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   I want to thank my family because without them, my dreams would not be a reality today.








  
  Prologue
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There is no, “once upon a time,” in this story. It sounds trite to say, “once upon a time,” since this is a story that begins before once upon a time. 
It all began with a full, gigantic tree that has several names; Bodhi, Kalpavriksha, and Yggdrasil are a couple of examples, but they all point to the Tree of Life. It is said to have been wider than the eye could see and filled with rich foliage of too much to name. This tree had created the gods of good, and they too, have many names. With their nurture and care, a world was born. 
First, the humans came with their high intelligence and creativity. As their imaginations grew, the people themselves created a world of myths and legends that all came true, as the Tree of Life made them happen. Soon, the humans shared a world with fairies, dragons, and other magical beings known as mystics. Together, they helped each other make the planet Earth what it was: a peaceful and beautiful world full of life, enchantment, and joy.
That bliss was short-lived, as an evil and demonic entity swept through the earth like a shadow and began to manipulate the humans. Many of them started wars with themselves and the mystics and destroyed much of what they had created. This angered the gods and they began to fear what human nature could do to the rest of the planet. The gods made things harder for humans with violent storms and terrible diseases. When things went from bad to worse, the tree began to speak in all the hearts of the mortals and immortals.
“STOP IT!” it screamed as it lifted its roots, and its trunk gave off a bright, blinding light that showed off its very essence and power. After witnessing this wondrous sight, everyone mortal and otherwise obeyed the great tree. Once again, they faced the tree and began to listen to its words.
“Hear me now, for the truth is not to be forgotten. What was once, can be again. This dark and evil time is not forever. I have seen the future and one day things will be better than ever. The human race has such potential to evolve, as do the rest of us. I have learned and grown just as the rest of you will.”
The tree gave hope to all those suffering from their own actions and wrongdoing to others. It also made a decision that day to create separate worlds for the mystics and humans: the Nether Realm and Earth Realm. For a time, things were peaceful once again for the mystics and as the Tree of Life prophesied, humans began to learn and evolve. Soon the Nether Realm became a myth, dismissed as a fairy tale and then forgotten.
However, the Earth Realm was still a place where mystics loved to visit and enjoy from time to time while it was home to humans. Portals would open where the mystics came and went as they pleased, but humans could never go to the Nether Realm unless it was through dreams, drugs, or insanity. Some humans, however, did manage to come and live in the world of the mystics without resorting to such measures. The rare humans that accomplished this would have changed the world in a way that was positive to both realms. These amazing humans would, “vanish into thin air,” according to human records. It was not a curse but a gift, and most were never able to come back unless they chose to go by reincarnation and forget what they had seen in the Nether Realm.
They could not even go through the portals that were known to show up a time or two. The portals could never be controlled or used by humans. Portals were unpredictable and they opened by accident from time to time. Some portals were easy to close (like a haunted house), while others (like the Bermuda Triangle), could never be closed by means possessed by mankind.
Still, both worlds lived on and continued to dream of big things, but evil beings still caused chaos in both worlds. The malevolent entities didn’t want either side to have peace or to evolve. They wanted to crush the good that both worlds had and continue to keep both worlds separate, if not in ruins. But time passed like the flow of the river and the creatures in both worlds did not know if history was going to repeat itself all over again.






  
  Chapter One
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Merkiva, the market town of the Nether Realm. Where merchants and traders come a-wheeling-and-a-dealing, hoping to earn a fortune and eat like royalty while the customers come to see what’s new in this hip and happening town. Most of the shops are small, one-storey fairytale cottages complete with straw roofs and stained-glass windows. There are a few rare stores that are made of grey stone or have two-storey, castle-like turrets. With these stores, people often live in them as well as run their businesses through them. Other smaller businesses sell their wares on blankets on the ground or in tents. In Merkiva, there is always something original and different to see, from new foods to entertainers. It is a town that prides itself on being made of magic. 
Speaking of magic, there is a shop that in the center of town that is the talk of many far and wide. Trees cushion the small cottage that is known only as the Nether Realm Magic Shop. There is always a new-fangled item that is beautiful, needful, and effective. The window display has an impressive and dramatic scene upon it. Delicate and vibrant blue velvet drapes over various heights and depths to resemble a bright, heavenly sky. On it are crystals of various colors, sizes, and shapes that sparkle in the sun. Behind it are some books that give insight on what the store itself has, and a small tree in the center of it all. Hanging in the windows are faceted sun-catchers that make the shop look like a flow of rainbows.  
On the wooden display shelves against the walls, are dainty little glass bottles filled with various colored liquids of herbal bath and body products, that do everything from energizing to relaxing the senses. Beside them are tiny, dark bottles of aromatherapy oils that are used for just about everything.  
There are more herbs that are packaged for culinary uses, teas, and potpourris.  Candles in bright colors bring on the emotion they’re labeled with. Beside them are nature products such as shells, glass flowers, and little trees. There is striking jewelry to be had in the display glass on the counter. Some of the jewelry has bright gleaming jewels, while others have interesting engravings, but all of them sparkle with the magic infused in them.  Artwork, paintings, sculptures, and statues of various mythical creatures are displayed everywhere and give off the feeling of being in an art gallery. An antique book and crystal ball show themselves off, along with a golden antique cash register on a long wooden counter.  
Whatever enchanted object is needed at the time, is there in the Nether Realm Magic Shop. By the window behind the counter stands a young nymph named Elfina, who is the shop’s owner and keeper. Her bright green eyes watch the rain fall with child-like wonder, despite the fact it slows down her business. Whenever she is lucky enough to feel the drops of water on her skin, she spins in circles to feel the joy of it. To her, the rain washes away all the bad and brings on the better. Nature’s own cleaning crew. A happy sigh escapes her sweet pink smile as she stands there barefoot with her toenails painted a bright red this week. She pulls a hand through her soft, wavy blonde hair that reaches all the way to her waist.  
This is the kind of day I needed, Elfina thinks to herself, as she smooths out her simple blue dress with its green leaves and white flowers pattern. She remembers shopping with Jacqueline, who picked out this dress for her, because it showed her bust nicely and a little leg from the knees. 
Jacqueline always says that appearances make the woman, which Elfina agrees with.   
Keeping that in mind, Elfina looks into a small table mirror with thick, gold ivy embroidery to check her makeup. The pixie salesgirl who sold her the cosmetics was right about the eyeshadow. The stardust, sparkling silver, is the perfect compliment for her fair skin.  
A nice, light flirtatiousness and sparkle on the eyes brings out her inner goddess, as fun-looking as it is simple to put on. Throughout her whole life, Elfina never thinks of all the fussy little details that come with everyday life. She, like the rest of her fellow nymphs, just wants to enjoy her life and not worry about the little things, because it is a waste of time.  
Elfina wonders what all her best friends are doing on a day like today. Jacqueline is probably enjoying it from her tower room as she paints something gloomy, while her husband is out and about fixing something. Or, she could be making love to her husband. Rainy days are as inspiring to Jacqueline as they are to Elfina. It isn’t surprising to her or any of their mutual friends that Jacqueline finds beauty in darkness. She is a vampire and has been for over 500 years. The stereotype of vampires is to be morose and melancholic, but despite this, Jacqueline is always fun and great to be around. This is thanks to her consistently glowing smile and infectious laugh.  
The same goes for her husband of 300 years, Stephan. He’s a werewolf who is a great contrast to her black outfits and perfect manners with his plaid shirts, blue jeans, and the way he relaxes so easily wherever he plants himself.  
Viola is a woman of the siren clan who lives in the seas with other mer-people like herself. She is a busy woman who works as a banker, and yet always manages to come to the surface to see the rest of her friends. The sweet, shy, and quietly strong-willed Viola has a blush ready for any adult situation, which includes meeting someone new. However, she is never afraid to go after what she wants, which right now includes that job promotion to bank manager. She is a woman determined to make her own way in life, in and out of the water.  She is (no doubt) at work right now busting her tail, but she did promise to come out tonight despite the rain. It takes time for her tail to dry and change into legs, but that never stops her.
Then there is the practical, no-nonsense elf maiden Meira, who forges and repairs swords and shields. She knows everything there is to know about being a blacksmith. Her boyfriend, Osmond (Ozzie for short), is also an elf, and he takes care of the business end of their shop. It is charming to see them both together in and out of the shop: the way he sits up at the front of the counter or does the ledgers while she is in the back of the smithery creating one her masterpieces.  
The way the two of them pass each other the instruments of their choices is a romance novel in its own. Meira hands him a pen and Ozzie hands her a hammer. Then a smile is given on both sides as Meira leans forward and kisses him sweetly. The affection between the two of them has the whole group constantly wondering when they are actually going to get married. The ladies all have a pool for when that is going to be. By Viola’s logical guesstimate, they will be married in thirty years, while the more experienced Jacqueline thinks it will be another fifty years. The ever-romantic Elfina believes that it will be in twenty-five years.
When Meira finds out about this pool, the three of them think she’ll be angry.  Instead, she puts down her share of money and suggests forty-five years. A great sense of humour mixed with a good-nature and a dry, sarcastic wit gives you one person: Meira. She rounds the group off with practical advice and a cynical remark or two.  
Such as the other day, when she remarked about Elfina’s penchant for going barefoot. “You walk in your bare feet so much that you are going to get troll’s feet one day.”
And what did Elfina do? Stick her tongue out at her, of course.
Elfina is not close to her parents, but she does have a family with her three best friends and their respective spouses. Her life is full, as she has her own business that she has made an undeniable success for over one hundred years. She travels everywhere to see everything that the Nether Realm has to offer, which is a lot, and has a beautiful home in the rainbow-esque forest to keep an eye on her kind, but absentminded guardian named Javas.  
And then there is Iris, her own loveable friend, business partner, and cat. Right now, she is rubbing her long body against Elfina’s bare legs. Elfina picks Iris up and holds her close to stroke her lovely, soft gray fur. She is a lucky nymph indeed and plans to stay that way.
“Alright you miserable blockheads!” yells the booming voice of Tomnock Cree, and snaps Elfina out of her gratitude meditation.
Elfina turns and smiles at the red-faced, long-bearded dwarf waving his arm in a manic circle. She gently places Iris down on the floor and turns to look at the six small men handling a large wooden box. She turns her gaze to Tommy Cree, who is the shipment manager of Underground Shipment Inc. Four feet tall and touchier than a mean-spirited phoenix, he works his employees hard, but he rewards them well.  
“Get that shipment in here!”  he bellows. “Damn leeches, this is what I waste my precious gold on you for?”
Elfina doesn’t bother to hide her chuckle as he comes up to her counter on the small set of steps. “Hi, Tommy.” 
“Hello, Elfina,” he replies in a boisterous but friendly manner. “Fine-looking weather we are having today.”
“It sure is. That’s why I thought you and your boys would love to lug something heavy here today.”
“Naturally.” Tommy sighs from the pure pleasure of being covered in cold water and mud. “It helps to cool us down.”
“So, how are things? Would you like some tea?” Elfina asks, as she leans on her counter.
“Nah!” He shakes his head at her offer. “I’m switching back to coffee.”
“So that is why you are in such a good mood today.” She impishly blinks at him.  
“Hey! Delivering a shipment to not only a beautiful client but my favorite client is all I need,” Tommy says, matching his playful look to hers.
Elfina shakes her head as the dwarves begin to open up the crate with a crowbar.  After hearing them pound harshly into the giant box, Tommy turns to his crew and stomps off the steps. She watches his approachable face instantly morph into an aggravated one.    
“What the hell do you think you’re doing? Be careful there!” he yells, as he walks over to the crate and takes the crowbar from one of the other dwarves. “There are valuables in there! Get your head out of your ass and pay attention!”
After getting the other dwarves to move aside, Tommy demonstrates how it is supposed to be done.  
Elfina does her best to try and hide her giggle as she watches Tommy get his dander up. The other dwarves stand in a half circle, watching Tommy with amusement. It looks like they too can’t help but find this situation funny. With the crowbar lodged in, Tommy pulls against it and a loud snap vibrates through the store.
“Gently open it, you wet-brained apes!” With that, Tommy returns to Elfina’s counter, where she is still standing and watching the action unfold.
The rest of the dwarves shake their heads, enjoying themselves before getting back to the job at hand. They all know that Tommy is all bark and no bite. He just believes in working hard even when he doesn’t have to.
“How’s your family doing, Tommy? Got any new pictures?” Elfina inquires, knowing just how to bring the softie out of him.
A gushy smile spreads on his face as he pulls out a small portrait of his wife and newborn son. “Look! Look! He finally has a smile.” Elfina looks at the picture, seeing the small baby wrapped in his beaming mother’s arms. “Now, the wife says he has her smile, but you and I know better.”
With the look of pure happiness on his face, Elfina feels the kindness and love radiate from him. She can tell that everything he does, he does for them. Now, being the savvy businesswoman that she is, Elfina takes this opportunity to make an observation. Not just for her but for his employees too.
“Your boys seem a little strained, Tommy.” 
“Yeah,” he utters, hunching his shoulders forward and putting a hand to his lower back. “We’ve been so busy lugging this and that everywhere that our backs have been giving us some trouble.”
Elfina takes this statement as her cue and walks over to one of her shelves. She picks up a medium, stout green bottle along with a couple strips of bark from the clear glass jar beside it.  It’s a good thing she stocked up on her inventory that day. For the past week, it’s been all back pain and muscle spasms that her customers have been coming in with. She turns to look at all the men and can tell right away what they are in desperate need of.  
Elfina walks over to Tommy, hands him the bottle, and puts the bark in a plastic bag for him. “Here you are, Tommy. This should help you guys out.” 
“Thanks, Elfie.” He takes the bottle and the bag to examine them both. “But what is it? What do you do with it?”
“In the bottle is cayenne pepper and Saint John’s wort mixed with Jack Frost oil.  You put this on your lower back. It will have a warming effect at first, but with the oil it will cool your skin and relieve the pain,” Elfina explains and then points to the bag of bark.  “This is willow bark. You guys need to chew on that in order to feel better from the inside out. After a decent night’s rest, your backs should be better in a day or so.”
“Perfect! Thanks, Elfina,” he speaks as he puts the items in his brown satchel.  “What do I owe you?”
“The shipment?” Elfina bats her eyelashes mischievously at him for a second time.    
“Nice try, sweetheart!  What else you got?” He grins and wiggles his fingers at her.
Elfina sighs, knowing that she can’t trick him, so she tells him the truth. “The combined two are worth 50 GPs, or one translucent gem.”
Tommy pulls out the invoice from his satchel and looks over to her. “Alright, well our service is 200 GPs or 4 TGs. With this new deal, it will be 150 GPs or 3 TGs.”
After hearing this, Elfina takes out a deep-blue velvet bag full of gold pieces and gives it to him. With a twinkle in his eye, Tommy takes the bag. Elfina expected to get this deal from him. She may have a small dose of clairvoyance that all nymphs have, but she prefers to use her good people skills to make business deals happen. Besides, in her mind, bartering can bring a better deal—especially when she gets a new supplier, friend, or valuable item. If it is a new item, she can always keep it for herself or charge it with magic and sell it to someone else.  
“Great, honey. I’ll see you again.” Tommy puts the pouch in his bag and walks off the steps.
“I hope so.”  Elfina coyly winks at him.
“Sly flirt,” he replies as he walks over towards his crew, who are just starting to walk out the door. All of them are eyeing Tommy with delight as they go. “Alright, show’s over you tiny-brained pukes! Get moving!” Elfina wobbles her head and grabs her tiny dustpan and brush. As Tommy stops at the door, he turns and speaks. “You’ll save me a dance at the Centennial World Celebration, right?”
“For you, Tommy, as many dances as you wish.” With an affectionate smile on both parts, Tommy leaves and Elfina goes to tidy up her shop. She’s made some pretty good sales today and thinks she should close the shop early. A knowing smirk appears on her face as she puts her broom and dustpan back under her counter. She still has to put her new shipment in the back room, so she walks over to the newly-opened crate and gathers all the jewels inside.
Perhaps she will drop in on Meira and see if she can get her to close her shop early, too. It is Saturday after all. That means that it is ladies’ night with her friends. Elfina looks forward to this every week when she and her friends get together at the pub, or wherever the groups’ mood takes them. There are times when they have dinner or lunch together when it isn’t Saturday, but ladies’ night is their sacred get-together.  
After she slips on her silver shoes, Elfina turns the open sign to closed. Iris, being the independent cat that she is, goes to her bed behind the counter and falls asleep. Elfina has already taken out a piece of fish for her and made sure she has enough water for the night.  With a spring in her step, Elfina puts on her shawl, locks her doors, and leaves the store.  
As she walks, Elfina beholds all the shops, tents, and outdoor kiosks. Maya, the psychic, seems to be doing well with the long line of clients waiting by her tent. They don’t seem bothered by the inclement weather, as they all just sit around on chairs or stand in the rain waiting to be called inside.
Maya steps outside of the tent and calls out, “Burdock! You’re next, dear.”
That is when the stony golem stands up from the chair and Maya holds the tent door flap open for him. As he steps inside, Elfina sends a wave to Maya and she returns it with a nod. She brushes a heavily ringed hand through her black, curly hair with a silver streak before straightening out her shining purple paisley skirt.
Elfina can’t help but admire Maya. She is an elegant and intelligent woman who uses her integrity and gifts to help others. Elfina remembers how Maya came into her store one day looking for tarot cards that truly “spoke” to her. Luckily, not only did she find that, but a bright blue crystal that matches her eyes to a tee. Many gypsies believe that when a crystal ball matches your eyes, you see all of destiny unfold. Since then, she has used both divination tools to lead others to better lives.  
Elfina walks on and sees the giant Persian rug where the Dancing Trifle Triplets are putting on their latest performance. Under the magical dome they’ve summoned to block the rain, they dance a sensual routine where they wave their hips and reach their arms out like they are swimming. Elfina stops to watch with the small crowd gathering around them.
It is hard to believe that the three of them are sisters. They all look so different.  Although they are all slender, one sister has blue eyes and blonde hair, another has red hair and green eyes, and the last one has black hair and violet eyes. Today, the three of them are wearing identical black belly-dancing outfits, tantalizing and teasing the crowd with their exotic dance. The three of them line up in a straight line and let out a big clap, putting their hands together.
As the crowd cheers them on, the raven-haired triplet comes forward and summons a magical scroll with a red enchanted quill. It hovers in the air as she begins to speak. “If you liked what you saw today, just know that you can learn our magical dance. Sign up today on our scroll and get a 20% off discount.”
Elfina watches a few people go towards the scroll to sign their names. Elfina doesn’t join them. She loves dancing, but to her it is about celebrations, not shows.  
Next to the triplets’ tent is Meira’s home and weapons shop. Elfina treads into the shop that is filled with lanterns on the ceilings, and swords and shields adorning the walls.  A long wooden counter sits in the back of the store. From the back door behind the counter comes Meira, with her shoulder-length brown hair tied back in a leather thong. Her brown elvish face is covered with dirt and sweat from hard labour. A smile appears on her face when she sees Elfina. Dirty or clean, Meira always glows, especially with that smile.  
“Hi sweetheart!” She greets her friend with a hug. “You’re here early.”
“Yes, it was a little slow in my shop today, but I had a steady stream of customers in the morning.”
Meira turns the open sign to closed. “Yes. The same thing happened here, so I decided to fix up this beauty.” She walks into her workshop at the back of the store and brings back a six-foot-tall spear with a silver pole and some unique designs on the spearhead.  
“Wow!” Elfina says, as Meira hands her the weapon. “This is magnificent, Meira.  Whose spear is this?”
“Mine,” Meira answers smugly. “I bought it a week ago and have been really fixing it up.”
Elfina hands the spear back and walks with Meira to her workshop. It is dark and full of clutter. The room is filled with the instruments and tools of metal molding, complete with an anvil in the center of the room. Meira hangs the spear back on her shelf, and gestures for Elfina to come up with her to the apartment.  
The apartment is sedate and humble, which is how both Meira and Ozzie prefer it.  They don’t believe in decorations or impractical objects. “If you don’t use it, you don’t need it.” That is their motto. On the light purple couch sits Meira’s lover and business partner Ozzie, with a glass of red wine in one hand, a pen in the other, and a burgundy ledger on his lap. His bald head shines despite the lack of sun, while his amber eyes are skimming the figures of the day. His thin mouth has a half smile, lifting his high cheekbones ever-so-slightly with it. By the content expression on his pale, light-colored face, the store has broken even today.  
“Hi Ozzie!” Elfina sends him a gracious wave and smile. “How’re things?”
He looks up at her and returns the smile. “Oh, great. Stephan and I are going to Colusa to watch the fight.”
“Oh, right! Who’s fighting again?”
“The amazonian Meg against Rand the Barbarian.” He toasts his glass to her.
“Right,” Elfina nods. “I hear it’s supposed to be a hell of a fight.”
“Yeah.” Ozzie raises his eyebrows in anticipation and finishes the last of his wine.  “A damn good fight.”
They both laugh with one another before Elfina follows Meira into her bedroom through an archway. Meira goes into her bathroom to shower the dirt and sweat from her body while Elfina goes into her bedroom closet to help pick out a clean outfit. When Meira comes back into the bedroom, she realizes something.
“Oh! How is Viola going to get here if it’s raining?” Meira asks, as she slips on her long brown pants. Elfina holds up two different shirts for her to choose.
“Jacqueline is picking Viola up in the coach from that small cave that she waits in.”
“Phew! That’s one worry off my mind.” Meira nods as she picks out the long-sleeved shirt of two different shades of blue. “Do you think it will stop raining by then?”
With the shrewd snicker they both give each other, the two of them start laughing.  They both know that the rain won’t stop yet. Both the races of elves and nymphs are attuned to nature; they can sense what the weather is going to be for days at a time. After Meira readies herself, they walk into the hall.
“Bye, Ozzie!” the two women unitedly say, and chuckle. As they leave, Ozzie smiles and waves good-bye to them while they head down the stairs.
“Did you hear about Lady Merida?” Meira questions, looking over at Elfina with great concern in her eyes as they walk out of the store.  
“No. Did something happen?” Elfina probes, matching her friend’s worried look with a curious expression. Meira recounts the story to Elfina.
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