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​Quietly, while the rest of his companions argued amongst themselves, a lone figure slipped away into the darkness. Here, many feet below the surface of the ground, in a dark, dank cavern, he crept slowly, choosing his steps with care. Nearly a thousand feet below the surface, the tiniest of noises would sound like a veritable thunderclap. The last thing he wanted to do was to alert any of the men to his absence. 

Flinn, captain of the infamous pirate ship Emberbrand, grunted with irritation. His men were under the impression he knew where he was going. In truth, he hadn’t a clue. He was just as much in the dark—literally—as the rest of them, but he was desperate to keep that bit of information safely under wraps. 

He needed advice.

Therefore, he was sneaking away to consult his most prized possession, an item no living man knew he possessed. This was something so powerful, and so valuable that, should it become known he had it, even his loyal crew would turn on him. In a heartbeat. Without a second’s notice.

Farther and farther he slinked, looking for a suitable place to consult his Stone. If his crew ever discovered their captain wanted to talk to an inanimate object, the last thing he’d have to worry about was being ridiculed. Strung up, fed to the fishes, or being hand-delivered to his enemies were only a few of the colorful choices available to a pirate should this particular secret become known. 

Flinn reached inside his coat pocket and palmed the object. This talisman, he had learned, was called an Alchos Stone and at one time had belonged to one of the four Ancients, beings who had witnessed the birth of the land. While he didn’t yet know which of the Ancients his stone had belonged to, he did know that even he, who had possessed the stone for several years now, hadn’t come close to realizing its full potential. 

The ability to conceal was the first skill he had learned the stone possessed. Simply being in contact with the stone would render him, and anything else he was in physical contact with, invisible. That included not only men and weapons, but vessels. His beloved Emberbrand, the terror of the Seven Kingdoms, would disappear from sight should he touch any part of the ship while holding the stone. How else had he been able to avoid the prying eyes of the Lentarians and make his escape?

Captain Flinn frowned. He really hadn’t wanted to disclose this special ability, but that damn fire thrower had forced his hand. Even as they had sailed away from their last encounter with the damned Lentarians, concealed even from prying wyverian eyes, his crew had rounded on him and demanded answers. It had taken every ounce of his persuasion to convince the men that the situation was under control and he was simply using a spell cast by a wizard, created at his behest. Thinking quickly, Flinn had thrust his hand into one of his coat pockets and pulled out whatever was there, which was two gold coins, a silver snuff box, and a twisted piece of metal that had broken off his favorite dagger’s hilt. 

“Do ye see this here?” he said, holding the various items aloft. “Do ye have any idea what they are?”

Several men opened their mouths, ready to answer.

“Of course, ye don’t,” Flinn hastily continued, before anyone could speak. “They be spells. Spells, I tell ye! And do ye know where I got ’em?”

“You stole them?” one pirate had tentatively asked.

“Of course I stole ’em,” Flinn sighed with mock exasperation. “I be a pirate, be I not? Silence yer tongue, Arik. As I was sayin’, these spells have been cast by a powerful wizard, so trust me when I be sayin’ I have the ability to protect my own crew.”

It hadn’t been the best explanation nor had it been the most plausible, but at least it had silenced the men. Temporarily. Flinn gave a decisive grunt. If the crew knew the value of what was waiting for them at the end of this journey, he was quite certain he would have a mutiny on his hands. 

A drop of liquid fell onto the bridge of his nose. Captain Flinn angrily glanced up. The cavern was so big that he could no longer see the roof. He could see, though, that the cavern’s ceiling dipped low in several places. As such, he could see many stone stalactites stretching dozens of feet down from above, appearing like oversized teeth ready to bite down on whomever was foolish enough to pass underneath. Flinn touched the tip of a finger to the liquid and then gingerly put the finger in his mouth.

Water.

Pure water, filtered by hundreds of feet of rock and sediment, dripped throughout the cavern. It had been his bad luck to walk right under a steady stream. Not liking water for anything other than quenching his thirst—when ale was not available, of course—Flinn stepped around the stone formation reaching up from the ground. The stalagmite was nearly two dozen feet tall, and was easily a dozen feet in diameter. 

Beyond the stalagmite, out of sight from the path he had been following, Flinn spotted a dark opening. It was the mouth of a small cave. Rejoicing in his good luck, Flinn checked to see if the coast was clear before ducking inside.

Once he was concealed within the tunnel, Flinn sat on the closest rock, reached into his inside pocket, and retrieved the tightly wrapped stone. Only when the layers of fabric had been removed, and the stone was lying, exposed, in his open hand, did Flinn breathe a sigh of relief. Holding the object felt good, natural. Whenever he was in contact with the stone, it seemed all his troubles melted away. 

That brought a frown. Staring into the depths of the enormous sapphire, Flinn briefly wondered if the shiny blue jewel might be affecting him in some fashion. Shaking his head, and laughing off his concerns, he sank down to the floor and stared at it.

Waiting.

Within moments, the huge fist-sized sapphire began to glow. The light it emitted was enough to dimly illuminate the small cave. Eagerly leaning forward, Captain Flinn waited as patiently as he could.

“Speak.”

The voice was faint and barely audible over the dripping water. He cupped his hand around the stone and held it aloft, as though he had captured the world’s most fragile soap bubble. The captain stared into the depths of the glowing jewel and scowled.

“Where are ye leading me? I told ye before that I do not care to be underground, and naturally, that’s where ye insisted we need to go. If the dwarves have the blasted hammer, as ye have said they do, will they not eventually bring it to the surface? Why couldn’t we get it then? We can wait a week or two. We may be pirates, but we are patient.”

“If the events of today remain unchanged,” the soft voice intoned, “then that which you seek will not see the light of day for another three years.”

“Blast. How much longer must we be down here?”

“That is up to you.”

“Are we headin’ in the right direction? Will ye at least tell me that?”

“Yes.”

“Yes? Yes what? Yes, we be headin’ in the right direction, or yes, ye can answer the question? Which is it?”

“Yes.”

Captain Flinn took several deep, calming breaths.

“Listen, mate. This whole damn kingdom is no doubt lookin’ for us right now. Time be critical. Every last second counts. Now, are we headin’ in the right direction?”

“Yes.”

Flinn breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. That’s good. Will this hammer be easy to acquire?”

“No.”

“No? No? Why not?”

“Those who possess that which you seek are cunning, crafty. This will not be an easy task for one unfamiliar with the terrain.”

“What’s so special about this hammer?”

“Possession of the hammer is critical for success.”

“Why?”

“Possession of the hammer is critical for success.”

“Ye already said that, mate. I need to know why this hammer be critical. And don’t say—”

“Possession of the hammer is critical for success.”

“Ye sound like an old parrot I used to have. Fine. How do we retrieve the hammer?”

The stone was silent, content to softly glow in Flinn’s outstretched hand. Flinn cursed silently. The stone’s silence always meant the same thing: it was up to him to figure it out. There was no point asking it the same question over and over. If it didn’t want to answer, then the stone would certainly not offer an answer. 

Flinn suddenly smiled. A thought had just occurred. This was a subject he really hoped it would be able to answer.

“How do I defeat the Fire Thrower? He and I have jhorun that are equal in strength. How do I defeat him?”

“Seek ye not the Protector’s wrath.”

“What? Say again?”

“Seek ye not the Protector’s wrath.”

“Aye, that’s what I thought ye said. What does that mean? What protector? Who’s the protector?”

The Stone refused to answer.

“Fine. Ye wish to keep yer secrets, then so be it. Tell me this. How are we supposed to get out of here?”

“None by one, down by two.”

“What? Why do ye insist on speaking in riddles? What is that supposed to mean?”

The stone fell silent once more. A few seconds later, the soft blue glow gently faded away, leaving its owner glaring at it. Flinn gave it an angry shake.

“What the ruddy hell is that supposed to mean? Get back here and explain yerself!”

“Captain?” a voice called from the distance. “Captain? Where are you?”

“Blast,” he hissed. 

Captain Flinn hastily wrapped the stone and thrust it into his coat pocket while rising to his feet. He hurried to the mouth of the cave, eager not to be seen exiting it. However, in his haste, he didn’t see a dark figure crouching on the other side of the huge stalagmite which concealed the mouth of the cave. After a few moments, the anonymous eavesdropper fell into step behind the captain, but kept far enough back so that his presence was never known.

“What is it?” Captain Flinn demanded as he rejoined his men. He glanced around the giant cavern and saw all of them lounging on the ground. “What be this? On yer feet! We have much to do!”

“We don’t even know where we’re going,” one of the men whined, as the crew slowly climbed to their feet. “We’ve been traveling for days now. Can you not give us an idea where we’re going?”

“I have already explained this to ye before,” Flinn snapped. “We need a very special hammer. It can only be found deep beneath the ground. That’s all ye need to know. Shut yer trap, follow my orders, and ye will be jus’ fine. Do ye understand?” 

There was a chorus of mumbles and grunts.

“And besides,” Flinn continued, as he angrily eyed his men, “we only started this blasted journey underground at sunrise. That be less than six hours ago. Stop yer complainin’.”

The grumbling of the crew finally tapered off and it became quiet. Too quiet. Flinn looked around the vast cavern and sighed. He singled out his first mate and called him over.

“Yes, Captain?” Rusty, quartermaster and first mate of the Emberbrand, said. “What can I do for you?”

“Have the men split up. There must be another set of stairs leading down. We need to find ’em.”

“There are more stairs?” Rusty groaned. “Are you sure, Captain?”

“Do ye see this hammer laying around anywhere?” Flinn dryly asked. “Do ye see any dwarves? Nay, this be nothing but a stopping point. The journey continues.”

“Very well, Captain. Men, you heard him. Spread out. Search for another way out. And no, Puck, the stairs we just came down on don’t qualify. Report to me should any of you find anything. Is that understood?”

“Aye, Q,” the men echoed.

“Good. And I told you, don’t call me ‘Q’. Only the captain can call me that.”

“Brown-nose,” one of the men muttered.

Flinn noticed the frown on Rusty’s face, but cared not. Dealing with the crew was Rusty’s responsibility, and therefore, his headache. He had more important things to worry about, like how quickly they could find this damn hammer and return to the blessed open skies of the surface.

“I found something!” one man cried out, from somewhere to the left. 

“Who was that?” Flinn asked Rusty in a low voice.

“It sounded like Casimir.”

“Where is he? I cannot see a bloomin’ thing down here. Where’s Mister Alquin? He be the one with the superior eyesight.”

“I’m here, Cap’n,” Alquin’s voice said, from his right.

“Can ye see Casimir?” Flinn asked, as he squinted in the darkened cavern. “It be too dark to see anything.”

“I can see well enough,” Rusty contradicted.

“Not enough to tell me who spoke,” Flinn returned. “Mister Alquin, lead the way.”

“Aye, Cap’n.”

It still unnerved him, Flinn angrily thought, as he and Rusty fell into step behind Alquin. Things he didn’t understand tended to set him on edge. How could it be that anyone besides Alquin could see anything in the faint light down here? This cavern was probably the largest underground cave he had ever stepped foot in, and judging by the grueling trek down—what felt like thousands of stairs—they were nowhere close to the sun. And, unless his nose was telling him lies, there was also water nearby—stream, or a pond, or some body of water. So how could there be any light down here? Granted, it wasn’t much, but it did allow them to see that the cavern had stalactites strewn across the ceiling and matching stalagmites dotting the floor. Thankfully, they could easily see their way around them, but more than one of his crew had cracked their heads on low-hanging stalactites when they hadn’t been paying attention. 

Flinn stepped close to the wall and ran his fingers along the surface. A faint, bioluminescent glow appeared on the tips of his fingers. Flinn studied the substance closely. It felt gritty, as if whatever was growing on the wall was slowly eating into the stone surface.

Flinn slowly scanned the great cavern. Could that be the source of the illumination? Some foreign substance growing on the surface of the rocks? He grunted. He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. 

By the dim light he carefully moved toward Casimir, who was nearly fifty feet away and waving at them. The pirate was standing next to a stone pillar, which he ducked behind, followed closely by Puck and Grenden. Then they heard a great splash, followed almost immediately by another. And then another. It would appear that the source of water was directly behind the stone pillar.

“Where are all the men?” Flinn demanded, as he turned to Alquin. “Yer jhorun provides ye with nocturnal vision. I can smell water, and I heard the splashes. There must be a lake. Find the men. I don’t trust this.”

“Of course, but I don’t...” Alquin trailed off as he squinted his eyes. Then he pivoted in place. “I’ll be damned, Captain. Aye, I do see water. You’re right. It’s just over that ridge. I ... I found the men, Captain. It looks like they have found the water, too.”

“And the splashes?” Rusty asked. “Did some of our crew fall in?”

Alquin nodded. “Aye. I can see Casimir in the water, along with Puck, and Jino, and Grenden, and...”

“The crew decided to go for a swim,” Captain Flinn snapped. “I get it. Who told them they were allowed to shirk their duties? Q, deal with this, or else I will.”

“Of course, Captain. Although, may I point out that this might be what the men need? A breather? Perhaps if we let them blow off some steam, they’ll be in better moods. None of them, myself included, particularly care for being underground. This may be a blessing in disguise. What do you say? What harm could befall them?”

“What harm?” Flinn snapped. “How about my sword’s blade? Is that harm enough for ye?”

“I’m just looking out for the men, Captain. If you want me to pull them back, I will do it.”

About ready to give the order, Flinn thought better of it. 

“Forget it, Q. Ye could be right. The men might do well to cool off. Let them dally, but not for long. I wish to spend only as much time as needed down here. Be that understood?”

“Completely, Captain. And thank you.”

“Whatever. They be yer problem now, not mine.”

Rusty pulled his tunic out from his belt and drew it over his head.

“What the blazes are ye doing?” Flinn demanded.

“That water looks too good to pass up, Captain,” Rusty explained, as he tossed his tunic to the ground. Then he pulled off his boots. “It’s been at least two weeks since my last bath. I think I’ll join the men for a swim.”

“Ye have twenty minutes, Q,” Flinn warned. “No more.”

“Understood. Lads, make way! Here I come!”

“Captain!” one of the men called from the surface of the water. “Captain! Will you be joining us?”

Flinn approached the water’s edge and surveyed the small lake. In the darkened cavern, he was barely able to make out its dimensions. He’d be able to walk around the entire lake in an hour. While nowhere as grand as the lakes Flinn had witnessed in his many years, it was still a remarkable size for being below the surface of the ground. So, the question was, what was a lake this size doing hiding from the sun?

The sound of splashing water suddenly escalated into shouts and peals of laughter. Flinn glanced over his shoulder in time to see one of the men push himself out of the water and land—unceremoniously—on the back of another, effectively dunking both.

“Blast it all, Puck,” Jino exclaimed, the moment he surfaced. “You will pay for that. How dare you dunk me? I—”

Jino was abruptly cut off as another pirate sprang onto his back and pushed him back under. Sputtering, Jino broke the surface, swearing as only a pirate could. Then he was dunked again. And again.

“You lose your advantage in the water, don’t you?” Puck mercilessly teased. “Perhaps you’ve boasted about your physical prowess one too many times?”

“I will get out of here eventually,” Jino vowed. “What will you say then, miscreant?”

“I will look you straight in the eyes and say ... what’s that?”

Jino blinked his eyes a few times and glared at Puck. “What’s what? Your pathetic attempts at stalling won’t stop me from knocking some much-needed sense into you.”

Puck shook his head. “No, I’m serious. What’s that thing? On the back of your neck? It’s blue, slimy, and utterly revolting!”

Fully expecting a ruse, Jino reached behind his head and felt along his neck. His eyes widened as his fingers brushed by a slimy lump at the base of his neck. Then, he felt the tiniest of pricks, as though he had been jabbed by a thorn. 

“What is it?” Jino practically bellowed. “Get it off me! Now!”

“I ain’t touchin’ that thing!” Puck cried, as he scrambled to put distance between them.

Jino suddenly pointed straight at Puck and let out a shout of alarm.

“You’ve got one on your arm! No, your left arm. It’s ... er, Puck? Don’t panic, but there’s two on your left arm and one on your right!”

The playful shouts coming from the water rapidly switched to screams of terror. Nearly a dozen men were now frantically swimming for the shore. The moment they felt solid ground under their feet, the strip-tease began. Tunics were flung to the ground. Undergarments were hastily yanked down. Exclamations of shock and horror echoed raucously throughout the cavern.

“Get it off of me, Cap’n!” Puck whined, as he caught sight of Captain Flinn watching the antics from the shore.

Puck’s body must have had at least twenty of the engorged blue slugs on him, with the vast majority stuck to his back. Flinn shook his head, took several paces back, and rested his hand on the hilt of his sword.

“Ye got yerself into that predicament, mate,” Flinn began, “and ye can get yerself out of it. Them things look like pech, do they not?”

“I don’t care if they are blood suckers or not,” Rusty bellowed, as he emerged from the water and conducted his own strip tease. “I don’t want ’em anywhere on me! Get them off of me. Somebody? Anybody?”

“Might I suggest ye ask Casimir to lend a hand?” Flinn casually suggested. “Fear be a powerful motivator. Behold. Casimir shed all his new friends.”

The men descended upon their one companion who could use his jhorun to evoke fear. They stood about, hopping up and down on one foot, while each waited their turn to rid themselves of the blue parasites. Grenden, who was responsible for the medical well-being of the crew, stooped to retrieve one of the blue slugs. Holding it by its tail, Grenden studied the creature as it writhed and twisted in his hand.

“Be that a pech?” Captain Flinn asked, as he approached the Emberbrand’s doctor. 

“It sure looks like it,” the normally composed crewman replied, suppressing a shudder. “Bah. I could never stand these things. These may be blue, but they’re just as disgusting as the green pech we have back home.”

“Ramifications?” Flinn asked.

“Ramifications?” Grenden repeated, puzzled. “Oh. From the pech? Well, that depends on the total number of worms that attached themselves, Captain. I would think lessened energy, from blood loss, would be most prevalent. We’ll have to watch each other very carefully, in case anything else appears.”

Flinn grunted once and nodded.

“I can’t wait until we can go home,” Flinn heard one man say to another. It sounded like Puck. “I don’ wanna be underground anymore. I hate it here.”

“Do ye think I like this any better than you?” Flinn demanded, growing angry. “We be here for one purpose only, Puck: the hammer. Once we have it, and only when we have it, will we return to the surface. Do I make myself clear?”

“Completely, Captain.” 

“Does anyone else want to lodge a complaint?” the captain asked, raising his voice so that it echoed in the great cavern. After it became clear no one else wished to say anything, Flinn grunted and pointed at the sodden heap of clothes on the shore. “Get dressed. We be leavin’ here in five minutes.”

“But our clothes are wet!” Puck complained.

“Whose fault is that?” Flinn challenged. He turned an angry eye on Rusty and then stalked away.

The ship’s quartermaster hurriedly dressed, groaning when he stopped to wring out his soaked underclothes, cringing when they made contact with his skin. A quick check of his companions indicated they all felt the same. 

“I hate it down here,” one of the men quietly grumbled.

“Watch your tongue, Jino,” Rusty advised. “You don’t want the captain overhearing you, do you?”

“I thought we’d be back on the surface by now,” the Emberbrand’s best fighter complained. “I’d much rather be out under the open sky.”

“As we all would,” the quartermaster agreed. “The sooner we get our hands on this hammer, the sooner we can leave. Focus on the task at hand, pirate. That’s all that matters now.”

Jino nodded glumly. 

Ten minutes later, the men had joined the captain on top of the ridge. Flinn was gazing around the cavern with an intense look of concentration. Someone finally nudged Rusty on the shoulder. The quartermaster nodded and took a deep breath.

“Er, Captain? Could I bother you a moment?”

“Ye already are.”

“Okay, well, could I bother you again?”

“Blast it to the heavens, just speak yer mind, Q. What is it?”

“What are you looking for, Captain?”

“The way out of here.”

There was a collective sigh of relief from the men.

“I be looking for the way down, not up,” Flinn clarified.

The sighs switched to groans.

“Can I help?” Rusty asked, in a hushed tone.

“What do ye think none by one, down by two means?” Flinn asked, curious to hear his quartermaster’s answer.

Rusty shrugged and shook his head. “Nothing, Captain. Why do you ask? Where did you hear that?”

“Where I heard it be not important. Look around. What does it mean to ye standing in this accursed cavern?”

Rusty thoughtfully stroked his goatee as he considered.

“Well, if we’re to assume you’re looking for a way out of this cavern, and that way isn’t up, then that would suggest there’d have to be another tunnel somewhere in here that leads down. Maybe two? ‘None by one, down by two’ might suggest there are more than one tunnel?”

Surprisingly, Flinn grinned and nodded. “My thoughts exactly.”

“The tunnel must be hidden, Captain. The door leading down from the surface was a rock. A huge boulder. I’m willing to wager the way out of this cavern is also disguised.”

“So, how do we find it?” Alquin asked, overhearing the conversation.

Two more of the men stepped forward. Grenden and Von both looked as though they had something to say. Flinn pointed at Grenden first.

“You. What are yer thoughts?”

“I think our quartermaster is right. Who would’ve known the dwarves in this land could make their entrances blend seamlessly into the surroundings? We’re looking for a disguised door.”

Flinn grunted once and then pointed at Von.

“Even if we were to split up and check different parts of this blasted cave, we could easily spend a year or two looking for this hidden door.”

“What are ye suggesting, mate?”

“You knew these Lentarians would steal back the fang,” Von began, “so you replaced the one on your belt with a replica. Then you knew which stone held the hidden door back in that valley. We trust you, Captain. We all do. You would never lead us astray.”

“Brown-noser,” one of the men squeezed in between coughs.

“What’s yer point?” Flinn demanded. “What’s yer suggestion?”

“You must have an idea what we need to do,” Von said. 

“Would ye be suggestin’ I be withholding information?” Flinn asked. A dangerous glint had appeared in his eye.

“No, Captain,” Von began, as he held up his hands in mock surrender. “I’m just sayin’ you have some of the best luck I have ever witnessed. I was hopin’ you’d give us some suggestions where to start. Maybe close your eyes, spin around a few times, and then point at something. We’ll check wherever you end up pointing. What do you think?”

“I think you be crazier than the fire thrower,” Flinn muttered.

“It couldn’t hurt to try,” Rusty suggested. “It’ll give us a place to start.”

“Yer all nuts,” Flinn grumped. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

The captain closed his eyes, spun in place three times, and then threw out a hand and pointed. The men fell silent as they all squinted in the direction Captain Flinn was pointing. 

Flinn slowly opened his eyes. He pointed toward the opposite end of the cavern from where the original tunnel had deposited them. He squinted his own eyes to see if there was anything remarkable in that direction, but unfortunately, his eyes couldn’t focus on anything that far away. But, there was someone here who could.

“Mister Alquin. What do ye see in that direction? Anything?”

The men fell silent once more as Alquin stepped up onto an outcropping and peered at the far corner of the cavern. His eyes widened with surprise. As quick as a heartbeat, Flinn appeared by his side.

“What is it? What do ye see?”

“I see the mouths of two tunnels. I cannot believe I didn’t see them before.”

It was Flinn’s turn to stare. Two tunnels? None by one, down by two. He had asked how to get out of the cavern. Could that refer to the tunnel that would lead them out of here? Was Grenden right? No exit in the first, but an exit down could be found in the second?

It was worth a try.

“Make for the tunnels,” Flinn ordered. “Step on it.”

“How did you do that?” Rusty whispered in his ear, several minutes later. “I had no idea that Von’s suggestion would work so well.”

“I have no idea, Q,” the captain admitted. “However, I will not argue the point. It be the first lead we have since we got in this wretched place.”

“Do you think we’ll find a way out?” Rusty quietly asked.

Flinn shrugged. “We shall see.”

Nearly thirty minutes later, they reached the other side of the cavern. Alquin peered anxiously into the mouth of the first tunnel. 

“Tell me what ye see,” Flinn demanded. “Be there a way out? Be there stairs?”

“Nothing, Captain,” Alquin reported. “This tunnel dead-ends.”

“Fine. We check the other. Let’s move.”

Five minutes later, Alquin had reported that this one ended abruptly, too. Flinn cursed to himself. He was so certain that this was going to work!

“Captain!”

The voice was faint, as though it was calling to him from far away. 

“Aye! Who is this? Who speaks?”

“It’s Alquin, Captain,” Rusty announced. “He’s still in the second tunnel.”

...down by two...

“Back to the second tunnel,” Flinn ordered. “Me thinks it deserves a second look.”

Flinn and Rusty pushed past the curious men and headed down the short, incomplete tunnel. Alquin was staring at a spot on the heavily scarred wall, holding a lit torch.

“Where did he get a torch?” Flinn quietly asked Rusty. “I didn’t see any before.”

“Perhaps he found it? I don’t know, Captain. All the men carry tinder boxes, so it wouldn’t be impossible to light a torch, provided one was found. Alquin, what do you have? What did you find?”

Alquin pointed at a nondescript section of wall, at his own eye-level. “Do you see this?”

Flinn scowled. “It be rock, mate. This whole damn area be nothing but solid rock. What about it?”

“This bit of rock turns, Captain!”

That got everyone’s attention. Intrigued, Captain Flinn leaned close. He motioned for Alquin to show him. In response, Alquin hooked three of his fingers into three small indentations in the rock surface, then rotated his hand clockwise. 

A small section of the rock suddenly spun in place. Encouraged, Alquin spun the rock dial a few more degrees. Suddenly, they heard loud clicks and clacks, as though machinery which hadn’t been used in years had suddenly been pressed into service.

The heavily scarred and chipped tunnel wall retracted smoothly into the surrounding wall, revealing a steep stone staircase cut out of solid rock, descending into the depths of the earth.

Flinn was exuberant. However, the men all collectively groaned. 

The captain grinned and slapped a hand on Alquin’s back.

“Well done, Mister Alquin. All right, lads, let’s get to it. Those stairs aren’t gonna carry us down.”
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​Chapter 2 — Pirate Pursuit
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“They’ve got to be here somewhere. It’s not as though they could disappear right from under our noses. They’re hiding. They’ve got to be. I just hope they’re not using their Alchos Stone to do it. We’ll never find them if they are.”

“We’ll find them,” Sarah promised. “They’re going to turn up somewhere. It’s just a matter of time.”

Steve scowled as he paced. After a few moments, he looked up at the open blue sky. He could really use a dragon right about now.

“Pryllan? I don’t suppose you’re in the area, are you?”

Silence.

“You’re actually speaking to her?” Sarah asked. “Shouldn’t you be, you know, doing your mind meld thing instead?”

“Mind meld? That’s Star Trek, dear. I think you mean telepathy.”

Sarah rounded on Steve and put her hands on her hips.

“Isn’t a mind meld where one of those Spock aliens puts his hand on another person and then they share their thoughts? Is that, or is that not, what you’re doing with Pryllan?”

“Oh, okay. When you say it like that, then yeah. That’s kinda like what we’re doing.”

“Look at that. The King of Nerds has just been proven wrong.”

Steve laughed as he looked admiringly at his wife. “And how does that make you feel, dear?”

“I don’t wanna talk about it.”

“Mm-hmm. I’m so proud of you.”

“Yeah, that’s peachy,” Sarah grumped.

Pryllan? Can you hear me?

Of course. I heard you the first time.

Why didn’t you say something?

Because our conversation should not be overheard by other ears.

Oh. What’s up? What’s the problem? The only person with me right now is Sarah. I don’t keep any secrets from her.

Ah. I didn’t know who was within earshot.

Pryllan, what’s going on? You’re getting me a little concerned now.

I am just leaving my nest, on my way to help you. I was concerned about Pylaria. I do not wish it known that the Dragon Lord and his mate have both left their nest at the same time.

Wait. What about Pylaria? I know you’re not thinking she’s old enough to fend for herself. 

Do not worry about Pylaria. Kahvel has assigned a protector for her. 

A dragon nanny? How cool! Who did he pick?

Nanny? I am unfamiliar with that word.

Umm, it means someone who helps with a youngster.

Ah. Very well. I accept your definition. Aye, Kahvel acquired a ‘nanny’ for Pylaria. You have met them before, I recall.

Yamira and Lamira, the female.

Impressive. How’d you manage that? 

They volunteered. I will be arriving at the castle soon. Will you be ready?

Kahvel wishes these human pirates to be found immediately.

I couldn’t agree more, my friend. Okay. Sarah will head inside the castle to brief Mikal. I’ll be waiting at the dragon cave.

Excellent!

* * *
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Ten minutes later, they were airborne. Castle R’Tal had long disappeared from sight, as had the coastline. Dragon and rider were now well out to sea, soaring over open water as low as comfortably possible. The last thing either of them wanted was another close encounter with one of the gigantic oskorlisk.

“Where would you like to focus our search?” Pryllan asked as she banked south, toward the distant Selekai Mountains. “This body of water is many leagues in size. We could search for hours and find no trace of the human bandits or their vessel.”

“I honestly don’t think they’d venture too far from the coast,” Steve answered, as he turned to look at the thin distant line which represented land to the west. “They’re here for a reason. They may have the fang, but I’m pretty sure that’s not the only thing they want. No, they’re out there. Somewhere.”

“And if they are using the Alchos Stone to conceal themselves?” Pryllan inquired.

Dragon and rider gasped with alarm as a sudden gust of wind appeared out of nowhere and pushed down at them with frightening speed. Pryllan was forced to dip her wings and fly even closer to the water than she wanted. Steve ignited his hands and prepared for the worst.

The worst never came.

“I don’t see him,” Steve said, as he hurried from one side of Pryllan’s body to the other. “What about you? Can you spot him?”

“I believe it was just an errant gust of wind,” Pryllan returned. “I do not believe the human windbag was responsible.”

“Human windbag,” Steve chortled. “I love it.”

“Is that not what he is?” Pryllan asked, confused. “I heard you describe him in this manner.”

“Oh, no. You’re totally right. Pleasepleaseplease keep referring to him in this manner. It makes me smile every time.”

“As you wish.”

“How’s Pylaria doing? I’ll bet she’s growing like a weed, isn’t she?”

“I’m not familiar...”

“She’s growing very fast,” Steve quickly interrupted.

“Aye. Kahvel noted that she has already tripled her birth weight.”

“How quickly does a dragon reach their full adult size?” Steve asked.

Pryllan approximated a shrug. “It can vary. Pravara attained her adult size by her second year. I have heard it can happen in as little as one, but it is not common. Pylaria is...”

An unfamiliar voice interrupted, asking Pryllan’s location.

Both Steve and Pryllan stiffened with surprise. Another dragon had joined the search? Was this Kahvel’s doing? 

“It’s no one you know,” Pryllan assured him. “Frankly, I am astonished that he has volunteered.”

“Who is it?” Steve wanted to know.

“Caius. He’s probably one of the oldest, and fiercest, wyverian warriors we have. He has seen more battles than many of us combined.”

“A dragon bad-ass. Nice.”

I’m pleased to meet you, Caius.

Silence.

“I should also mention Caius is not overly fond of humans,” Pryllan added.

“What? Seriously? Aren’t we all allies?”

“Caius tolerates humans because he serves the Dragon Lord, and Kahvel has obviously ordered him to lend us his aid.”

“So, is he searching for the pirates, too?”

“Aye. I just relayed to him the area we have searched. He is headed south, and will search the southern shores of the great sea.”

“Copy that. So, maybe we should head to...” 

Both Pryllan and Steve heard the voice of yet another dragon.

Samara? 

“Samara?” Steve whispered. 

Pryllan nodded. “Aye. He was Rhamalli’s mentor. For the second time, I find myself surprised. Samara is a valued member of our community and hasn’t participated in an extracurricular activity for several years.”

“Then why has he started now? For that matter, why has Caius?”

“I’m not sure,” Pryllan admitted. “I can only assume Kahvel has asked for volunteers to come to our aid.”

Of course, I have, my love, Kahvel’s powerful thought came. You are flying over a dangerous area. I want Wyverian assistance nearby. 

I am not alone. Steve is here. He will not allow me to come to any harm. 

Steve, you will watch over Pryllan?

You can count on it, buddy.

Good. You two should know that I have dispatched two dozen dragons to come to your aid. 

Steve felt the shock ripple through his wyverian friend. “I take it that’s a good thing?” he quietly asked Pryllan.

The huge green dragon could only nod.

We appreciate the help, Kahvel. We should easily be able to keep an eye on the eastern coast with that many dragons in the air.

Pryllan. Steve. It seems you will have even more assistance with your search.

Intrigued, Steve leaned forward. Oh? Who?

The Shealk. Lord Phaedren has informed me his shealk are searching the West Coast. Nice. 

I wonder why all of a sudden Lord Phaedren was so eager to help search.

Lord Phaedren is familiar with the Alchos Stones. His shealk will not underestimate the power of these stones.

Got it. Be sure to thank them for us, okay?

I will.

“This is turning into one mother of a manhunt,” Steve murmured, once Kahvel’s presence faded from his mind. “It’s almost as if the whole damn kingdom is on high alert. I can’t even begin to imagine what will happen if Flinn manages to get his hands on that power hammer first. We’ve got to find him before that happens.”

“What good will it be to him?” Pryllan asked, as she dipped her right wing to turn east. “I was under the impression only certain dwarves can wield that hammer.”

Steve nodded. “That’s right. I didn’t even think about that. Unless Captain Windbag has a Narian dwarf on his crew, I can’t imagine what he’s going to do with that hammer. It must weigh over a hundred pounds. Hey, what do you know about that hammer?”

“What little information we have was gleaned from Rhamalli, the wyverian who accompanied the dwarf search party during their quest to find Nar. He has witnessed the hammer in action. This hammer, it would seem, has the power of a hundred hammers, or more. Breslin, the current owner of the hammer, has used it effortlessly, without tiring. That has to be significant, don’t you think?”

Steve shrugged. “It still doesn’t explain how Flinn is going to make off with it, or how he plans on using it once he has it. Maybe he wants the spiraled ruby?”

“Perhaps. Maybe ... Steve, where are you now?”

“Hmm? What kind of question is that? I’m on your back, just ahead of the junction of your wings. Why do you ask?”

“Because if you’re just ahead of my wings, then who—or what—is near the base of my tail? I can feel another presence.”

“What?”

Steve whirled around and ignited his hands, expecting the worst. What he found had him snorting with laughter. Straight ahead of him, perched precariously on Pryllan’s flank, and with both wings extended, was an adult griffin. It spotted his flaming hands and had a look of alarm on its avian head. The wings were extended and it looked as though it were ready to jump off at a moment’s notice.

“Who are you?” Steve demanded. “What are you doing here?”

The griffin nodded. “Fire Thrower. You are known to me, as is your wyverian companion, Pryllan. I am Auberon.”

“Auberon,” Steve acknowledged. “It’s nice to meet you. Umm, I have to ask, why are you on Pryllan’s rump?”

“I was sent by my Prime. We offer our assistance.”

“Your Prime? Would Pheris happen to be a member of your flock?”

Auberon nodded. “Aye. Pheris is one of our newly appointed Elders. The Prime learned of your desire to seek out a renegade band of humans, and he volunteered our flock.”

Steve cringed. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to draft you guys into service.”

“Fear not, Fire Thrower. What can you tell me about these humans we seek? How many are there?”

“Uh, there are probably two dozen pirates, although I don’t think there’d be that many on land. They’re looking to steal something from the dwarves.” Steve went on to explain about the hammer and the lost city of Nar.

“Logic would suggest they would keep their excursion small,” Pryllan added.

Nice. I hadn’t considered that.

The griffin is an ally. I sense no malice. 

“So,” Steve continued, “I would think we’d be looking for no more than a dozen pirates, heading north to the valley of the dragons. Four dwarf clans call the Bohanis home. There will be doors leading underground.”

“And how do you know they aren’t traveling south?” Pryllan asked. “Granted, we know the location of the hammer, but how would they know this?”

“All I have to do is reference your nest. How did Flinn know how to find it or the fact you had the fang? I’m telling you, they have outside help. Someone is giving them instructions on where certain things can be found.”

“Your assumption is that, based on your observations, they will know how to locate a dwarf door?” Pryllan asked.

“Yes.”

“What if they’ve already located one of the dwarf doors?” the griffin asked, ruffling its feathers. “If so, then all this searching will be for naught.”

“I’m willing to bet the use of a dwarf door by a group of humans would not go unnoticed,” Steve said.

“If you find anything, look for the nearest dragon and ask them to relay a message to us.”

“The dragons can relay messages without being in contact with one another?” the griffin asked, amazed. “If a dragon can initiate contact with another dragon, without being in speaking range, then could you not ask if anyone has witnessed a human using a dwarf door in the past day or so? As you said, there should be wyverian eyes watching that valley at all times.”

“Son of a biscuit eater,” Steve swore. “I should’ve thought of that. Pryllan? Can you...”

“I’ve already relayed the question,” Pryllan softly told them. She gently banked right in order to follow the Zylan River west, toward the opposite side of the kingdom. “I am awaiting a reply.”

“In the meantime, I will begin our search. Farewell. May the winds of fortune never diminish.” Auberon leapt lightly off of Pryllan’s back and was gone. 

Bemused, Steve sat back on his makeshift seat and chuckled. With two dozen dragons, the seafaring shealk, and a large flock of griffins searching for Flinn and his crew, they should have these pirates located before the end of the day. 

Pryllan’s body suddenly tensed. Steve sat forward but couldn’t see anything amiss. 

“Pryllan? Is everything all right?”

“I ... now who is on my back besides you?”

“What? Is it Auberon again?”

Steve started turning in his seat when a voice surprised him.

“Who’s Auberon?”

Gareth, acolyte wizard extraordinaire, was sitting nonchalantly near Pryllan’s tail. Gareth was sixteen years old, lived in Verdayn, and was quite possibly the strongest wizard Steve had ever encountered, save Balthor the shealk wizard, Gareth’s father. The young wizard nodded at Steve and eyed the passing ground far below.

“Hey there, Gareth. That was a helluva entrance. How’d you get up here?”

“Well, it was pretty easy,” Gareth began. “You see, I had to write a spell which could not only pinpoint the exact location of...”

“That’s okay,” Steve interrupted. “I take it you have some news, otherwise you wouldn’t have popped up on the backside of a dragon.”

Gareth grinned. “You bet I do. I found your pirate ship.”

“What?” Steve demanded.

“What?” Pryllan echoed.

What? Kahvel mentally said, all at the same time.

“You all seem
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