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CHAPTER ONE
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Charlie sat on a cold stone block beneath a gray sky and held a torn piece of his shirt to the  bleeding wound on the side of his head as he tried to decide what he should do. Tall stone pillars, cracked and worn, surrounded the ring of brittle grass where the stone block sat. Beyond that all that could be seen was more rubble. 

This was not what he had expected, though perhaps he should have. No one had seen the City Of Magic, said to be the birthplace of the elves, in a thousand years. A tumbled down ruin should not be so shocking. Anton had told him this was where he would find what he sought and he had no reason to doubt the man. 

He glanced at the silver disk clutched in his left hand. It was covered in strange markings he couldn’t read and in its center was a small, white magestone. A dead magestone. Or maybe just a very weak one. Charlie wasn’t sure. 

It had served its purpose in bringing him here and, as unexpected and depressing as his dismal surroundings were, Charlie new this was the right place. The dragon in his mind recognized it. Still, he was hesitant to throw the disk away until he was sure there was no further use for it. 

The map and the key, that was what Lily had called it. So until he had found The Silver Catacombs and freed the sleeping magic therein, he thought he would hold on to it. But at the moment his main concern was his head, which was throbbing with a dull, steady ache. No surprise really, considering he’d just been pummeled by a heavy piece of machinery. But the fact that it was still bleeding worried him. 

Then of course there was the fact that he was utterly alone in a strange place with no idea what had become of his friends. If the big magestone in the castle basement had only brought him here and left the others behind, then they were in far more danger than he was and there was nothing he could do to help them. 

Charlie slipped the disk into the pocket of his jeans and slid down off the block. Sitting here was doing him no good. He needed forward motion to continue his search. Only, he wasn’t sure where to begin.  All he had to go on was a recurring dream of a little valley nestled between two hills. 

He could see no sign of any hills from where he was standing. But he supposed for the disk to have dropped him off at the Catacombs’ front door was too much to hope for. He only wished he knew why he had been brought to this particular spot when it was so obvious there was nothing here. 

Charlie struck out along what might once have been a narrow road; now choked with scrub grass and littered with small bits of stone. The silence echoed around him; broken only by the thin cry of the chill wind. He shivered. Not since his father died and he had been taken to live at the home had he felt so completely alone. 

He worried about the others. Especially Thomas, who had been in bad shape when last Charlie saw him. He wasn’t sure he should care even though the older boy had saved his life and, more importantly, Miranda’s life. Two things for which Charlie was most grateful. Only he wasn’t sure they were enough to negate all the bad things Thomas had done. 

Thomas had always been his worst enemy, his tormentor. Had even tried to kill him once, not so long ago. He was a traitor several times over and people had died for his treachery. Yet now they were uneasy allies. But if there was one thing Charlie had learned since being dragged away from the home, it was that with Thomas there were never any guarantees. 

Charlie walked until the throbbing in his head became so fierce he had to stop. He sat in the shade of a tall pillar, the top half of which had broken off and fallen to the side. Ignoring the cold bite of the stone through his thin t-shirt, Charlie leaned back and closed his eyes. Maybe he would sleep for awhile and dream something useful. 

An elf knelt beside a glittering pool of water beneath the drooping branches of a willow tree. There was a sound in the air. A great rushing sound. The elf looked up, his pale blue eyes clear and unafraid. 

A dragon landed on the other side of the pool. A great green dragon whose scales glittered like emeralds in the sunlight. “Little one,” the dragon said, “your time has come. I pass my mantle on to you, as it was passed to me once, long, long ago. I will sleep the dreamless sleep for all eternity. Go, and give my gift to the elves of this one’s world so it may not be lost. And remember, little one, all worlds belong to you to tend and care for. Meddle not in trifling affairs, but only when great tragedy looms.” 

“I understand.” The elf stood. “I fear not my death. For I know it was for this moment I was born.” 

The green dragon’s scales began to glimmer with an iridescent light. It washed over the elf and then the dragon was gone. The elf stepped it from under the tree and tilted his head back to feel the warmth of the sun on his face. He smiled and raised his arms. In his place a white dragon spread its wings and leapt into the sky. 

Charlie opened his eyes, at first uncertain of what had woken him. The dream faded even as he sat up. But was it a dream? It had the odd feeling of memory to it. Though not a memory of his own. 

Because his magic was no longer a separate thing but fully part of him, Charlie picked up the faint sound without even consciously trying. The slight tumble of stone against stone. A crunch. The steady, though barely discernible, tread of feet. The sound of several someone’s trying to move stealthily through the ruins. 

It wasn’t his friends, he was sure. Maybe Raven could move that quiet, but not the others. Slowly, he stood. It sounded as if the footsteps were moving in his direction. That only gave him three choices. Stay here and wait for whoever it was to slip up on him, run and risk having an enemy at his back, or move toward whoever it was and perhaps catch them off guard. He chose the third option. 

With the aid of his magic, Charlie could move quick and silent. So silent that whoever was creeping up on him could not possibly hear him. A soft scuff sounded  and Charlie ducked behind a fallen pillar as a shadowhound came up over the top of the rubble ahead. It looked like a tall, slender, black dog with pointed ears. Only it was a little hazy around the edges, like a smeared charcoal drawing. Its glowing red eyes scanned the area before it. 

Charlie had come across the creatures twice before; the first time while breaking into the school record room, when the shadowhound would surely have killed him if not for Spree; and the second time in the castle basement, when two of the creatures had helped to save his life and the lives of his friends. It was up in the air what this one might decide to do. 

The hound’s narrow head turned in Charlie’s direction. Their eyes met. With a heavy feeling in his gut, Charlie came out from behind the pillar. Even with his magic he could not outpace a hound. He wasn’t sure he could come out on top in a fight with one either, but he had to try. The dragon in his mind stirred as the magic in his veins began to burn. 

The hound made no move toward him, but continued to stare with its direct, unblinking gaze. Then it sat, cocking its head to one side and looking more like a dog than ever. It was responding to his magic; just as the two in the castle had. Charlie eased slowly forward, watching for any sign that the hound might attack. 

The crunch of a booted foot on stone reminded Charlie that there were others nearby. He stopped, silently admonishing himself for letting the sight of the shadowhound make him forget the other sounds. 

A man came up on the pile of rubble behind the hound. Or, to be more precise, an elf with long silver hair tied back in a braid. He wore a skintight uniform of black and gold, and in his hand held a slender, blue rod. There was something vaguely familiar about him. He spoke in a language that Charlie did not recognize. The end of the sentence lifted in the lilt of a question as he raised the rod. 

Charlie had no idea what that thing could do, but he’d had enough weapons pointed at him to get the idea. He raised his hands in what he hoped was the universal sign of I’m-not-armed-please-don’t-shoot-me and smiled in his most nonthreatening manner. “I don’t understand you.”

The elf’s eye narrowed. Then he turned and called out to someone behind him. A moment later another elf, this one with loose shoulder length hair also of silver, came up beside the first elf. It was then that Charlie realized why these elves looked so familiar. They had the same coloring as Silvan; the leader of the Elven Resistance Movement back in Kiloreen. 

The second elf gave the first a necklace made of small, red magestones. When the first elf put the necklace on, the stones began to glow. “What are you?” he asked. 

“I’m Charlie. But, uh, I bet that’s not what you meant.” He supposed this man wanted some kind of explanation as to what he was doing here and Charlie was not sure how much he should tell. By this time, the dream had faded away in his mind. The memory of a memory. 

“I am Mish of the An-Dean. You are not An-Dean. You are not Solari. You are not elf-kind. What are you?” 

That could prove difficult to explain. If these elves had never seen a human then it stood to reason they wouldn’t understand the word elfblood. Not that Charlie resembled an elfblood, except for being a bit more slight of frame than most fourteen year old boys. “I’m human, mostly, but I do have elven ancestors. Where I come from, they call me elfblood.” 

“I do not know these words; human, elfblood. You do not look elven. Where are you from?”

“It’s called Angland, but no you probably never heard of that either.” He wished Grant was here. He was so much better at explaining things. “I came from, I don’t know, another world, maybe? A magestone brought me here. Look, I don’t have a weapon, so could I lower my arms?” That was not technically true as his magic was certainly a kind of weapon. But he didn’t want to reveal too much too soon. 

Mish gave him a curt nod, then slipped the rod into a loop on the side of his uniform. He touched a hand to the stones and they dimmed as he turned to say something in his own language. Half a dozen elves, all identical to Charlie’s eyes, came around the side of the rubble. Mish, the second elf, and the shadowhound climbed down to join them. 

Mish lowered his hand and the stones began to glow again. “It is written in the scrolls of Banaster that a day will come when the lost magic must be found again. On that day, a strange creature will come from the old world. A creature who will be elf-kind and yet not. And he will have with him the disk that opens the lock on the Silver Catacombs. Do you have such a disk? Are you the one we have waited so long for?” 

Charlie knew that if Grant was here he would council caution. But he wasn’t and Charlie was so glad to find someone who might be able to lead him to the Catacombs that he threw all caution to the wind. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the disk. “I’ve come to find the magic.” 

The others murmured amongst themselves until a lifted hand from Mish silenced them. “It is good you have come, Charlie of Angland. The Void has pressed close and we had little hope of holding it at bay much longer. You are a most welcome sight.” 

“So are you.” Charlie’s heart beat faster at the thought that he might be so close to that which he sought. The dragon in his mind stirred. “Do you know where the Catacombs are?” 

“No. The scrolls do not say. And if ever the An-Dean knew, that knowledge has passed from us.” 

Charlie’s heart fell. “Oh. Maybe you can help anyway. There’s a valley between two hills. A valley with a waterfall, and a brook, and a cave.” 

Mish shook his head. “There is no such place in the city.” 

“What about beyond the city?” 

“There is no beyond.” His expression grew grim. “There is only the city and the Void, a great darkness that surrounds us, creeping closer and closer. Much of the city is gone and much is like this; reduced to nothing but rubble. What is left is split in two. Half belonging to the An-Dean, half belonging to the Solari. Perhaps they may know where the Catacombs lie.” 

“Then could you take me to them, or at least point the way?” Maybe all hope was not lost after all.

“I cannot. The Solari are our sworn enemies. They worship the Void and the foul things that haunt the darkness. If you go to them, they will kill you.” 

Yeah, that sounded about right considering the kind of luck he’d had so far on this crazy quest. “So what do I do now?” He hadn’t really been asking the elf, just the universe in general. 

“Come with us,” Mish said. “We will hide you from the Solari and seek a way to find the location of the Catacombs. The magic is lost, but if you are here than it is seeking to be found. Perhaps now we may do what our ancestors could not.”  

There wasn’t much else he could see to do. “All right. I’ll come. But I don’t suppose you’ve seen any other strangers around, have you?” 

“There are others with you?” 

“Maybe. I’m not sure. There were others with me before the magestone brought me here, but I don’t know what happened to them.” 

“Perhaps the Void somehow interfered with the stone’s magic,” Mish said. “Once we have returned to the compound, I will spread word for my people to be easy on any strangers they come across and to bring them to me.” 

“Thank you.” Charlie fell in beside Mish and the hound as they went around the pile of rubble to where the road continued. The other elves followed behind. Charlie only hoped his friends were here. He wasn’t sure he could really concentrate on anything else until he was certain they were safe. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Thomas lay on his back, staring up at the gray sky. The cold ground chilled his skin. Or at least it felt cold to him. But then between the aftereffects of the drugs and the gunshot wound, he’d lost a lot of blood. 

“How are you feeling?” Raven looked down at him. There was not much real concern behind the question. 

“Wonderful.” Of all the people he could have gotten stuck with, why did it have to be this brassy, obnoxious elfblood? Why not Miranda? Or even Charlie, for that matter. He had no manner of luck at all. 

Raven crouched down beside him; her blue eyes intent on his face. “You don’t look wonderful.” She pushed a tangle of black curls, highlighted purple, behind one slender, pointed ear, then checked the makeshift bandage on his shoulder. “You’re lucky the bullet went clean through.” 

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I was thinking. How lucky I am.” He closed his eyes and wished she would just go away and let him die in peace. 

“We should try and find the others.” She stood. “I don’t like to be separated in this strange place.” 

“Go ahead, then. I like it fine right where I am.” Thomas didn’t relish the idea of dying, but if that was what was going to happen this was as good a place as any. 

“I can’t leave you here.” 

Thomas opened one eye. “Why not?” 

“Because you’d probably go and
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