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	Forward

	by Janelle Shields

	 

	Dear Reader,

	You are about to embark on a strange and wonderful journey through a magical land full of fun and fantastical characters. As the second book in the series, this book has a lot to live up to, and trust me when I say, it does not disappoint. With imagery so concrete and well-described, you feel like you’ve been dropped right into this world, as you travel alongside these memorable heroes, heroines, and villains.  

	The writing is fresh and exciting, and the plot twists and turns in unexpected ways. But one of the truth strengths of this book is the way several different stories weave and wind their way throughout, and come together at the end to provide an unforgettable experience for the reader. With some truly laugh-out-loud moments, humor is ever present in these pages. In an expertly build world, beloved characters from the previous book re-appear to delight us once more as they take on new challenges. And we meet some new, equally wonderful and whimsical characters with larger-than-life personalities. 

	Beautifully written, the book blends just the right amount of tension and suspense with humor, dramatic irony, and a page-turning plot. I know you will enjoy this book as much as I did, so without further adieu, happy reading!

	
Prologue

	 

	Castelia was confined to a cramped emerald prison where she brooded in the green light that flooded through the gem’s untouched surface above. She cursed her twin sister, Esmerelda, who cast the spell that had imprisoned her within this forsaken and wretched cage. The gypsy she saw leaving as she was entering must have had something to do with it as well. She would bet on it. He was too smug and happy as he passed by. She didn’t know how yet, but she was going to corner both of them in Merisha.

	Whoever had fashioned this marvel of an emerald gem had divided it into two different cells with an invisible partition between them. She watched a gaunt, pale, humanoid creature sitting on the other side of the partition with a sword. She guessed that the slob was male, but whatever that thing was, he was so pathetic. His featureless form barely resembled a living being, and its pale skin tone was almost a faint gray. It wore only a pair of leather gloves and worn-out trousers barely held up by a ragged cord sash. Inscribed on the sword's blade were the words “DRAGON'S BANE.”

	The creature hunkered as far back on its side of the partition as it could get from Castelia. When it had first met her, it sprang at Castelia with ferocious abandon while clumsily brandishing the sword at her. It flew into a fit, snarled, and morphed into her image. She raged back at it and exploded into her demonic form with dark red skin, horns, cloven hooves, and a tail. This sent it cowering into the corner.

	Her brooding was interrupted when she began exhibiting an odd behavior as she cranked her neck in a weird, circular fashion and then gripped her head in her hands while she moaned, groaned, and shouted, ”Don’t you do that! Don’t you try that if you know what’s good for you? Unless you desire to make a journey to the Void of Unending Naught. Remember the blood oath you signed.” Her whole form briefly bulged in various places as if she were about to explode. After the spectacle quieted, she scowled and demanded, “Never, never do that again.”

	The creature in the other chamber was totally befuddled as it watched Castelia twitch and gesture to an unseen entity. It briefly got close enough to press its face against the invisible barrier between them. However, her machinations became so spooky that even it had to back away as far as it could, turn its gaze away, and cover its eyes.

	The devilish voice of Castelia broke out in cackling laughter as she spoke in a demeaning tone. ”Come on back, girl.” She turned to the creature and said with glee, “You’re a shapeshifter, and I know what kind. You’re a doppelganger, aren’t you? She motioned for the creature to come closer as it looked over its shoulder.

	“I am sure this doppelganger would love to hear your sad, sad story.” She looked at the creature and asked, “Wouldn’t you?” She waited, and when there was no reply, she demanded, “It’s a command performance, my dear!” She beckoned the creature forward once more.

	Slowly, she adopted a more mousy attitude with a childlike voice that pleaded, “Must I? You have heard it before.”

	The devilish attitude and demeaning voice replied, “The doppelganger has not heard it, and I never tire of hearing it, my love.”

	Her childlike personality whimpered as she said, “I lived on a farm by a waterfall with my papa, Thalanar, my mother, Rosewood, and my sister, Esmerelda.”

	“She and her sister are twins,” the devil’s voice interrupted with an arrogant tone. The child in Castelia was silent, so she snapped, “Go on!”

	“One day there was an awfully bad storm, and papa and I couldn’t get to the boat.”

	The devil side rebuked, “That was because she kept hanging onto the fence post. Wasn’t it, my dear?”

	“All I remember was watching Esmerelda and Mama float away in the boat when I felt a stabbing pain in the back of my neck until…” the child paused to sob.

	



	

Chapter 1

	Her Sad, Sad Tale

	 

	Gaining her composure, her elf side began, “When I came to myself again, my father was desperately holding on to me and a log as we floated down a swollen stream.” She paused, and when there was no interruption, she continued, “He told me that the log had struck me on the head, but that he had been lucky enough to scoop me up. He had barely caught the log at the same time. I felt pain at the back of my head where I found a handful of blood.” Subconsciously, she reached around to feel the back of her head and even yelped, “Ow!” Then she blushed at her foolish reaction.

	“Papa tried to calm me down by telling me I would be alright and that it was not bad. He said that we were lucky to be alive. He also had several gashes, one of them being just above his eye. Had it been any closer, he would have lost that eye. It only comforted me a little because my pain still hurt badly.”

	"He tried me to get me to help him paddle with our hands to steer the log to the shore. I tried my best, but the current was too strong. But just when we seemed to be making headway, we heard a loud roar which continued to get louder. When we looked in front of us, we saw that we were approaching a huge waterfall. It was all that papa could do to keep me from panicking. Nevertheless, I did my best to help him and we stroked even harder. Just as we were about to go over the waterfall the log jammed between two large boulders jutting out of the water.”

	"Papa tried to comfort me and said, ‘See, because we tried, we struck the boulders instead of going over the waterfall.’ Since the shore was not far away, we let go of the log and swim to shore by ourselves. Just as we reached the the shore, we heard a loud crack. As we looked back, the log broke loose and plunged over the edge. The rain had stopped, and the sun was out. We were so tired that we just lay down and fell asleep.”

	The doppelganger seemed to be engrossed in Castelia’s story. He sat and leaned against the partition, sword in hand. He never let go of it.

	There was a long pause, so Castelia’s devilish side drolly interrupted with a complaint. “Your delivery is a little slow. You might wish to speed it up.” Then, she insincerely remarked, “But don’t let me interrupt you by any means. Continue.”

	Her elvish side sighed as she began again. “I don’t know how long I slept, but I was the first to wake up. It was getting late because the sun was low on the horizon. I woke Papa and complained that I was hungry. Though I was very hungry, my curiosity was stronger, and I just had to look over the edge of the waterfall before leaving. It would have been a huge drop, and the height made me dizzy and frightened. I ran back to Papa, and we trudged off to find help.”

	Castelia, the elf, interrupted her own tale, saying, “I had always thought that Momma and Esmerelda had gone over that waterfall ahead of us and perished.”

	“My dear…” devilish Castelia unsympathetically commented, “A flood of that size can have any number of currents taking any number of unexpected turns and carrying her one way and you in another. Don’t be surprised. That’s just the way it is.”

	“Oh!” said the elf side with a sigh and continued. “Papa and I plodded on for what seemed like hours until the sun had nearly sunk beyond the horizon. We saw what appeared to be a settlement on the horizon. Our hopes were dashed when we got closer and found it was a vast wasteland of crumbling ruins. We were amazed because it seemed to go on forever. We wondered at how such a metropolis could have been brought to complete extinction. It was also evident that it had been that way for a very, very long time.”

	“It was so eerie and formidable that we wanted to run away, but it was so late that we sought shelter there for the night anyway. An hour or so passed while we searched through the war-torn remains before we found a halfway suitable place that offered shelter and a place to hide.”

	“As we searched, we discovered the skeletal remains, armor, breastplates, shields, and rusty weapons lying everywhere in bizarre and twisted postures. It almost made us consider going anywhere else but there. In many instances, the remains were only partial and crumbling into dust. Papa grew so nervous that he picked up a rusty sword, the pommel of which had long rotted away leaving only the metal grip to hold it. He feared that something might spring up and attack us, so he thought that it would be good to have it should we have to defend themselves.”

	“The location we had found was an edifice with enough of its walls still standing that the floor of the second story provided a covering from the weather. Only a corner of the lower floor was left, but it was enough to give us some hope of safety. The interior of the walls were decorated with badly weathered murals which had been stunning in their day but were now merely remnants of their former glory.”

	“We found it hard to get to sleep, never mind our tired state. Also, the night was sweltering just as the day had been hot. The sounds of the night critters did not help to lull us off into sleep either. Suddenly, there was total silence which caused me to listen more intently. As I did, I thought I heard something moving around outside accompanied by heavy breathing. I became afraid and gently shook papa.

	“Slowly, curiosity overcame me and I peaked out the one window left intact but, except for the faint moonlight, I couldn’t see in the pitch-black darkness. I was about to lay back down when something loomed out of the night shadows. I couldn’t make out what it was, but it was definitely huge and stalked around on all fours. I was about to whimper as tears welled up in my eyes. Papa carefully put his arm around my neck and gently clamped his hand over my mouth. He softly whispered in my ear, ‘Don’t look and keep quiet,’ He pulled me gently back down to the floor of the shelter.

	“Papa gripped the hilt of the sword tightly as we lay motionless, listening to the monster’s heavy breathing. We heard what sounded like sniffing and it got louder as it wandered up close to the window. I sweated and worried that my pounding heart was so loud that it would alert the hideous beast to our presence. The sound of a wolf pack bayed in the near distance. The creature paused, growled, and then bounded off after the howling. We continued to lie sleepless for the rest of the night.”

	Castelia noticed the doppelganger's fixed stare in her direction. Its bland features made it hard to tell what it might be thinking, but its attention had not wavered the whole of her narration. That fact alone made her nervous and apprehensive.

	Her devil side cut in once more with a snide remark, “I am sure that you realize what that creature was now, but we will keep it a mystery for the benefit of our doppelganger companion. Let's not spoil the ending for him.”

	The elf in her was not sure what, if anything, that comment had to do with anything. Anyway, she made the decision not to make a big deal of it.

	“When there was enough light to see by,” she continued, “we cautiously made our way out of the shelter with the intention of getting away from there as far and as fast as we could. We also realized that we could not remember which way we had come. One street looked like another. Rubble littered the ground everywhere, and the streets, in many places, disappeared beneath ages of overgrowth. Papa found the beast’s tracks and decided that we should head off in the opposite direction.”

	Castelia wished that she could forget what had happened so long ago. Retelling her ordeal was not pleasant, but her devilish overlord was forcing this upon her. She was reminded of how she and her father had stumbled around, lost in the vast wilderness of a great city that once teemed with life. They had no idea where they were until they came upon a marker bearing the name “Merisha.”

	“This is not good. This is not good,” Papa kept saying over and over.

	I was alarmed and asked, “What’s wrong, Papa? What’s not good?”

	“I had not heard any of the famed tales of the most notorious city of all time. It was not something that Papa thought was pertinent or applicable, but most of all, he did not like scary stories, and he did not want to frighten us. All he would tell me at this time was that this was a very bad place and that we needed to get out then. Of course, I was frightened all the more.”

	“The further we traveled, the more lost we became. The ruins seemed to stretch out forever and on and on. We were also famished with nothing notable to eat until we happened upon a berry bush. We tried to keep an eye on our surroundings as we ate the berries by the handful. That was a short-lived effort when a bush that looked to be dead pulled itself up by the roots, formed into a humanoid shape, and attacked us.”

	“Papa grabbed his rusty sword and swung at the bush. I cried and wiped blood from the scratches I had endured. Five more of the nasty critters sprang from the ground and attacked Papa as he fended off the first one. Seeing my father in danger, I forgot about myself and picked up rocks, which I hurled at them. I was good at that and missed only a few. But it did draw their ire. They split up, and three of them surrounded me. I had just picked up a rock that was hot from the sun, and I had to drop it.”

	“I cried and shook my hand in pain. The hot rock reminded me of the spell my grandmother had taught Esmerelda. I had not practiced it as much as she had because I was not as interested in magic. I was in deep trouble and needed to do something quickly. The bushes were scratching at me from all directions. I stuck my hand in one of their faces and uttered the magic words, and it burst into flame. As it did, it ran into one of the others and set it ablaze also. The third ran away.”

	“I managed to fire off a second fireball at one of the others attacking Papa, and it went up in flames as well. The remaining bushmen also ran away.”

	“We wandered around some more, but Papa was getting weak from the loss of blood from his wounds. For a while, he had to lean on me for support. Finally, we found ourselves in the broken remains of Merisha’s colosseum with a doorway leading back into the mountainside. Papa could go no further and collapsed just feet from it.”

	“Growling and howling came from behind us, and we looked up and found that we were surrounded by a pack of wolves. They weren’t just ordinary wolves either, for they were huge. More than double a normal wolf. As they rushed toward us, my heart sank, and my knees buckled. Suddenly, they all stopped, cowered, and ran away, even stumbling over one another.”

	“That was when I heard your voice from behind me in the doorway. You said…”

	“’Well…look who has stumbled upon my hearth? How fortunate we both are. Welcome!’ That was what I said then.” The devil side cackled uproariously.

	“I was startled out of my wits then. You were just a little old crinkled lady at that time.”

	“And to think that a little old crinkled woman could cause fear in a pack of mighty worgs. And they are not the most vicious of creatures that inhabit these ruins either.” Her devil side broke out in laughter again. “You came along just in time. That little old crinkled lady gave it her best, but she was only human. You are an elf with an even longer lifespan.”

	“You needn’t tell us more,” the she-devil consented. “It was such a fortunate happenstance, wasn’t it?” She giggled and added, “For me anyway.”

	The elf Castelia hesitantly offered a weak “Yes,” before she attempted to crawl back into the private corner of her consciousness.

	“It wasn’t? We will talk again later. Remember, if it weren’t for me, you and your father would have become merely a snack for those worgs. They would have torn you apart and fought over your carcasses.”

	Castelia cackled with glee as the She-devil within straightened up and completely took control once more. “Now that we know your sister is alive and well, having both of you together would be wonderful and fitting, don’t you think, dearie?”

	 


Chapter 2

	Reflections

	 

	Esmerelda looked up at the sky above the hamlet of Boulder Mountain. The sun had descended along its path toward the mountains on the western horizon. How she, an elf maid and a wizardess in training, had come to be in a dwarf mining hamlet was beyond madness. She was in disbelief as she tried to comprehend what had happened to her over the past few days.

	[image: textdivider]

	Onyxia had earlier slept in almost total darkness as she rested in her cave on top of a pile of treasure. The only light available in her secluded den had come from a crack in the ceiling, and it was dim. “What am I doing here?” she bellowed as she sprang up on all fours with her back arched. “I am due a king’s ransom.”

	A memory crept up from her recent experience. She was fighting some scruffy gnolls and had just swatted one into the swamp when this nauseating green ray of light seared into her eyes. That was followed by a dwarf’s voice ringing in her ears, which literally commanded, “I've had enough of this. All of you go away. Go away, I say.” Her eyes widened in embarrassment as her next memory was of immediately complying. She could not believe that she had so obediently acquiesced. She had only done that once before when she had previously been summoned by Esmerelda. 

	She became furious as embarrassment turned into full-fledged mortification. She swore to herself never to let it happen again. Though she possessed a huge cache of wealth, she was the epitome of every dragon known because no amount of opulence was ever enough. Besides her greed, she could not abide even the thought of having been made a fool. Her pride would not allow her to brush off the loss of even more riches. She promised herself she was going to get that king’s ransom one way or another.

	She was so worked up that she stormed through the cave tunnels until she reached the entrance of her den, where she sat down and fumed. The entrance was located high up on a cliff that overlooked a river flowing into the swamp. From her perch, she could view the Black Moor as well. With her sharp eyesight, she was able to pick out the grove of trees where Esmerelda’s cottage lay hidden. She could tell that there was no activity, so she chose to wait until there was.

	 As she did so, the idea crept into her mind that maybe she ought to start a scorched earth campaign around the king’s castle until he consented to part with a large chest of glorious valuables from his treasury. What she lacked to accomplish that feat was the location of his castle. Maybe, she thought, I can wrench that bit of information out of Esmerelda.

	What she did not want to do was to be caught up in another of her summoning attempts. Being compelled into service, especially that of a novice sorceress, bruised her ego to no end. There was something about the rod, also, that made her apprehensive. She most definitely wanted to get possession of it not only for her own peace of mind but also because it would surely make a nice addition to her own treasury. She drooled just to think about what she was going to do to get revenge.

	Her scheming was interrupted as she caught sight of an unusual phenomenon off in the distance. A wind funnel had suddenly formed around the area where Finkle’s home had stood and where she and Sparkle had battled. She took wing and headed straight for it to get a closer look.

	[image: textdivider]

	The villagers of Wakefield were busy digging a massive, ogre-sized grave on the outskirts of their village. A pair of oxen had been employed to drag Jabez’s corpse from the cave to the gravesite. Those who had been tasked with the job of his burial labored with the horrific stench of the corpse. The rest of the villagers kept a good distance away and gossiped among themselves. A large bluebird with silver feathers sat in the upper branches of a tree and listened intently to their banter.

	Eventually, the bird fluttered over to the entrance of the cave and eyed a pile of wood stacked in a corner of the opening. It took wing again and flew over to the cold ashes of a campfire. Looking around again and seeing that the cave was empty, it morphed into a duplicate of Jabez and chuckled out loud, “That gate looks better as firewood,” and chuckled again. He thought to himself, Got to do this quickly and get back to Kandar if I am going to find a cave of my own.

	 He went over to a chain piled up on the cave floor with a collar on one end and fastened to a large boulder on the other. “So, you old faker, you were fooling me, were you?” he asked out loud. “Well… you won’t be needing this anymore.” He pulled hard on the chain, and the boulder was slowly pulled away from the cave wall, revealing a hidden niche that contained a chest within it. He pulled the chest from the niche and lifted a rock the size of the ogre’s fist, picking up a key that was underneath it. He used the key to unlock the chest, and when he lifted the lid, he hummed a happy tune as he viewed the contents. It was nearly filled to the top with coins and gems.

	He shut and locked the chest before he changed shape anew as he became Sparkle. Pausing, he scoured the area, making sure that he had not been seen. He picked the chest up in his mouth but decided not to carry it in that fashion because it did not fit comfortably. He scooped the key up and swallowed it and then grasped the chest with his rear talons but as he was about to fly, paused instead. 

	He was pleased, but then came the obvious situation that he had overlooked; how to leave with his prize without being seen by anyone. There was only one way in or out of the cave and he could hear the voices of some villagers approaching. His first thought was to stand and fight, or rather, to try and scare them away. He could become a blue bird again but that would leave the chest in the villager’s possession.

	Instead, another daring idea came to him. Just as two men and a woman entered the cave, he donned his favorite disguise of a very large Cossack. He unlocked the chest, filled his hands with treasure from the chest, dropped it in front of them, and sat upon the chest. The villagers were left speechless and astonished to find an unknown stranger in their midst. Sparkle did not give them room to ask questions but announced, “Hello, citizens of Wakefield. I am here to fulfill Jabez’s last will and testament. In thanks for your gracious hospitality these many years, he has bequeathed these lowly possessions. May they serve you well.”

	He stared hopefully into their eyes which were filled with dumbfounded amazement. They looked at one another for a minute and then, with broad smiles, rushed to the pile of treasure. Taking handfuls of it, they raced outside, shouting as they ran to show their friends and neighbors. He wasted no time and dragged the chest behind him while he ran from the cave and away from the village as far as he could before resuming his natural form and flying off with his prize.

	
 

	 

	Chapter 3

	Advent of the Bard

	 

	Esmerelda could scarcely believe what she had been through over the past several days. She personally blamed her eldest sister, Castelia, for her predicament, whom she had recently confined in an emerald rod in order to save them from her demon sister’s bestial wrath. She felt so out of place among the hustle and bustle of the dwarf villagers. Had it not been for the elf ranger Cyrillus and a human gypsy, she would have regarded herself as an oddity at best. Besides the uncomfortable feeling of being a stranger there, she most certainly felt like a fool.

	Despite having escaped the King’s dungeon, she berated herself because she had made her escape more difficult than it needed to be. Her battle of champions between her black dragon, Onyxia, and the King’s silver dragon, Sparkle, had culminated in a draw - of sorts. It was not all for naught, though, because, in the process, she had learned a few new spells. She had also wondrously obtained a magical mirror from a mysterious benefactor whom she had never before heard of, nor much less seen. She had started to acquaint herself with its proper usage when she was caught up in the war of the two dragons.

	To add to her feelings of inadequacy, she had met the knight in shining armor, an elf she had dreamed of her whole life. But she found herself tongue-tied and without the finesse of a half-wit. She was in a conflicted state of admiration and awkwardness, which left her with a desire to retreat into her natural, mousy reticence.

	There was something else contending for her devotion. Her older twin sister, (whom she had long thought dead) was now apparently alive. However, their reunion had not been a joyous meeting, to say the least. Castelia did not even appear to recognize her, and she could just barely distinguish Castelia when in her demonic transformation.

	With the help of Finkle, Esmerelda had cast a spell upon her sister that had caused Castelia to vanish in a puff of smoke. At first, she didn’t fully understand what had happened to her sister. The spell's smoke and fireworks had hidden the full effects of the spell.

	What had been obscured from Esmerelda’s sight was Castelia spellbound and pulled by some mystical force into the interior of the rod’s gem. It exhibited itself as a swirling green mist that tightly bound her and rendered her hellish powers useless. A young gypsy lad had happily waved at her as he exited. She was shrinking as he was growing larger in size, and as she passed through the gem’s translucent wall, she saw him reappear on the ground outside.
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	 She landed on a flat surface, a floor, and looked up at what appeared to be a larger-than-life image of Esmerelda on the ceiling of the compartment she found herself in. Everything was cast in a greenish hue as she watched the weeping image of her sister on the surface of the ceiling above her. Esmerelda’s tears seemed like a flood as they bathed the rod, and as she glanced around, she uttered, “Phenomenal!”

	She felt sickened by feelings of grief, pain, and guilt. Guilt? Such feelings were not allowed to exist within her. She was on an unholy mission to inflict suffering to all those slobs in the world of mortality. There could be no room for pity, empathy, or compassion for any flesh. Despite that, it was eating away at her, and it wanted to be out and free.

	For the first time ever, she found herself not only astounded but in fear. She realized that she had taken the artifact, which had imprisoned her, much too lightly. She thought to herself: Whoever created it was indeed very adept and powerful in the magical arts. She decided to check her previous assessments of the gem and do a more thorough evaluation of the nature of her confinement.

	[image: textdivider]

	Esmerelda looked up from the rustic, mystical rod that she held in her hand. It was composed of a simple branch with three shoots that wrapped around a highly polished, uncut emerald. She wiped tears from her eyes as her thoughts turned back to the good times that she and Castelia had enjoyed prior to the flood. Riding the backs of those flightless, winged hogs was a joy, even though the swine did not share in their delight. Although they detested those scurvy rats that plagued the farm, they still found some enjoyment in devising traps to catch them. Half of the time, the rats were too wily to be caught and found ways to avoid their best-laid inventions.

	In particular, she remembered a certain instance when they decided to have a hoggy race. (Hoggy was the pet name that they gave to the winged pigs.) Because they were fat, they were also generally slow, unless given the right motivation, such as a kick in the ribs. They had spotted two hoggies that were basking in mud as they cooled off in the sweltering heat of an early spring afternoon. One of them was black with white spots, while the other was brown with a white underbelly and jaw. Although they could hardly discern the difference due to the fresh mud caked on them, the girls decided the grimy pigs would make the race all the more exciting.

	The first obstacle in getting the race even started was cornering the swine. The swine’s domestic traits did not include being docile partners in little children’s fantasies. Likewise, the very thought of even getting next to their slimy bodies was repulsive, but nevertheless, that was part of the challenge. To refuse would mean automatic disqualification. Castelia chose the black hoggy while Esmerelda settled for the brown.

	Castelia was the first to overcome her squeamishness and wrapped her arms around the unsuspecting pig, which was almost as tall as she was. Unfortunately, her arms were not long enough to get a firm grasp around the swine’s neck. The slick grime that clung to the hog made it as slippery as an eel, and she was left flat on the ground with a muck covered dress as the reluctant pig refused to cooperate.

	Esmerelda fell into a fit of laughter and momentarily forgot about catching and mounting her own until Castelia got back up to try again. She was laughing nearly as hard as Esmerelda as she tried to catch her intended mount. Esmerelda found it hard to corner her own because it had become alarmed by the other hog, but she managed to grab it by one ear, which elicited a raucous squeal of disapproval. Though the pig’s howl deafened her, the sheer excitement provoked a scream of delight in both girls even though they found themselves lying on the ground covered in mud; so much mud that they had nearly wiped the hoggies clean with their dresses.

	It was Esmerelda who first successfully mounted her hoggy. But from there, the task was to be first to guide it back to the pen, which was about seventy-five hoggy strides away. Castelia succeeded mounting hers shortly after, but she was the closer of the two. Esmerelda gulped, realizing her disadvantage and gave her mount a quick jab in the ribs. It was premature because she had failed to get the boar headed in the right direction. Not to be outdone, Castelia followed suit and just as hastily.

	Well…at least both hogs were headed in the same direction, although it wasn’t where they had intended. Some rats scurried to get out of Esmerelda’s way and the hoggy veered left into the path of the other hog. Both hogs nearly collided into one another. Both girls lost their grip and fell to the ground, right in front of their father.

	After checking to make sure that neither were harmed, he silently escorted them to the house, where they both underwent a thorough bath and a scolding from their mother. It was a fond memory for them, and it helped to strengthen their bonds.

	What had happened since? Esmerelda wondered as she returned from her wanderings amid reflections of the past.

	She was ecstatic that she was out from under the King’s searching gaze and free to go where she wanted, but then doubt crept in like an ugly plague and she thought to herself, Am I really happy now? A horrible question lingered in the back of her mind. What now? She cheered up and a little hope sprang into her breast as she noticed Cyrillus once again. But she froze, not knowing how to approach him. He was the first male interest she had found.

	Her heart skipped a beat as she followed his every movement out of the corner of her eye. She had often dreamed about what it would be like to have an elf of the opposite sex by her side. It had been so long since she had seen one that she had almost forgotten what one looked like. Wow! He sure is handsome, she thought to herself.

	She had her destiny in her hands; it presented a thousand possibilities but also displayed a confusing enigma of choices that boggled her mind. However, that conundrum was put aside while memories of more recent events flooded her consciousness.

	Recollections of the flood that killed her mother, and as she had supposed, her father and sister as well, were foremost in her mind. She had thought them all dead until now, but she still wondered if that fiend who looked like Castelia and was using her name wasn’t somehow a horrible fake.

	Just as she was feeling chilled at those thoughts, more pleasant reminders pushed away the evil. Her thoughts turned to the happenstance arrival of Meebe, who had found her, raised her as her own, and given her a start in the wizardly profession. She was the gentlest of souls who did not deserve the treatment she had received.

	Then there was the arrival of Finkle, that so-called Wizard of Wizards, and with him came the gnolls, that blasted dwarf, King Knygel, and the dragons, all culminating in the dregs of hell. With that thought, she remembered what she believed to be Finkle’s demise, only to find him transformed into the devil’s own. She wondered, Could something like that have happened to my sister? She shuddered at the thought.

	[image: textdivider]

	Inside the gem, Castelia’s hair fell into its normal position with not one lock out of place. Her pupils rolled back into position, looking forward as she stood up and dropped her hands to her side. 

	She spoke audibly as she concluded, “Well…my first impression was correct but just not as acutely accurate as I first thought.” She paced around her confines a couple of times and added, “The gem does indeed have new magic, very new, cast over very ancient sorcery. Quite an ingenious combination of the two, in fact.”

	She studied the creature briefly before shaking her head no. “That gypsy, on the other hand, knows.” As she thought further, her anger boiled up as she vowed, That old gnome dared to defy me and even help Esmerelda. I will find him and send him to the Void. She began to bulge and shake once more, prompting her to scream, “Do you really want to be banished to the Void?”

	[image: textdivider]

	Boulder Mountain was divided by a bottomless chasm where Angus Mercantile once stood. Esmerelda watched with rapt wonder as the male dwarfs rushed to build a fence around it shooing away curious youngsters from the pit’s gaping maw. The size and depth of the chasm filled her with awe of Castelia’s power; it was greater than she had ever imagined she might attain. Now and then, her attention was diverted from her thoughts as pieces of rock and other debris crumbled into the pit and clattered down the sides of the crevasse. She noticed the only remnant of Angus’ store that had survived, the sign, was nailed to the fence where the village residents spat upon it. Angus, like his store, was nowhere to be found.

	She listened as some said that Angus was last seen hightailing it down the road to Middleburg on foot. There was talk that if he ever showed up again, even if it was with the sheriff, he would be the one to be put in jail. There was even some loose talk of sending a bounty hunter after him. 

	[image: textdivider]

	A reddish imp with the face of an old gnome sporting a long white beard that reached to his knees, hunkered down underneath an old wagon. It leaned on one side with a broken wheel, the other wheel missing. It had been neglected so long that weeds had grown up around, making it the perfect place to hide. While the rest of Boulder Mountain focused their attention on Angus, the imp sat brooding and forgotten. The imp was all that was left of the once proud and mighty Wizards of Wizards, which Finkle had called himself.

	After the fiasco of trying to coerce a demon, Castelia to do his will, he was left to commiserate and plot revenge. He had gained a little revenge by helping Esmerelda imprison Castelia, but he lusted for more. He assumed there wasn’t much he could do at that very moment except to scheme and patiently wait for an opportune moment.
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	The wagon was a stone’s throw from where Esmerelda looked down at the rod. She felt like crying again, but there were no more tears left in her swollen eyes. Even though unthinkable and implausible as it seemed, a desire to know what it was like inside the crystal prison for Castelia grew within her breast. She thought of using Felicio’s mirror, but it was not on her person at the moment because she had left it back at the cottage. Her thoughts and attention wandered to that blasted dwarf, the one that had plagued her with accusations of being a demon.

	She had grown to hate Kandar and had even wished him dead at one time. Now she began to feel compassion for him and his kin. They had suffered under the hand of her sister; heaven forbid it was actually her sister. She desperately hoped it was not and would have much preferred to think her sister dead as before. She even went as far as to think that she owed him and his whole village a little recompense. As she thought about it more, she noticed the spunky dwarf kneeling over a figure lying on the ground, as more curious bodies gathered around them.

	She joined the crowd of nosy neighbors that gathered around Kandar. Since she was an elf, she had a height advantage, even though she was at the back of the pressing mob. A strange sight greeted all eyes as Kandar talked with a young man, about his own age or a little older, lying on the ground dressed in gypsy clothing. His clothing had been torn in places and was badly soiled. It consisted of a blue bandanna tied around his head, a red linen shirt with long sleeves, and a brown leather vest. His black leather boots were knee-high, and his tan britches extended below his knees with a wide sash the color of his bandanna tied around his waist. The gypsy appeared to be very weak because he was barely able to lift himself up on his elbows.

	He had shown up most mysteriously during the hubbub and fireworks that had accompanied Castelia’s expulsion. Strangely, his complexion was as green as the emerald in the rod, and it appeared as if he had been dipped in a vat of dye. The young man looked up into Kandar’s face and inquired, “So…this is Boulder Mountain?”

	“How did you know?” Kandar asked with complete astonishment. “Who are you, and forgive my repetition, but where did you come from, and how did you get here?”

	Esmerelda was as shocked at the rest of the gypsy’s reply. But there was something about this stranger that was really not so strange, though she could not understand why. She wondered if she had seen him somewhere before as she attempted to reach back into the furthest corners of her memory. She was sure that if she had seen him previously, she would have surely remembered him. In spite of a lack of recall, she could not get rid of a nagging suspicion that somewhere, somehow, she had crossed paths with his likeness. And very recently, too. 

	The young man pulled himself up into a sitting position, grabbed Kandar by his collar, and pulled him closer. “Do you not recognize me?” he pointedly asked, looking Kandar directly in the eye.

	“Why should I?” Kandar replied in return, as he pulled himself away. He was astonished beyond measure and curious, but the gypsy lad was getting a bit weird. Besides, he didn’t like anyone getting up in his face, not to mention being grabbed by his shirt collar. That was more than he could accept. That was just plain rude coming from a stranger.

	The young man fell back and wagged his head in exasperation as he huffed, “Well, you wouldn’t have known my name, which is Marco. But we gazed at one another while you and missy elf here were all trussed up in a net. Remember that?” He pointed to the rod in Esmerelda’s hands and then added, “I was imprisoned in there. I also helped her cast that spell that sent you all back here, which I assume is Boulder Mountain.”

	“You jest!” Kandar loudly retorted. He looked at Marco incredulously as Marco shook his head no, but the more he gazed into Marco’s blue eyes, the more bug-eyed he became as fuzzy memories surfaced to the front of his consciousness.

	As Marco pointed to her (and at the mention of the net), a shocking realization came to her that indeed she had seen him before. Or, that is, his likeness at least. The face in the gem was his as her sister’s likeness had recently stared back at her from its surface. She wanted to say something, but her mouth was so dry that the words would not come, as though they’d been swallowed up in a sandstorm within her mouth.

	“I’ll accept your gracious thanks now,” Marco haughtily said with a broad grin.

	Kandar could only stare at him in confusion with a pointed finger, but Parcella was the one who replied with appreciation, “We surely do thank you, but it is so unbelievable.”

	“And I must agree with you,” Marco said calmly. The crowd reacted with skepticism, some of them wagging their heads and murmuring among themselves. Their faces were filled with raised eyebrows and various signs indicating they thought he was a dolt.

	Esmerelda sat on the ground and half-heartedly paid attention. She had drifted off again and had become obsessed with the rod, fixating her attention on the emerald. Tears streamed down her face when she saw what appeared to be her reflection reappear, throw a tantrum, and retreat again, disappearing back into the gem.
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