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      The drowned Royal Yacht, encased in the Sphere of Life enchantment, dropped beneath the surface.

      CeeZee screamed.

      Mac sprang over to her and clamped a hand over her mouth. She whispered into CeeZee’s ear.

      “Did you hear the part about not breaking his concentration?”

      CeeZee shook her head.

      And this was why CeeZee was an office manager and not an inter-dimensional adventurer. Details mattered. A lot.

      Mac took a shuddering breath of air that tasted like fish and damp, rotting wood. Which did nothing for her roiling stomach.

      The golden-armored Sev Fal'lon stood in the middle of the half-rotted deck, his arms held up, hands splayed. Like he was holding the weight of the world. Which went with the flushed, strained expression on his normally beautiful face.

      Water rippled and bubbled at the outer edges of the shimmering bubble surrounding the partially decayed Royal Yacht.

      The so-called Sphere of Life.

      A quite accurate description, come to think of it. Now that they were underwater.

      A dozen or more of the dolphin-like children of the water, the Iv’nahal, swarmed the outside of the bubble. The glowing orb still floated over the ship. Close enough that it had been caught inside the bubble. Thankfully.

      Though, maybe seeing what was going on wasn’t the best thing.

      “If Morley wasn’t already dead, I’d punch that sumbitch in the nose,” Glenn said.

      Kessie stepped over and slapped the back of his head.

      “You be nice,” she said, “You could have stayed home if you wanted.”

      Which was true.

      But not exactly accurate.

      Mac whispered in CeeZee’s ear again. “If I let you go, you better not scream. If you scream, Sir Hottie Hot there might get startled. Then this bubble around us might burst. And we’d get very wet. And stuff. Nod if you catch my drift.”

      CeeZee gave a slow, trembling nod.

      Mac took her hand away. CeeZee turned wide eyes and a trembling lower lip Mac’s way.

      “I need a raise,” she said.

      Mac bit her lip for a few moments before answering.

      “I’m sure you do,” she said, “Now is perhaps not the best time.”

      “I could use a raise, too,” Glenn said, “And some combat pay, too.”

      CeeZee nodded vigorously. “Daryl’s going to be really upset he didn’t get his cookies.”

      Mac made a mental note to never, ever bring employees of the Hanly Cove Gazette along on adventures into the Unseen World.

      Her insurance probably wouldn’t cover it anyway.

      Oh god. Insurance. That was something else she’d have to figure out if she took over the Gazette. All kinds of insurance. Morley better have kept damned good records on that. Wait. CeeZee probably took care of that stuff. She could just keep on taking care of it then.

      Someone had once told Mac that the secret to management was delegating the right tasks to the right people.

      She could do that.

      Going on the assumption that she and her crew escaped Sir Hottie Hot’s daring escape plan.

      It seemed to be going swimmingly at the moment.

      Literally.

      The iridescent, vaguely dolphin-shaped Iv’nahal had gathered around the bubble and were now pushing it.

      The sphere sank deeper, too. The glowing orb illuminated the relatively smooth, curving surface at the bottom of the tunnel. Making the tunnel look more like the barrel of a rifle.

      Not an analogy Mac wanted to think deeply on.

      Fortunately, the rifle barrel part of the ride ended pretty quickly.

      The Iv’nahal pushed the bubble-encased Royal Yacht into a subterranean cavern.

      Maggie Bell gasped.

      “Look at all the ships!” She said.

      The water was clear enough, and the glowing orb bright enough, that the fleet of sunken ships was fully visible.

      They were all wooden ships. Some the size of the Royal Yacht. Many of them much bigger. Even with their masts and spars sagging, their hulls riddled with ragged holes, it was easy to see they had been warships.

      “It must be the Elven fleet from the Dawn’s War,” Maggie said, “It was said the King and Queen vowed to never use that fleet again.”

      Kessie shook her head. “Yeah, looks like they’re way past their warranty,” she said.

      Mac wanted to ask about the fleet and the Dawn’s War. Maggie had never told her much about Elven history. But then she hadn’t known Maggie was a student of it.

      But the Iv’nahal gave the bubble a shove. Sending them flying across the huge, water-filled cavern.

      Everyone on the spongy deck stumbled, nearly losing their foot.

      Well, except for Sev Fal’lon. He seemed to be rooted to his spot. Which was probably a good thing.

      The bubble hurtled toward a rough, dark circle at the end of the cavern.

      Mac bit back a scream. A muffled cry from CeeZee made her turn her head.

      Kessie had already clamped her hand over CeeZee’s mouth.

      “Sorry about the fishy taste,” Kessie said, “I didn’t get a chance to wash my hands.”

      Ew.

      Glenn and Maggie huddled together by the stump of the old mast. Both were wide-eyed, their jaws hanging open.

      Was Maggie regretting her actions yet?

      Not likely.

      Mac turned her attention back to the dark patch. Which grew rapidly into a yawning gap in the wall. A distant shimmer shown at the center of it.

      Then the bubble raced into the opening. Propelled by the dolphin-like Iv’nahal.

      The shimmer grew into a dim light spot. Then quickly became a rough-edged patch of light.

      Seconds later, the bubble exploded through the second opening.

      Whooshing out into a wonderland filled with colorful, waving underwater trees and schools of shimmery, brightly colored fish.

      They were in the huge lake beyond the castle.

      But they weren’t out of trouble.
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      “The Guardian of the Sea!” Maggie cried.

      A jolt went through Mac.

      And the bubble they were encased in.

      A huge, dark shape rose in front of them.

      A serpentine shape with dozens of black and green fins rippling along its monstrous body. The thing twisted its house-sized head toward the bubble-encased Royal Yacht. Four dully glowing red eyes looked upon them with smoldering malevolence.

      Its massive mouth opened. Revealing rows and rows and rows of giant, shark-like teeth.

      A mouth big enough to swallow the bubble-encased ship whole.

      Though it was likely the creature would pause long enough to chew them to pieces before swallowing.

      The creature’s head darted toward them. Moving incredibly fast in the clear waters of the lake.

      Mac had enough time to realize that they were all monster fish food.

      But not enough time to list all her regrets.

      Then the bubble dodged the gaping maw.

      The Iv’nahal.

      The dolphin-like creatures pushed the bubble away from the monster.

      For the moment.

      Mac spun about.

      The monster slithered around in the water. The baleful red eyes brightened.

      Then it surged at the bubble again.

      A cloud of Iv’nahal rose from the floor of the lake.

      They attacked the monster’s body. Pounding their snouts along its flanks and quickly darting away.

      The beast twisted back and forth. Trying to snap the Iv’nahal in its massive jaws.

      But they were too quick. Their sleek bodies rippled through the water like torpedos. Falling back, then diving on the beast again and again.

      "Go, babies!" Kessie shouted, "You get that fucker!"

      Mac hissed at her to keep it down. Lest they break Sev Fal’lon’s concentration

      Kessie clapped a hand over her mouth, whispering, “Oops. Sorry Boss.”

      She still had her other hand clamped over CeeZee's mouth.

      CeeZee’s eyes were so wide, it was a wonder they hadn’t fallen out of her head.

      She was also quite green around the gills.

      Mac almost felt sorry for her.

      Almost.

      Mac hadn’t forgotten CeeZee conspired with Maggie and Glenn to keep her in Hanly Cove.

      Grudges were forever.

      Holding onto hate only hurts yourself, Mac…

      Oh, now the inner voice wanted to chime in?

      The Iv’nahal propelling the bubble clustered at the end. Their powerful tails flexed so fast they became a blur. Zooming the Sphere of Life away from the huge, serpentine sea monster. Like they were on a rocket sled.

      The beast receded into the distance.

      Mac let out a quiet sigh of relief.

      Quiet because she didn’t want to tempt fate by thinking they were out of danger.

      She looked up to the sparkling surface of the lake far above the bubble. Shadows and shapes moved up there. Ship-like ships and other shapes that could have been whales.

      This must have been one helluva big lake.

      She turned her gaze back to Sev Fal’lon. He still stood at the center of the deck, arms upraised, fingers spread. His features red and twisted with concentration.

      How long could he hold this Sphere of Life enchantment?

      There were still quite a ways underwater.

      Actually…

      She went to the side of the yacht. The bottom of the lake, filled with swaying marine plants and schools of shimmery fish, was getting murkier.

      Because it was getting farther away from the surface.

      With an icy jolt, she realized they were going deeper.

      The Iv’nahal seemed to be following close to the bottom of the lake. The farther from the shore, the deeper the bottom went.

      Deeper put more pressure on the bubble.

      Which seemed to be compressing it.

      Heart thumping, she moved to the bow of the craft. The broken bowsprit was quite close to the edge of the bubble. As she watched, the shimmering surface of the bubble inched closer to the ragged end of the bowsprit.

      Not good.

      It had to be taking a tremendous effort from Sev Fal’lon to keep the Sphere of Life intact.

      As she well knew from using Dark Energy, there was always a cost to using Energy from the Unseen World. Usually, the cost was to have one's life energy sapped. It burned calories and it exacted a mental and emotional toll.

      Back when she had lived in Hanly Cove, she had always needed rest after calling up a large amount of Dark Energy threads. Plus it usually gave her a massive case of the munchies.

      Strange. She hadn’t thought about that since she returned. Her attack on Mare Colbalto and on Langres had called on a large expenditure of Dark Energy. Yet she hadn’t felt especially drained afterward.

      Not as much as she should have.

      Was it a sign that her talents had matured while she was away?

      Or something else?

      A hissing sound broke her out of her reverie.

      She twisted around to see the bowsprit poking through the edge of the bubble. Water trickled down the broken timbers. Dripping onto the waters already captured in the bubble.

      Oh, not good.

      She hurried back to Sev Fal’lon.

      For a moment, she hesitated. If she spoke, she might break his concentration entirely. Pop! Would go the bubble.

      Glug, glug, glug would go all the sad people on the half-rotted Royal Yacht.

      On the other hand, that might happen anyway if she didn’t do something.

      “Sev Fal’lon,” she said, her voice soft and low, “The Sphere of Life is weakening. Can you hold it until we reach our destination?”

      His features scrunched with concentration, he said, “I must, Milady. There is no choice.”

      A nice sentiment. But one not factoring in reality.

      “How far do we have to go?” Mac asked.

      His face was fire engine red. His brows drew down even lower over his already squeezed shut eyes.

      “The Children of the Water,” he said, “Safe Harbor.”

      That meant nothing to her.

      A tap on Mac’s shoulder. She spun about.

      Maggie Bell.

      “What?” Mac snarled.

      Maggie’s eyes went wide. She took a step back, the tiny bells sewn onto her clothing tinkling.

      How had Mac missed her approach?

      Mac tilted her head to the side. Realized the hissing from the bow was getting louder.

      Maybe that was why.

      Maggie’s gaze darted to Sev Fal’lon. Then back to Mac. Her voice a bare whisper, Maggie said, “The Safe Harbor lies a great distance from the castle. I do not think he will be able to hold the enchantment that long. Even for an Elven Warrior, this is a powerful enchantment.”

      Mac's eyes narrowed. She stepped forward, grabbing Maggie's arm and dragging her away from Sev Fal'lon. Back to the half-crumbled deck house at the stern of the yacht.

      “How do you know where this Safe Harbor place is, Maggie?” Mac said, “How do you know anything about the Elven Realm?”

      Maggie pulled her arm away, straightening up and lifting her chin.

      “I have resources,” she said, “The Elven Realm has been a fascination for me. A place of legend. Mysterious. Beautiful.”

      “Forbidden,” Mac said.

      Maggie blushed and turned her face away.

      “Yes. Forbidden,” she said, “I knew Morley traveled here. I begged him to let me come. He never would. Still, I learned everything I could about this fantastic Realm.”

      She sighed and raised her eyes to the shimmering waters above.

      “To finally be here…it is all my dreams come true.”

      “How nice for you,” Mac said, “Was it worth it?”

      Maggie’s face reddened again. She wouldn’t meet Mac’s eyes.

      “Yes,” she said, “I’m sorry, Mac. I thought I was doing what was best for everyone. I still do. There is a natural order to things. A balance to the universe. All I was trying to do was do what I saw as right.”

      Mac’s hand itched to slap Maggie across the face. Hard.

      Somehow, she restrained herself.

      “As you saw it,” Mac echoed, “What if you’re wrong? Did that factor into your thinking?”

      This time, Maggie did turn her head and look Mac straight in the eyes.

      “If I’m wrong, then what I tried to do will fail,” she said, “At least I tried.”

      Mac didn’t have any comeback for that. Other than, would every evil person in history say the same thing? At least I tried.

      At least I tried to bend the universe to my will. So what if it resulted in the deaths of millions? So what if caused untold suffering and hardship? At least I tried to make all of you fit into the little box I wanted to stuff you into.

      It’s what every despot wanted.

      Control.

      And why did they need control?

      Because they were afraid. Filled with fear of every flavor.

      Only if they could control everything could they snuff out that fear.

      Except there was always one more fear, wasn’t there? Some niggling little voice of worry. Something that put ice around the despot’s already cold heart.

      Something that only more control could fix.

      At least in their mind.

      “And what did Morley think, Maggie?” Mac said, “Did he think the Unseen World deserved eternal darkness?”

      Maggie’s lips pressed to a thin line. She held Mac’s eyes for a few moments. Then looked away.

      Mac took that as a no.

      She couldn’t see Morley thinking eternal darkness was good for anyone.

      Maybe Maggie could answer something else, though.

      “Morley knew I was part Elven, didn’t he?” Mac said.

      Maggie fixed Mac with a hot glare.

      “Of course he knew,” Maggie said, “How could he not know?”

      “Why didn’t he tell me?” Mac said, “Why didn’t you tell me? Because you knew, didn’t you?”

      Maggie’s cheeks reddened. She turned her face away.

      “I suspected for a long time,” she said, “Morley and I were not exactly close. But he did tell me after I confronted him. He made me promise to keep it to myself.”

      A leaden pit twisted in Mac’s gut.

      “Why?” She said, “Why would he keep that from me? All of it.”

      Maggie’s expression turned sour.

      “I don’t know. Maybe he was trying to protect you,” she said, “Morley seldom gave reasons for what he did. He just expected to be obeyed.”

      Mac flinched like she’d been slapped.

      Morley the tyrant?

      That sounded…wrong?

      Yet…somehow…accurate?

      Maggie turned to face Mac again, the tiny bells sewn to her robes tinkling. Her scowl was profound. As if fury were boiling behind her eyes.

      “He always seemed to think people should figure things out for themselves, she said, “Nobody learns from being TOLD what to do, he’d say, They learn by getting their hands dirty. They learn by running up against brick walls. If they have the will, they’ll get over, around, or through those damned walls. He was an abundant fount of such platitudes, as I’m sure you remember.”

      For a second, pure, white-hot fury flashed through Mac. It sent icy, burning cold aching through her wrists.

      A picture of Maggie, torn to pieces by threads of Dark Energy rose in her mind.

      So vivid…so detailed…

      Mac spun away from her in pure shock.

      She looked down at her clenched hand. If her talent had been available to her in that moment…

      Maggie would be dead.

      As much as it pained Mac to admit, Langres had been right to shackle her Dark Energy talents. She was a danger to herself and the people around her.

      Her anger…her hate would overtake everything.

      If she let it.

      Though a better question might be…could she stop it?

      Another one of Morley’s abundant platitudes rose in her mind. So clear she could hear his voice.

      Personal responsibility is the slipperiest concept for people to grasp.

      Could she stop her hate, her rage from destroying everything she cared about?

      If she couldn’t, then who would?

      It was her hate, her rage, after all. Shouldn’t she take some ownership?

      At least make an effort?

      Just because other people wouldn’t, that didn’t excuse her.

      “Maggie,” she said, her back still turned to her old friend and mentor, “Who gave you the Manacles of Rahn Topt?”

      For a long moment, all Mac heard was the hiss of water from around the broken bowsprit, and the soft tinkle of Maggie's tiny bells.

      Mac turned to face her.

      Maggie’s held her chin high, her expression filled with haughty defiance.

      “Who?” Mac asked again.

      Maggie’s face screwed up with disgust. And hate.

      Finally, she spat out a name.

      “Morley,” she said, “He gave them to me. In case you returned and your powers became dangerous.”

      Mac searched Maggie’s eyes. As she did, she extended her other sense. That part of her that she now recognized to be Elven. Sensitive powers that she needed to explore and cultivate.

      But had absolutely no time to do.

      She needed them now. All she could hope for was that her natural talents would guide her correctly.

      As long as she didn’t focus those talents through the lens of her anger…her rage.

      And as she looked at Maggie with that other sense, what she saw filled her with sadness.

      Because Maggie was lying.

      Morley had nothing to do with the Manacles of Rahn Topt.

      Mac didn't need the other sense to know that though. It saddened her Maggie would think Mac hadn’t known Morley well enough to see through such an obvious lie.

      For the briefest of instants, Mac considered calling Maggie out on the lie.

      But what was the point?

      For now, it wasn’t a battle worth fighting.

      And Mac knew where the manacles had come from. Even if she didn't know who handed them to Maggie.

      Whether it was the demon, Pollard, or Chen Dav’zaer, or High Lord of the Dark Places Kinzaar himself, it was all the same.

      One of them knew how to unlock the Manacles. Or could break them. Because at some point in this drama, they needed all of her talents.

      And they had a plan on how to make her become the tool they wanted to bring darkness back to the Unseen World.

      It was up to her to make sure she didn’t become that tool.

      Kessie appeared at her side, touching her shoulder. Startling her back to the present.

      “Uh, Boss,” Kessie said, “I think Sir Hottie Hot is having a problem.”

      Mac spun around.

      At the center of the sagging deck, Sev Fal’lon seemed to be slowly wilting. His arms were barely above his head. His knees were buckling.

      The shimmering Sphere of Life was contracting.

      Even worse, tiny holes appeared in random spots. Sending hissing streams of water inside the sphere.

      “Ah, crap,” Mac said.

      She glanced up.

      The surface of the lake was just a dim, faraway glow.

      She pivoted toward where the group of dolphin-like Iv’nahal still propelled them along the bottom of the lake.

      Toward a destination they weren’t going to get to.

      Not unless she could get them to bring them to the surface.

      Except she had no way of communicating with them.

      You know what to do, Mac…

      Damned inner voice.

      But she looked down at her clenched fist.

      She did know what to do.
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      With the hiss of water pouring through holes in the Sphere of Life, Mac sprinted over to Sev Fal’lon.

      The Elven Knight, clad in golden armor, strained to stay upright. He was visibly crumbling under the toll of the enchantment.

      He couldn’t hold it much longer.

      If the enchantment collapsed, everyone on the rotting husk of the former Royal Yacht was dead. Even if the Iv’nahal managed to pull them from the wreckage, getting Mac and her crew to the surface would take too long.

      Not to mention that whole getting the bends thing.

      Which, from an interview she’d done with some deep sea divers once, was quite a horrible way to die.

      So, she wasn’t going to let that happen.

      She went around Sev Fal’lon so she could face him. His skin had gone mottled red and pasty white. Blue lines of blood vessels webbed his skin, going down his neck, disappearing into his golden armor.

      His eyelids were screwed shut with concentration. A sour smell rose above the already nauseating stench of water-soaked wood and dead fish. It was almost like burning spices.

      A part of her realized it was the stink of Elven fear.

      She didn’t have time to be shocked or surprised. She just accepted it as fact. The beautiful and brave Elven Knight, Sev Fal’lon, was scared.

      He had every right to be.

      She spoke softly to call his attention to her.

      “Sev Fal’lon. Open your eyes. Look at me.”

      The Knight did. His eyes, still the icy blue of high mountain lakes, didn’t show his fear. But there was sorrow there. Her other sense felt it. A wave of it coming from him. Sorrow and…shame.

      A wan smile crossed his lips.

      “I am sorry, Milady,” he said, his voice ragged with strain, “It appears I misjudged my strength.”

      She smiled back at him.

      “You have the same problem I have,” she said, “We both think we have to carry the weight of the world all by ourselves. Because to trust others is to invite disappointment. We think have to be better and stronger than everyone else so that we won’t have to worry about needing help.”

      Sev Fal’lon’s smile grew just a bit.

      “You sound too much like Morley,” he said, “Perhaps I should have listened.”

      “It’s not too late.”

      Mac reached out her good hand. Lifting it put it on Sev Fal’lon’s cheek. He flinched. But didn’t try to pull away.

      Did he understand what she was trying to do?

      Did she?

      She didn’t know the boundaries or extent of her Elven talents. How much ability did being one-quarter Elven get her?

      Hopefully, enough.

      She looked into Sev Fal’lon’s eyes. Saw a flicker of alarm there.

      Did he get it now?

      He would soon.

      She reached inside herself. Opening doors that had been hidden and locked. Doors she had known about, but had done everything she could to forget.

      Because she had known.

      She’d always known she was different.

      Even more different than other people suspected.

      Maybe that was why she had run away from Hanly Cove in the end.

      It wasn’t the seduction of Dark Energy that threatened to engulf her soul. She would have found her way out of that in time. Because Dark Energy was a useful tool. But it wasn’t all she had.

      It was the tool of her anger. The instrument of her rage.

      Dark Energy was good for that.

      In itself, Dark Energy didn’t corrupt. It simply amplified what was already inside. And what was more filled with angst and anger and general rage at everything than a teenager?

      In those confusing years, people were filled with bright, sharp-edged emotion. Enough to set the entire world on fire if it found a focus.

      So, yeah, she’d been a royal shit back then. Most every teenager was. In some form or another.

      But, time passed. Wore some of the rough edges off a person. Time and experience gave most people some perspective.

      Most people.

      But not everyone.

      It took some people longer to figure things out.

      Like her.

      “Milady…” Sev Fal’lon gasped.

      Her smile was gentle and filled with something she didn’t realize she had.

      Grace and…love.

      Because to give…

      That was to accept that she needed, too.

      By giving, she could learn to receive with grace. And love.

      She unlocked the final door deep within her. Found a room bursting with golden light.

      With joy, she threw open that door. And all the other doors that had been closing that golden light in.

      The golden light flooded her entire being. Filling all the darkened crevices of her soul. Illuminating all the half-lies and outright lies she had been telling herself for the last dozen years.

      The truth of her own actions, fully lit for the first time in her life, filled her with sorrow. But she didn’t let sorrow weigh her down.

      There would be time to mourn later. For Morley. For her parents. For herself.

      What was needed now was the strength she had to give.

      Not to take command for herself.

      But to give so that another might use that strength to help all of them.

      Through her hand on Sev Fal’lon’s cheek…Through her eyes looking into his…Through the very air itself…

      The golden light–the Golden Energy–poured into him.

      Saturating his weakened muscles. Filling his drained soul.

      Renewing his being. Rebuilding the crumbling enchantment that only he knew how to construct.

      Because she couldn’t.

      She didn’t know the words of power. She didn’t know the way to curve her fingers to hook into the ether to direct those golden threads.

      But she could give him the strength so he could.

      “Oh, Milady,” he said, “You are Her.”

      Shining with Golden Energy, Sev Fal’lon straightened, his arms lifting high once again.

      His eyes bright, the web of lines fading from his skin, his lips moved.

      He spoke a word of power.

      It pulsed through the air.

      The Sphere of Life pulsed with it. Taking on a glowing shimmer.

      The hissing holes closed with a snap.

      The sphere expanded past the boundaries of the crumbling ship.

      It passed over the broken bowsprit. The hissing water stopped.

      A haze of golden light hung in the air around them. It tingled and warmed her skin. A lightness went through her. Like everything that had weighed down her soul had disappeared.

      Which wasn’t true.

      All those things–the anger, the hurts, the resentments–those were still with her. They were part of the experience of her life. But now she understood that they were not all of her.

      If she so chose.

      Living with hate was a choice. To be steeped in simmering rage was also a choice.

      The universe wasn’t fair. It wasn’t going to present her with unicorns and a fairy princess crown.

      Success in life was a little bit of luck…a little bit recognizing opportunity when it presented itself…and a whole lot of getting up off one's ass and doing the work.

      Doing the work didn’t guarantee success either.

      But it more often than not it put a person a whole lot closer to where success might be.

      So, she wasn’t healed. Not that she’d been broken in the first place.

      She was just more aware now.

      Aware that telling lies and half-truths to herself was no way to live.

      Aware that putting up barriers wouldn’t stop her from being her. But those barriers would keep her from getting help.

      Aware that there were times she did need help.

      As did everyone.

      People could do a lot by themselves.

      But what they could accomplish together?

      That was amazing.

      “Milady,” Sev Fal’lon said, “Can you hold until we reach Safe Harbor?”

      Images formed in her mind. Maps of a sort. Passed on by Sev Fal’lon from his mind. She examined the images. Somehow understanding the distances and times implied.

      Safe Harbor was still two hours away.

      Could she continue giving until then?

      She looked inside. Gauging her resources and stamina.

      With a grin, she told him.

      “Not a problem, Sir Hottie Hot.”
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      The drowned Royal Yacht, encased in the glimmering Sphere of Life rose from the water.

      It bounced on the surface a couple times before the Iv’nahal captured it again and pushed it toward the underground dock

      The Iv’nahal had taken the sphere through another rocky tunnel. This one encrusted with colorful water plants that gently waved in as the sphere passed by. Shimmery fish darted aside and crabs scuttled behind coral-like outcroppings.

      Once through the tunnel, they emerged into a huge cavern.

      Dappled light played over the waves, coming from a large, rough circle overhead.

      The sides of the cavern, made of rough, black rock, sloped up to the circle.

      Mac realized they were inside the hollowed-out shell of an ancient volcano.

      Hopefully a long dead one.

      “I believe the Iv’nahal can take it from here, Milady,” Sev Fal’lon said.

      Oh. Right.

      Gently, she withdrew her Golden Energy from him. She got a flash of sorrow from him. But he quickly hid it from her behind a heartfelt smile.

      “Thank you for your gift, Milady,” he said, “I am forever grateful.”

      "Yeah, well, my butt was on the line, too," she said, "But I'm glad I could help."

      Emotion flickered over his face. Amusement and something else. Perhaps a touch of fear? Awe?

      “You have even more than you realize, Milady,” he said.

      Something he said before came back to her…You ARE Her.

      It had passed right by her at the time. What had he meant?

      Before she could ask, Sev Fal’lon’s eyes closed in concentration. His lips moved as he whispered more words of power.

      The shimmering bubble around the Royal Yacht dissolved. Disappearing in showers of sparkling glitter.

      Squeaks and chirps filled the air.

      The Iv’nahal swam around the yacht. Leaping from the water and splashing with unbridled enthusiasm. A few of the dolphin-like creatures pushed the crumbling, water-logged yacht toward the nearby shore.

      Sev Fal’lon lowered his armored arms and went to the side of the yacht. He chattered and squeaked at the Iv’nahal.

      Mac blinked as she realized she could almost understand what he was saying to them. She must have absorbed some of his knowledge during the time she was giving her Energy to him.

      If she understood correctly, he was thanking them for their gracious help.

      That was good. One could never go wrong by saying thank you.

      Kessie came up beside her. She nudged Mac’s ribs.

      “So does that mean you two are engaged now?” She asked.

      Mac scowled at her.

      “No.”

      Kessie grinned. “So he’s still available?”

      Sigh.

      “I have no idea,” Mac said, “Ask him yourself.”

      Kessie stared at Sir Hottie Hot’s golden armored butt.

      “You bet I will,” she said, “In my own way.”

      Oh god.

      Mac looked around. Now that they were above water CeeZee and Glenn seemed to have overcome some of their fright. They were near the bent and broken railing, eyeing the nearby shore like a couple of tourists.

      Though this wasn't exactly a high-class cruise ship.

      Or at least, it hadn’t been for a very long time.

      Cruise ships didn’t smell like dank, rotten wood and dead fish, did they?

      Not unless they’d been at the bottom of the ocean for a while.

      Mac turned and found Maggie Bell standing near the bow. Maggie had her hands to her throat, fingers fluttering with the hem of her robes. Mac caught the distant tinkling of the tiny bells. She couldn’t see Maggie’s face.

      Was she looking like a tourist, too?

      Or was there something else going on behind those eyes?

      Another sigh.

      Something would have to be done about Maggie.

      Or Maggie would have to make a choice about which side she wanted to be on.

      But for now, Mac turned her attention to the yacht’s destination.

      A long, wooden dock stuck out from a wide shore with rusty red sand. The dock ran a ways over the sand, ending at a small collection of buildings that were made from a grayish stone or wood.

      The buildings were nice. Quaint looking.

      But they weren’t stunningly beautiful.

      Which told her a lot about who built them.

      Or who hadn’t built them.

      She could feel she was still in the Elven Realm. But whoever made those buildings weren’t Elven.

      She was quite curious to see who had.

      The Iv’nahal nudged the decaying Royal Yacht to the dock. It hit with a groan and an unsettling squishing sound. A shudder went through the uneven deck under her feet.

      Sev Fal’lon jumped up on the dock and waved to the rest of the passengers.

      “We should make haste,” he said, “The Royal Yacht will not stay afloat much longer.”

      Yeah, no kidding.

      Kessie was already rounding up Maggie, Glenn, and CeeZee.

      “Move your butts, people,” she said, “Unless you feel like a swim.”

      CeeZee and Glenn sprinted to the other side of the ship. Sev Fal’lon lifted CeeZee out while Glenn jumped on his own. CeeZee let out a girlish giggle as Elven Knight set her down on the dock.

      Daryl probably wouldn’t approve. But then, Daryl was probably still back home in Hanly Cove, wondering where his cookies were.

      Maggie tried to walk up to Sev Fal’lon with stately dignity. But then she tripped on a loose deck board and went flying, robes flapping and tiny bells a tinkling.

      Fortunately for the tatters of her dignity, Sev Fal’lon reached down and caught her. Saving her from a rump up face plant on the gross and squishy deck.

      He lifted her and set her on the dock beside Glenn and CeeZee. Maggie smoothed down her robes and tried to look like she’d meant to do that.

      Mac bit her lip to keep from laughing.

      Kessie was suddenly beside her again. Making Mac almost jump out of her skin.

      How did Kessie do that?

      “Come on, Boss,” Kessie said, “Let’s go find out who lives here.”

      That was the question, wasn’t it?

      That and, whose side were these people on?

      And, what was their stake in all this?

      She followed Kessie over to the dock side of the boat. Kessie–who was perfectly capable of getting out of the boat herself–held her arms out to Sev Fal’lon.

      Because no way was Kessie going to pass up the opportunity.

      Sev Fal’lon lifted her out and set her on the dock. Kessie let out a giggle.

      “Oooo, you’re so strong, Sir Hottie Hot,” she said, “I bet you have all kinds of muscles under that armor of yours. You must work out a lot, right?”

      Sev Fal’lon’s cheeks turned rosy.

      “I do have an extensive exercise regimen to keep myself in peak fighting condition,” he said.

      "Maybe I could watch you some time," Kessie said, "I bet you could show me some moves."

      Sev Fal’lon wiggled his eyebrows. “I do indeed have a number of moves I could show you.”

      Meanwhile, Mac had gotten herself out of the stupid boat and onto the stupid dock.

      And she was halfway to the shore before Sev Fal'lon noticed she wasn't in the boat anymore.

      “Milady!” He shouted.

      Whatever.

      A pounding of armor clad feet came up behind her. Along with a wave of spiced air. Which was a refreshing change from the dank, dead fish stench of the Royal Yacht.

      Sev Fal’lon slowed his pace to match hers.

      “Ah, Milady,” he said, “I should perhaps speak to the masters of Safe Harbor first. They are…unusual.”

      Great. In her experience, unusual often meant crazy. Or difficult. Either of which she had experience dealing with.

      “The clock is ticking,” Mac said, “How long before High Lord of the Dark Places Kinzaar tears apart Hanly Cove looking for me? Or to draw me out? I need to get back to the normal world. Can your Masters of Safe Harbor get me there?”

      The Knight frowned. “No, Milady,” he said, “They do not have the ability to create–or access–a portal to the normal world. Only Their Majesties can create such portals. And those small number that exist are well guarded.”

      “Like the one I came through?” She asked.

      He nodded. “That portal was created expressly for Morley.”

      “No, it was created expressly for Elven Folk to gain access to the normal world through Morley.”

      Sev Fal’lon didn’t have an immediate comeback to that. A troubled look settled over his face, though.

      They reached the reddish sand shore. The sands sparkled under the light coming through the opening high above them. The sand tickled her memory. She’d seen it somewhere before.

      “Is this place an island?” She said.

      “Yes, Milady. It is an extinct volcano in the Sea of Jod G’az.”

      “Sea of Jod G’az? Is that what we just swam through to get here?”

      “Yes, Milady.”

      Good to know.

      Actually, she kind of did know that. Fluttering traces of memory from her connection to Sev Fal’lon’s mind. She concentrated.

      “Is this island name Pey K’al?” She asked.

      “It is indeed,” he said, “How do you know?”

      “You must have told me earlier.”

      Kessie came up beside them. Well, beside Sev Fal’lon. Who she looked at with half-lidded eyes, as she batted her eyelashes at him.

      “Did you just call this place Pickle?” She said.

      “Pey K’al,” Sev Fal’lon said.

      “Yeah, Pickle,” Kessie said, “Funny name for an island. Do they grow cucumbers or something here?”

      Mac shouldn’t have enjoyed his look of confusion as much as she did.

      But, since amusements were few and far between these days, she’d take what she could get.

      Mac glanced back to see Maggie, Glenn, and CeeZee following. None of them looked to be happy about being here. Maggie, in particular, had quite the scowl as her head swiveled around, trying to take in the entire place at once.

      Did she know about this place?

      Something in her expression told Mac, no, she didn’t.

      That was oddly comforting. Maggie’s knowledge of the Elven Realm wasn’t as extensive as she’d wanted Mac to believe.

      “So who lives here?” Kessie asked, “Are they friendly?”

      Mac's fingers twitched. She was suddenly aware of the weight of the sword strapped to her back. Not that she'd need to use it. She had a Knight here to protect her.

      Unless he turned out to be less on her side than he had implied.

      She glanced up at the tall, blonde Elven Knight. He had a strange look on his face. Something between concern and exasperation.

      “The people of Pey K’al…," he said (as Kessie giggled at the name), "Can be friendly. When they choose to be. Mostly they prefer to be left alone. Outsiders are not their favorite kind of people."

      Mac’s gut tightened. “Are they going to be hostile?”

      Sev Fal’lon’s lips twisted in a half smile. While his brows drew low over his icy blue eyes.

      “Morley was a friend to them,” he said, “They will want to help his kin. I think.”

      That didn’t sound encouraging.

      Had Sev Fal’lon brought them out of the frying pan and into the fire?

      “Are these people Elven?” Mac asked.

      Again a range of emotions played over Sev Fal’lon’s face. Amusement among them. With a heavy dose of exasperation.

      “Technically they are Elven,” he said, “We are all of the same race. Though there are differences.”

      "Like the black-haired Elven Folk are still the same race as you big, tall blonde Elven Folk?” Mac said.

      He gave a slow nod. “Yeeeees, we are the same race. Technically.”

      Sigh. Great. Elven Folk were racists. And now she had the impression that whatever Elven Folk lived in those quaint–but not perfect–houses near the shore were seen as lesser Elven Folk.

      But that gave her an opportunity to ask Sev Fal'lon about the black-haired Folk.

      “So Their Majesties told me the black-haired Elven Folk are treasured members of Elven society," she said, "Is that true? Or are they second-class citizens compared to the fair-haired Folk?”

      Sev Fal’lon visibly squirmed under the questions. His features screwed up in distaste.

      “We are all considered equal under the laws of the Elven Realm,” he said.

      “Right. Laws are lovely things,” Mac said, “They tend to be idealized representations of how a people want their society to be. However, laws wouldn’t need to be created if those idealized representations happened naturally. Putting your laws aside, I’m going to assume that in Elven Society black-haired Elven Folk are not considered truly equal to their fair-haired peers.

      Sev Fal’lon’s cheeks pinked. His icy blue eyes stared straight ahead. Refusing to meet hers.

      Mac continued. “And I’m going out on a limb here and assume that the Elven Folk who live on this island are even lower on the social ladder than the black-haired Folk? Is that a safe assumption?”

      The muscles along Sev Fal’lon’s jaw bunched as he clenched his jaw. Mac stopped walking. After a few steps, the Elven Knight stopped and hung his head. Slowly, he turned to face her.

      “You are most perceptive, Milady,” he said, “These are things we do not openly speak of in our Realm. For most, it is simply the natural order of our society.”

      “Yeah, I bet that works out pretty well for those of you at the top,” Mac said.

      She tried to tamp down the heat rising inside her.

      It didn’t help when Maggie spoke up.

      “There are always unequals in any society,” she said, “As our handsome Knight said, it is the natural order.”

      Mac closed her eyes. Willing the fiery words that wanted to fly from her mouth to stay inside her.

      She had interviewed diehard racists in her time. The one thing she had learned from them is that there was nothing she could say to change their mind.

      It was disappointing that Maggie was one of them, though.

      But racists could change. If they were put into situations where they had to deal with the objects of their scorn on a one-on-one basis. As equals.

      She had seen it.

      But she also believed it was nearly as non-existent as unicorns

      “Milady,” Sev Fal’lon spoke, his voice soft, “While there are many High Elven who look down on those who do not share our physical traits, I do not believe they are right in their attitudes. I have spent time with many kinds of Folk. We are different, but not so different that any should be elevated above another.”

      Looking into his face, Mac believed him. Either he was an excellent actor. Or he really believed what he was saying. There was an earnestness to his eyes as they bored into hers. Along with a tinge of shame that his place in Elven society automatically put him above others.

      “Yeah, what a crock of crap that is,” a new voice said, “You’d throw us all into the pits of the Hades Realm if you thought you didn't need us any longer."

      Mac spun around to the new voice.

      Standing at the end of the dock, in front of the quaint building there, was an Elven Folk with high pointy ears. And bright red hair.

      He had his arms crossed over the green frock coat on his chest. A clay pipe with a long stem sat clamped at one corner of his mouth.

      He also wore short green pants and black shoes with shiny brass buckles.

      “Oh god!” Kessie shouted, “It’s a leprechaun! He’s so cute!”

      Oh god was right.
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