciding a closer look was needed, the stranger backtracked to the municipal building.

“The office is closed. It usually is this time of day. I refuse to work through lunch. Is there something I can do for you?”

“You work in there?” Steve asked.

The man nodded. “You could say that. At times, it feels like I live there. Constable Erik Tilsguard. You’re new here? I reckon I haven’t seen either of you in these parts before. And what the blazes are you doing traveling with a griffin? Wizards be damned, he has to be the biggest I’ve ever seen.”

“Wait a moment,” Steve said, holding up his hands in a time-out gesture. “Did you say you’re the constable here?”

Constable Tilsguard nodded. “I am. Is there something you need?”

“Did Fensham retire?” Sarah asked.

“Who?” the constable asked, shaking his head.

“The guy who was constable before you?” Steve explained. “Remember him? How long ago did he retire?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Constable Tilsguard insisted. “I’ve been serving nearly twenty years, and I took over from my father, who was Capily’s constable for nearly forty before me.”

“Is Lissa pranking us?” Steve asked, as he turned to the white public building behind them. “Did Mikal set this up?”

“I don’t know any Lissas or Mikals,” the constable said. “I think you’ve got me confused with someone else. Who did you say you are?”

“I didn’t. Not yet, anyway. I’m Steve Miller, and this is my wife, Sarah. Over there, watching us closely, is Emerion.”

“You haven’t explained how you travel with a griffin,” Constable Tilsguard reminded them.

“Is it a problem?” Steve asked, growing cautious. Try as he might, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was definitely wrong. “Humans and griffins are allies, so I don’t see why it would be cause for alarm. Just for the record, Emerion is in our care.”

“Griffins and humans are most certainly not allies,” Constable Tilsguard spat. “Oh, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t take offense. You were joking, weren’t you?”

“The hell I was,” Steve argued. “I was there to help broker the peace. I ended up blasting some of the griffins, and to make amends, we healed them. That one act caused the griffins to become our allies. It’s ancient history, pal.”

“And the weekly griffin raids are just figments of my imagination, is that it?” Constable Tilsguard demanded. “Livestock has been carried off, and houses have been destroyed. Have I just imagined it?”

“And the griffins are responsible?” Emerion asked.

“Good heavens, it speaks?” the constable stammered, looking shocked beyond words.

“Of course they do,” Steve said. After a few moments, he folded his arms across his chest. “Are you sure you’re not pulling our leg? This isn’t some big joke?”

“I don’t know who you people are,” Tilsguard was saying, “but you should definitely be going. If any of my troops sees your griffin companion in town, then he’s going to be attacked. I personally don’t see how that would help anything, especially since he seems to be well trained, and ...”

“Excuse me?” Emerion squawked. “Well trained?”

Sarah put a reassuring hand on the griffin’s shoulder. “Hold on. There’s something we’re missing here. No need to get angry until we find out what is ...”

“That’s it,” Tilsguard interrupted. “I’ve made up my mind. I simply don’t trust this situation. No stranger walks into my town with a griffin in tow. You people are up to something. Guards!”

“I’m not believing any of this,” Sarah confided to Steve. “Either this is some elaborate prank or else we have someone impersonating a constable.”

“Agreed,” Steve said, keeping his voice low. He looked at the stranger pretending to be someone he wasn’t and pointed at him. “What do we do with him?”

Sarah placed a hand on his arm. “Relax, honey. I have this.”

She disappeared, only to reappear moments later, standing next to the phony constable. Quick as a fox, she grabbed his arm and vanished. Ten seconds later, she was back at his side.

“Where’d you put him?” Steve asked.

“Inside his own jail. I figure we can let the proper authorities know, and then they can deal with him.”

“Works for me. Umm, I think it’s time to leave. There’s a whole bunch of soldiers headed our way and they don’t look friendly.”

“We can take ’em,” Emerion declared.

“You don’t attack anyone without proper provocation first,” Sarah told the griffin. “This might be one big misunderstanding. The last thing we want to do is to hurt an innocent, agreed?”

Their griffin companion sighed. “Agreed. I still say we could take ’em.”

“I know we could, pal,” Steve said, dropping his voice so he couldn’t be overheard. “Sarah’s right. Something is off here, and we need to figure out what. Are we heading out?”

Sarah held out her arm. Steve and Emerion moved closer. 

“Yes. I’ll take us to our little cabin first. It’s been a while since we’ve been there, and I want to make sure it’s still safe.”

“Sounds good.”

Steve felt the typical wrenching motion Sarah’s jumps made, but managed to stay on his feet. Thankfully, the days of him getting nauseated after one of Sarah’s transports were long over, but that didn’t mean he cared for the sudden sensation that he was standing on a rug and it had been yanked out from under him.

The sounds of splashing water surrounded them on all sides. They were now standing before a small lake, fed by a tall waterfall. Runoff from the lake flowed east as a small river until it inevitably merged with the mighty Zanlu River further north.

“You gotta hand it to Shardwyn,” Steve was saying, as he stared at the space their cabin should be occupying. “He knows how to conceal a house, that’s for sure.”

“I’ll be sure to tell him you said that,” Sarah returned. 

She spoke the words to disable the concealment spell and waited for their tiny cabin to appear. It didn’t.

“Are you sure you spoke the counterspell correctly?” Steve asked.

Sarah pulled a piece of paper from her pocket. “Just to be certain, I wrote it down, in case I couldn’t remember it. Yes, it’s been a while, but I still remember how to cancel the spell. Let me try it again.” She tried to counter the spell hiding their cabin. Once more, nothing appeared. It was as though the cabin was truly gone.

“I don’t get it,” Steve complained. “Why isn’t it showing up?”

“Steve, I don’t think it’s there to show up in the first place,” Sarah said slowly, growing concerned. “First, we learn Fensham is no longer the constable of Capily. Then, the current constable claims he and his father have presided over Capily for nearly sixty years. And finally, he didn’t know Lissa and Mikal’s names. How could you not know the prince and princess next in line to rule the kingdom?”

“So far, I can’t say I’m too impressed with this place,” Emerion said. 

“It’s not supposed to be like this,” Sarah insisted. 

“Want to try someplace else?” Steve asked.

“Where, R’Tal?”

“Our portal keys are missing,” Steve reminded her. “I say we head to Foronlir first. I want to find out from Maelnar what could have happened to them.”

“That’ll work,” Sarah decided. “Emerion, stay close to us. We’re headed for one of the Kla Guur cities. Borahgg was their first, and Foronlir was built later, after Borahgg grew too big.”

“I’ve never been underground before,” Emerion said. “Is it safe?”

“Stick with us and it will be,” Steve promised. He held out a hand and waited for Sarah to take it. “Ready when you are.”

Emerion pressed up against Sarah. “I’m ready.”

“Deep breath,” Sarah instructed. “Here we go.”

A dark, empty cavern met their gaze. Confused, husband and wife were shocked to discover they were standing on the ledge that, at one point in time, overlooked the great cavern that would be home to nearly two thousand dwarves. Behind them, a solid, unbroken wall of rock met their eyes.

“There used to be a tunnel here,” Steve said, amazed. He rapped his knuckles on the wall. “How could they have sealed it up so effectively?”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Sarah said. “Fensham is not the constable, Mikal and Lissa are unknowns, and now we’re looking at the site where Foronlir is supposed to be, yet there’s nothing here. What does that tell you?”

“I don’t know,” Steve admitted. “Did we somehow jump backward through time?”

“Emerion, don’t react,” Sarah ordered. “Understand? No matter what we find. Steve, give me your hand. We’re going to Borahgg. Everyone ready? Good. Here we go.”

The empty cave was gone and, instead, a much larger illuminated cave met their eyes. 

“By the maker!” a gruff voice cried. “Brothers! To arms! We are under attack!”

Before anyone knew what was happening, Steve, Sarah, and Emerion found themselves face to face with an armed contingent of dwarves, all of whom were dressed in dark leather armor, gripping axes with both hands. Deciding he didn’t like the way the dwarves were advancing on them, Steve lit both hands and blasted a jet of fire straight up.

“That’ll be far enough, thank you very much. What’s the matter with you people? Don’t you recognize us?”

“You’re no friend of ours,” an angry voice shot back. The owner, a short, stout fellow wearing a set of armor inlaid with gold patterns, appeared. “Who are you and what do you want? Wizards be damned. A griffin! How did you manage to find your way here, birdbeak?”

“Birdbeak?” Emerion squawked. “I have been affronted! Prepare to defend yourself, you pathetic excuse of a ...”

“No one has affronted anyone here,” Steve interjected, placing a hand on Emerion’s back. “Just take it easy. Now, as for you ... you say we’re not friends of yours? I beg to differ. We’ve been to Borahgg many times. Do you not recognize us? Don’t my flames give it away?”

“Humans who have jhorun,” the dwarf argued. “So what?”

Steve held up his flaming hands. “But, can any of them do this?”

“Not that I can recall,” the dwarf admitted.

“Look, we just want to know where we can find Maelnar,” Sarah said, exasperated. “He’s probably in his office. Could you just send someone to fetch him? He’ll let you know who we are.”

“Maelnar?” the dwarf repeated, incredulous. Right before their very eyes, Steve could see the diminutive being deflating, as though Sarah’s request had taken the wind out of his sails. “You’re jesting. Tell me you’re jesting.”

“You obviously know who he is,” Steve added. “Just go get him, would you? We’re good friends with him.”

“Impossible. Maelnar is dead. He died over a hundred years ago.”
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“Yeah, right,” Steve snorted, trying to contain his laughter. “Where are the cameras? Come on, you don’t think we’re going to fall for that, do you?”

A sea of unfriendly faces stared back at him. He felt a nudge on his shoulder. Looking over, Steve saw that his wife looked concerned and had a hand over her mouth. She was believing this nonsense?

“I think they’re right,” Sarah said, confirming his suspicions. “If Maelnar wasn’t around to make the portal keys, it explains why they’re no longer in our safe back home.”

Steve held up his hands. “Okay, okay, time out. Wait a minute. There are so many things wrong with that statement that it’s not even funny. First off, we saw Maelnar earlier this year. Did you catch that, guys? He was alive four months ago.”

“Impossible,” several dwarves scoffed.

“Second,” Steve continued, “we used our portal keys at the same flippin’ time, so I know they were there. Both of ’em.”

“The only way you had one of our portal keys, human,” one dwarf said, coming to stand beside his companion, “is if you stole them, which is something I wouldn’t put past you insufferable bipeds. So, is it true? You have portal keys? Turn out your pockets.”

Steve straightened to his full height and folded his arms across his chest. “I don’t think so.”

A line of six dwarf soldiers appeared. 

“It wasn’t a request, dolt,” one of the armor-clad guards snapped.

Steve caught the warning look from Sarah and sighed. He held up his hands, in a universally accepted gesture of surrender.

“Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot. We’re just here for Maelnar. If he isn’t here, then we are officially wasting each other’s time.”

Sarah, in the meantime, had noticed the color of his hands, and had scooted behind him. Steve’s hands had turned an ugly red color, which typically meant a pyrotechnical show was not far behind.

“You don’t want to do this,” he warned again. “We are more than capable of defending ourselves.”

A commotion started behind their row of accusers. Several dwarves were rushing forward, each of them lugging the corner of a large wooden crate. Once it had been placed on the ground before the dwarven lineup, a single dwarf kicked the crate’s lid off and reached inside. After fumbling for a moment or two, one of the dwarves pressed a button on the item. The cube started to shake as whatever it was appeared to wake up.

“Don’t just stand there,” a new voice exclaimed. “Hurl it toward them! Now! You don’t want to be caught holding it!”

Steve ignited his hands and watched as the dwarf gave the cube a swift kick. The crate slid across the floor and came to a stop directly in front of Emerion.

“What is it?” the griffin asked. “I trust this not.”

“You and me both,” Steve said. “Emerion, get over here. We don’t know what it’s going to ...”

The box shuddered once and a panel clinked open. Then another, and another. Steve, Sarah, and Emerion watched — speechless — as the box unfolded itself. In less than ten seconds, the rapidly expanding box had approached the three of them, and before anyone could move out of the way, the strange contraption had expanded to encompass them. 

In pitch blackness, Steve groaned. 

“What are we going to do?” Emerion screeched.

“I can either burn my way through one of these panels,” Steve began, “or...” Then he felt Sarah take his hand. 

In the blink of an eye, they were outside the box, staring at a group of dwarves who, collectively, lost their smug smiles. Several reached for their axes.

“Nuh-uh,” Steve told the dwarves, as his hands blazed hotter and brighter. “We came to you in peace, and this is how you behave? What the hell happened, anyway? How could the loss of one dwarf destroy an alliance between us?”

“An alliance?” one dwarf fearfully asked. “With humans? We dwarves never formed an alliance with you bipeds. Too untrustworthy.”

“I could say the same about you,” Sarah shot back.

“How did you get out of the bastille?” the first dwarf asked. “They have been enchanted against jhorun, and are virtually impregnable.”

“You had no business putting us in it to begin with,” Steve snapped.

A few of the dwarves shuffled around. There was a loud click, and suddenly, the bastille was collapsing in on itself. Within moments, it had reverted to its small cube form. One of their adversaries, in a fit of exasperation, retrieved the box and threw it at Steve.

The box made a nasty racket as it started to expand once more. This time, the container stopped in mid-air and hung, suspended, from the ground. 

“I’ve got this one,” Sarah announced. She straightened and looked up at the immobilized box and gave a quick jerk of her head. The crate shot off in the opposite direction, heading toward the same dwarf who had thrown it.

“Look out!” he cried.

The bastille made contact with the ground and disappeared among the group of short, stout legs. Moments later, the unique prison was back, but not before ensnaring eight of the dwarves.

“So, you can escape from our bastilles,” one of the dwarves said. “You think that’s all we have? We can imprison you in ways not even the dragons know.”

Steve looked at his wife. “Time to go?”

Sarah nodded. “It is. Emerion, we’re off to the castle.”

“Will they be as unfriendly as this lot?” Emerion scornfully asked.

“Let’s hope not,” Steve said, as several dwarves rushed to apprehend them.

The dark subterranean cavern disappeared and was replaced by bright blue skies, fluffy white clouds floating high in the sky, and a light breeze carrying scents of blooming flowers nearby. Sarah inhaled deeply and visibly relaxed. 

“That’s more like it.”

“Where are we now?” the young griffin asked.

“This is the North Gate,” Steve answered. “Across the drawbridge and through that open portcullis, you’ll find the city proper. Shops and vendor booths are to the north and east, and residential areas are to the south. Do you see the castle off to the east? That’s where the Kri’yans live. Kri’Entu and Ny’Callé have got to be two of the nicest monarchs we have ever met. They’ll be able to tell us what’s going on.”

The three adventurers stepped onto the drawbridge and had only taken a few steps when they heard several crashes from the closest guard shack. A mad scrambling came next as guards, some still in the process of strapping on their armor, hurried outside to place themselves in Steve and Sarah’s path. Swords were unsheathed and bows were fitted with arrows. In less time than it takes to utter a few choice profanities, husband and wife were shocked to find themselves staring at the business end of countless swords and nocked arrows.

Steve held up a hand which was still lit. “Hey, relax, guys. You know us. It’s me, Steve. You remember Sarah, I’m sure. The only one I know you haven’t met yet is Emerion. Granted, he’s big, for a griffin, but he’s harmless. We can vouch for him. Now, would you care to lower your weapons? You’re making me nervous.”

“Your hand is on fire!” one guard exclaimed. 

Steve nodded. “Hence the comment about you knowing me. There’s only one fire thrower in the kingdom, and you’re looking at him. So, what do you say we ... now what? What’s the matter?”

Several of the guards had bolted back inside the guard shack. Moments later, the clang of an alarm bell began to sound. It was so loud that Steve was certain it could be heard all the way in Donlari. Plugging his ears with his fingers, he angrily turned to the guards.

“What did you do that for? You’re sounding an alarm? Against us?”

“See?” Sarah exclaimed. “I told you something wasn’t right.”

An entire squadron of armed soldiers appeared, led by an officer Steve didn’t recognize. Before he had a chance to explain anything, old-fashioned iron manacles were snapped into place on their wrists. When it looked as though the soldiers were intent on driving Emerion off, Steve took a menacing step forward, a fact not lost on the soldiers.

“He’s with us,” Sarah explained to the guards. “Where we go, he goes. We’ll go peacefully. Just lead the way.”

“Peacefully my ass,” Steve muttered, under his breath.

“Yes, peacefully,” Sarah hissed back. “Until we know what’s going on, we all stick together. Emerion, you’re on your best behavior, understand?”

The griffin nodded. “Aye. I stand ready to assist.”

They were paraded down the street, as though they were prized prisoners of war. People stumbled out of their shops to gawk at them as they passed by. Comments were heard about Emerion’s size, but everything was made in hushed tones. Gone were the frenzied vendors, who would shove anything and everything at you in an attempt to make a sale. Gone were the carts laden with colorful bolts of fabric, fresh produce, and freshly baked goods. Everywhere they looked, Steve and Sarah could see nothing but dreariness and despair. 

Approaching the tall, imposing castle, Steve noticed the drawbridge was up. Frowning, he studied the castle. Windows had been covered and closed. There were no banners currently being displayed. While they waited for the drawbridge to be lowered, he cast a look at Sarah. She, too, had noticed the castle’s heightened security, and gave him an unreadable look. Placing a calming hand on Emerion’s head, she looked pointedly at him, then at the castle, mouthing something’s wrong, to which Steve nodded.

Once they were across the drawbridge, and the portcullis was lifted only long enough for their party to pass through, they were led inside the castle, where a subdued and hushed environment was waiting. Chambermaids hurried by, their eyes fixed on the ground. Soldiers stood at attention every fifteen feet. The anxiety level, Steve decided, was high. He personally hadn’t seen the castle like this since their run-in with Celestia all those years ago. Trying to protect the townsfolk both inside and outside the perimeter walls, the people had been ordered into the catacombs beneath the castle, while every squadron of soldiers at their disposal were called into service. The overall mood then rivaled what they were feeling now.

They reached the Great Hall and came to a stop. Looking around the familiar, and yet, not familiar chamber, Steve’s growing uneasiness doubled in size. The thrones! Gone were the gilded thrones of the Kri’yans. Gone were the many tables and the welcoming fire in the huge hearth. In its place was a scattering of heavily scarred benches. And the thrones had been replaced by ugly bronze chairs. 

“This has got to be the most elaborate prank I’ve ever seen,” Steve whispered, “or else ...”

“... or else this is all not a dream and something has happened,” Sarah finished for him.

An unfamiliar man and woman appeared. They were older, in their sixties, and were scowling even before they had a chance to sit down. The man was balding, had a short goatee, and was dressed in a dark gray tunic and black trousers, neither of which looked as though they had been cleaned in the last week. Draped across his chest was a purple sash. His crown matched the thrones, in that it looked like it was made of iron, was bereft of any type of gold, or gems, and could probably be used as a weapon. 

The queen looked to be the same age as Steve, and was nearly as tall. The female monarch had long, brown hair streaked with gray, wore an outfit similar to the king’s, and looked as though she could best anyone in the room in an arm-wrestling match. Both monarchs took their seats as Steve, Sarah, and Emerion were instructed to stand before them.

Neither the king, nor queen, Steve noted, had smiled once since they had appeared.

“Who’s this?” the king demanded. “And why does a griffin travel with them?”

“We caught them sneaking into the city,” the guard proudly proclaimed. 

The king nodded. “Excellent. Well, let’s see what we have here. A man and woman, with their griffin pet? How quaint. Speak, peasants. Who are you?”

“Why do you act like you’ve never seen a griffin before?” Steve asked, exhibiting genuine curiosity. “They are our allies, after all.”

The king snorted with amusement. “Allies? With flying beasts? What a dreadful concept. Perish the thought.”

Steve stared at the stranger on the throne and couldn’t hide the scowl that was forming. “Griffins, dragons, and even the dwarves. They’re all our allies.”

“They are nothing of the sort!” the king insisted. “What a horrible concept. Who would ever place any amount of faith in dumb animals?”

Emerion gave a warning squawk.

“Not yet, pal,” Steve whispered to his griffin son. “Let’s find out what we can first. So, you’re calling the dragons dumb? And the dwarves? How can beings who can create such beautiful pieces of treasure be considered dumb?”

“Who are you?” the king wanted to know. “I don’t recognize you at all.”

“Well, who are you?” Steve challenged. “What happened to the rightful king and queen? Where’s Kri’Entu? Did you do something to them?”

“I am the rightful king. You will address me as Kri’Torus. Or Your Majesty.”

Ignoring the king, Steve turned to Sarah. “Okay, I’ll admit I don’t get it. Who’s Kri’Torus? I would’ve thought Mikal would have taken over, and not some stranger.”

“Some stranger?” Kri’Torus sputtered. He struggled to get to his feet. “I am the King of Lentari! You will show me some respect!”

“Tell me, Kri’Torus,” Steve said, as he turned to the king, who had become quite red-faced, “what’s your jhorun?”

“You will cease this pointless conversation immediately!” Kri’Torus raged. “Magic has been illegal for many years. Be lucky I don’t lock the three of you up just for saying that word!”

“Jhorun is illegal?” Steve repeated, amazed. He looked at Sarah. “All we need to complete this picture is to hear the theme from Twilight Zone.”

“You dare utter the word again?” the king practically screamed. Flecks of spittle flew in all directions.

Sarah held up her hands in a placating gesture. “We’re sorry, Your Majesty. We didn’t know magic was illegal.”

“How could you not know magic is illegal?” the queen asked. Her cold, gray eyes flicked from husband to wife a few times before settling on Sarah. “Where could you possibly be from? Were you living under a rock? That must be it, Torus. How utterly charming. These keplahs must be ignorant farmers. This is what you get when you don’t seek a mate outside of your own family. Be gone, peasants. We don’t have time for the likes of you.”

Steve frowned. “Did she just call us inbred dunderheads?”

Sarah nodded. She was wearing her own frown. “Sure sounded that way.”

“Big words, coming from someone who doesn’t have any jhorun to speak of,” Steve sneered.

“What are you doing?” Sarah hissed.

“Goading them on,” Steve whispered back. “Look at her. She’s ready to blow a gasket. What’s the matter, Queenie? Cat got your tongue? It’s okay. Not everyone can have a jhorun. It looks like whoever is responsible for handing them out skipped the two of you.”

“We have jhorun!” the queen cried.

“Hush up, dear!” Kri’Torus commanded.

“I can change fabric colors!” the queen proudly declared. “And Torus?”

“Don’t say it!” the king begged.

“He can modify the shape of flatware!”

Kri’Torus groaned and held his head in his hands.

“Change the shape of flatware?” Steve repeated. A smile formed and quickly spread from ear to ear. “You can bend spoons, is that it?”

“Like yours is any better!” the king snapped.

Steve held up a hand. He ignited it and looked
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