Alexandra
Tales of the stormthrower

Part |: The earth elf twins
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Early in the night she had a weird distinct feelaagnething was wrong. So much she
had packed her stuff and lay on the couch in faetmg clothes. Was she getting paranoid?

She heard the shriek of the top window, but hacgenbeard a thump of feet landing
on the roof. Thanked the insight of staining thedaw hinges, till they made some noise.
She scanned the house and the near surrounding$eador changes, something out of
place from one instant to the other, smiled atirtiegge of the family of mice living in her
basement, then counted three mages. One upstaogust outside. A tiny bit of magic on
both ends of the house meant they were just nokng¢he lock with some air. Got ready en
wove some nets in the living room. Knew all drapad been closed, as she did every night,
just to have no secret onlookers when she pracheedhagic.

A surge of air blasted a part of the inner wall &ogs her. Just jumped out of its path
and used wind to move the floating nets a few yakas towards the trespassing mage,
watching him burn off the incantation sticking tionh Blew small fireballs, catching them
with whirlwinds, to make them slowly close in oretthree mages. So close they managed to
take over one, using it to destroy the others. @amy up a screen to divert the blast in her

direction. She let it burn up in one of the pratagicloaks she had put around herself, just



stepped through the rage, used it to heat up awester, a bigger one. Let it rip through the
ceiling and watched the mages sidestep the rubbtejcking up her incantation nets as the
twister destroyed the rest of the ceiling, circlbark to her. Used up precious time to yank
out the connecting wires of the web running thester, letting it slowly die out. Recycling
the remnants to hurl her up into the remains ofhoaise.

Standing on the landing of the first floor she glygushed three fireballs with
incantation nets, in between her and the magegpjikgérem busy, while checking her
options. Fleeing now would leave a half burned leousth too much to tie her in, at the
inevitable investigation. Killing three elf mageasy besides very messy, absolutely no
option, considering the advanced state of the Bcestience in the human world.

Slowly breaking down the floors and inner walls anecting the remains towards the
mages she opted for the third option. Limiting thpmssibilities to attack as she tore down the
roof.

Three gusts of wind catapulted the mages towardsSt@nding on the high ground
she used fire screens to block their advancesjraptiiiem back down to ground level.
Making them bolt themselves through the spacedhe¢ was her house to gain a higher
vantage point than her, unwillingly picking up marfeher incantation nets, having to
stomach them in fear of losing more than only figst.

In the end the mages had grown used to her defanskfnally managed to get one of
them onto the little ledge, left of the second fldd/ith fire and wind they hacked at her
foothold, slowly chipping away at it until it copaed, leaving her stranded in mid air.
Standing on a twister she slowly descended to gréenvel, watching the ledge, weakened by
her much earlier, give in, just after its attendasnd decided he needed to evacuate his

foohold.



With the house safely in pieces she bolted thrabglspace picking up the loose ends
of all the incantations spread over the mages, mlagnthe resulting spell in place, leaving
them unable to use magic for a while. Began fornaifyige iceblock around a core of fire
and ice, separated by a failing air net, pushedhiez attackers towards the back door,
started a slow moving whirlwind, added fire andthdahe air some more with a firestorm.
Put out some nets to hem in the whirl and addedesoento let the containing web shrink
over time as the ice melted. Picked up her stuffivéVover herself an invisibility cloak.
Followed the mages out the back door, and left tteetheir own.

Walking down the road, she said goodbye, in hedpiim all the kind people.
Crouched when the volatile core mixed, explodirgiteblock in the ever closing blaze.
Looked over to see the walls tumbling down, theawaapors violently seeking a way out.
Then walked on. Looked in the square on the stleek and picked up her pace. If she
hurried she could catch the night bus.

Still laughing she retired from the drunken ginlgldoys when she stepped off the bus
at the station. Fortunately there were still tarithe queue waiting for business. Slipped in
the back of the first taxi and named the destimafidne taxi driver protested, it was very far.
She took one hundred euro from her bag, strechedrotine soft back seat, and asked if he
wanted to hurry, getting off at the center of g,aiine hundred kilometers away.

When the taxi had driven off the square, she piaketier bag and started walking.
She had been idle for too long. It would take a flay before her muscles were used to life
on the road again. At least her new shoes werartldxpensive, one of a kind, only for sale
in her own world.

The call came when she entered the country roadrtisaa brand new bungalow. She
nodded approvingly. Just looked at the number orphene and texted back, to look outside.

She nodded again when the elder opened the ddmd &sn to watch the news and find a



new place for her to live, then walked straightite for her most important room. She looked
around, the room was slightly bigger than beforewelver, the same markings populated the
walls and the many shades of green crisscrossedrii+colored drawings seemed not much
different from the previous space. A large blackleiindicated where she should stand. After
giving her a brief update on the job she appardmdty already started at, the elder began the
incantation, and with a little of her own magic $tedpt him to open the portal. The transition
always gave her a light feeling in the stomachw8ldhe area known so well to her came
forth. She prepared herself mentally. Washed thie miakeup, serving her so well in the
human world, from her face and let the Sign of Liglarned with blood, sweat and tears, be
painted on her cheek. It could best be describedsas, but the layered paint made it much
more than that, especially if you knew how to ket light run over it.

Encouraged by the sign on her face, she walkedawa. Two women followed her.
These were good. Slowed her pace a little. Althalghfelt vulnerable without her sword,
she knew her two guardians would ensure her saf@abat her appointment.

Looking confident, she walked into the square anfrof a stately old building with no
decorations, crossed the square and walked intdatelow hall of the building. She blinked
to adjust to the darkness, walked down the halleartdred one of the corridors. A clerk
bowed slightly and followed her. She stopped atafrtee many niches in the hallway,
grabbed a flower-shaped medallion from her baglaiddt on the notch in the niche,
muttered softly the belonging incantation and sifetine safe opened. It contained a large
box inlaid with a mosaik of silver and preciousr&s, representing a small marmot-like
creature. A gift from her grandmother after finigipiher first magic exams.

She opened the box and took her sword from itddst@rabbed a small bottle and
applied the oil to the leather wrapping of the,hilttil it was as smooth as when she had

applied it. Slowly she lifted the sword into thewsiged light and tested it. The soft blue glow



told her the sword was in perfect condition. Shaktthe sheath out of the box, put the sword
in and swung it on her back. A small wooden sthtiu as thick as her wrist, and as long as
her forearm had emerged, enabling her the usearfd&oon incantation. She hung the staff
on her belt, took one of the purses out of thekiraiosed the box and put it back in the vault,
which automatically closed when she took the meafafrom the slot. She turned and walked
towards the bank clerk, who all that time had faaedy from her. With a short cough she
announced she was ready. The bank clerk turnetd@nedd again. She payed him for his
services and strolled out of the bank, back oméosguare.

The silence of the bank was traded for the cacopbbthe market on the adjacent
square. She walked through the arch which sepatia¢eiivo squares. A row of trees shaped
into a small tunnel with the leaves as a parasainastjthe sun. She inhaled the scent of the
blossoms, and again knew why she so missed this.

The marketstalls here differed from the human woFlie goods were lying on
blankets on the floor. A thin rope, filled with maday round each cloth to keep pests from
the exhibited goods. She knew the sellers and wddkadly to the ones selling the fresh
fruits and herbs she needed. Walked past the st@iiclothing. The dresses and shirts neatly
draped over artfully shaped dwarf trees makingilceme out beautifully. Could not resist
to give the occasional dress a closer look.

She startled, thought she heard something fantifraugh the noise of shouting men.
Getting curious, she squeezed through the crowstljpuime to see one of the men climbing
into the pit. The big cat, a sandcat, gave a laog and circled around the man. She searched
and found the missing line on his left flank andlsth Beheld the arrogant approach of the
man, shook her head and yelled to approach himre#ipect. Her advice was taken over by
the public and after several fruitless attemptisnpose his will onto the cat, he changed his

tactics.



He bowed to the cat, who standing on his four Egee to shoulderhight of the man.
Walked over to the man. stood on his hind legsimgdoudly. Falling back on four legs he
slowly moved forwards. The man drew back, keepimgdistance between him and the cat
the same. Moved left as the cat stepped right aaglse steered back to the entrance of the
pit. Felt his back pushing against the fence, shoskead and climbed, with the crowd
teasing him, out off the pit, towards the merchauotned to the audience and shouted,
requesting for the person kind enough to give adehe thought about it, saw the audience
in front of her split open, then walked confiderftiyward. Bowed slightly for the merchant,
and paid the introduction price. Walked the stdown towards the fence and entered the pit.

Cheerful thoughts danced through her head. Janwasishe cats name, asked if she
wanted to join in a demonstration. He told abostdtay here in the city and the contempt
which prevailed here for sand cats. She noddedalbatasked for his help. Not long ago they
had many adventures, when they worked togethgéhésame client. The little information
she had been given seemed to point at a longaidandcat as beasts of burden and protector
would be very welcome. Janu agreed and rushed abtaéed, slid by and gave with one of
his paws a swipe in her direction. The audiencd helbreath and the merchant stammered
excuses. She jumped up, took advantage of the paiviiee sandcat, set off on his back and
landed behind him in the sand. Janu turned aroo@ding and rushed back to her, changed
his course suddenly and just rushed past her, duskdront legs deep in the sand and
stopped while turning, with his head towards her.

Never losing sight of the cat she looked at him gane him a gentle tap on the nose.
While the market trader shouted hysterically sis¢ forfitted her life and he could never be
held responsible for this irresponsible behavibg shoved closer to Janu and looked him
straight in the eye. He stood up on his hind legs@ly came down to all fours when she

was with him. Laughing, they fell into each otheatsns. A mild pain through her body made



her search his coat, burning several large leechieis skin, threw them angrily in the
direction of the market trader, stomped up thestaithe pit, walked past the salesman and
threw the buyout money to his head, after whiclmiraculously still had the nerve to count

it. She glanced sideways and saw the market supedant also slowly shaking his head,
nodded in his direction, and walked off onto thekeawith Janu, leaving the merchant at the
mercy of the superintendent.

She bought a nice collar at the last stall, dughfrter bag a gold plate and asked if she
could put it on him. Janu grunted curses, but aldvt. She told him the route to the floatcar
harbor and gate of the city, took leave of him dogrthis picture and walked towards the
square of the setting sun.

Almost immediately she was approached by one ofitivers who took care of flights
through the city. She shrugged him off, strolledaond looked around. Elves rushed from left
to right through one gate into the square and teathrough another. Rushing towards
wherever they were going to. The parks around go@are gave it that little bit extra. She
inhaled the scent of the flower gardens, lookedirmdcand shrugged off another driver.
Breathed a few times, put a smile on her face, eddd the fourth and stepped into his
floatcar. The long journey would bring her to hpossor. She let herself slide into the
cushions and closed her eyes briefly.

Offcourse she was late. Offcourse she had to camiere She just smiled. The room
was empty, only two chairs with her sponsor anttanger. The man was presented as Jean.
More was not needed or just to dangerous to kntwe.cbntract, bringing him to the capital
of the elven world. She looked at them, why not flysto Rio and then through the eleven
main road to the capital? Jean stood up and bedkoere They walked down the hall to the
bedrooms. Jean was a little bigger than her. Hisales betrayed him to be an adventurer like

her. Jean slowly opened one of the doors, revebdlingirls asleep on the bed. Gently



squinting with her eyes she said an incantatior. dltien power and resulting glow made her
nod. At this age they could not travel in the humamld without betraying themselves. She
tiptoed into the room and bent over the two gi#isoked through their hair gently as she
muttered an incantation. Slowly, the glow fadede 8se and turned slowly around to take in
the room. Above the bed hung a simple lamp, thelighit reflecting in the stately mirror on
the wall, illuminating the room just enough. Thetbks of the twins were piled on a bench
next to the only cabinet, as high as the ceiling) jast as wide. Satisfied with the room she
slipped off and sealed the door with an incantati@an relaxed a little. Around the door, she
put up more incantations and a net in the cortieiading to the hall. Only then she relaxed
too.

Back with her sponsor, Jean finally got a piecpager from his pocket. Two names,
Natasha and Valentina told her something. Twinskesh born years ago with the Queen of
the earth elves. She made the earth sign. Jeardo8te grabbed her bag and walked to the
room of the twins. There was still some time t@ple

Right when the first seal broke she was awake. Kulut gently she woke the twins
and grabbed her sword and staff., to see a moadinswedk in. Squat, it was not higher than
her knees, black with gray cheeks and tail. Ndty@mngerous for someone like her, but this
meant they really should be on their way. Withftheside of her sword she hit the wolf out
cold. Softly sang a lullaby, a trick of the moomes, making the wolf sleep for about one
hour. Keeping her sponsors house clean. She gegatteand motioned the twins to do the
same. Then lifted her bag. The twins both dived the closet and pulled out theirs. She
hesitated, but speed was now important. The doenegand her sponsor walked in. Bowing
over the wolf he mentioned, any information comiirggn it would be made available to

them during the trip.



Jean was already waiting for them. A young ladyg ohtwo following her in the city,
broke away from the shadows. She put her fingdresrips and motioned them to follow.
Alleys and narrow paths, all overgrown with vinfmlowed in quick succession, and soon
she was lost. Only the position of the moon tolddie still walked toward the floatcar
harbor. Footsteps and voices in front of them. Btwedered if the young woman had heard
them too, she did not adjust her pace, but shg@stbpuddenly in the middle of the alley, and
pointed towards the sound, wriggled through thegbezhd walked onwards. They were now
in between the gardens of the rich. The path drdpgapidly until only their heads were above
the surface. Above them the hedge that separatdédoédhe gardens. Like everything else in
the world of elves, this path too ran the way @ ¢ineen landscape. A puddle of mud, small
enough to jump over, indicated why it was built.

Stone steps indicated where they could climb ott@fditch. The young woman
raised her hand and laid her ears upon the curbdiméerwoven vines made from the twigs
of the hedge above them. Waited long before shesaigsfied and waved them through the
curtain. She recognized the signs of the craftsmka.neighborhood was quiet around this
time, the owners of the shops still sleeping. $taéter street followed, each devoted to a
different specialty. The twins sulked a bit, bua\vely ploughed on. The street had become
wider and eventually spread out into a square. Qatgs of houses where there to be seen.
The fence running around the square, only inteediply a few crooked trees.

The young woman nimbly climbed one of the treesstodk out her hand halfway up.
She lifted Valentina high, where she was pulledCipsely followed by Natasha and Jean.
She climbed up and found the rest on a small piatio the canopy of the tree, nodded, after
which the young woman carefully slipped throughfthieage bending like there was a path.
With the trees close together she could not sethtble branches, but they surely were there

forming a pathway.



A frantic signal made it clear something was wrohige young woman waved and
pointed through the foliage to the group of mest jisible. She could just recognize the
fence around the floatcar harbor, and understoey tlad to cross over the square. A faint
sound like a crying baby, meant there were wolwes t

The young lady stepped back and bowed. She answeragteeting and thanked her
in gestures, jumped from the tree and turned tchcdie twins, who at the urging of Jean
dropped from the tree. The group was out of sigidugh the hedges surrounding this little
round piece of road, as Jean tapped her on the imali&ating they could move on.

The square in front of them, which was surroundgtidalges and on one side by the
characteristic, more than man-high barrier fromftbatcar harbor, showed some passers-by
quickly walking along, minding their own busine¥ghen she saw two suddenly stop, wolves
came rushing around the corner. Pushing the twittsame hand behind her and with the
other hand pulling her sword she waited for thelow8 she moved her lips letting her
sword burn with intense fire, until she eventugynted it towards the wolves, making them
cower back onto the square. The flames fell apathe ground now she stopped saying the
incantation. A quick check confirmed no harm wasealalean protected the twins and
indicated they could move on towards the square.

A gust of wind wanted to push her from the twingriing around she saw the two
mages who were pressed against the fence. Stoppeskad a gust of wind herself, split it
and made it hit the mages. Following it with a drelbt of hail. Throwing them out of
balance, making both slide across the square. dédnthe twins, followed her. The group of
men pulled up the mages and all uncovered theirdwobattle ax. A command made the
wolves attack, terminating abruptly when Janu tedkhem, and in a short fight, hit them
unconscious. The nearly man-high sandcat focusedeogroup of men who were already

busy dodging the small balls of fire, she shohatt. It put them in motion. fleeing from the



square. Janu ran after them, clearing the wayarlitection of the floatcar harbor. She
grabbed the hand of Valentina and dragged her sithessquare, heard the footsteps of Jean
behind her and focused on any magic to be discdv&alked through a screen and felt the
incantation nestle in. Unraveled it, only to cubtigh next. Stopped, treated the other three,
removed the incantations, quickly introducing Jamdean and the twins.

Through the gate in the fence, they ran onto thaplLong lines indicated where the
goods, the city needed, were unloaded. An elf wited band around his head motioned them

and pointed them to the line where a cargo platiwas ready for departure.

Surely they were followed. From a distance. Buteoecery now and again she could
see the same float car. Janu suggested to golevenduntains instead of past them. The
thought had crossed her mind. They just passelhshéribute village, and the next inhabited
place would only come in view close to the harbty. c

At the sight of the rocky leads of the mountaileu shared some images of the trails
of the mountain cats, he had to travel over sofiering his stay here. It toppled the choice
in favor of the mountain roads. Although they hadi® on foot. If they could get on the trails,
there was a good change to disappear into thetéoaesl only surface close to the Rock Elves
capital city.

Janu directed her further and further away froenrttain road. The sheer cliffs gave
her thought, hoping Janu had taken the twins in@atic Just for a short while. She had faith
in him. Loaded as much gear on him as he allowackipg on his flanks, not on top of him,
hurrying the others along when Janu went on theena@ain. Jumping on small boulders,
climbing higher. Turning to see everyone was folluyv Then disappeared. She jumped after
him and caught Natasja and Valentina as Jean wasiltg them down into the cave. The

low cavern, showed a path going up. She whistlditlysbefore igniting a soft glowing ball



of fire, and pushing the twins after the climbiragnud. Crouched and using one hand for
support, scurried after them. Sometime she hadeaur to lift the light high up steep
inclines, needing two hand negotiating them. Alwegiching it just in time.

When the slow pace of the climb almost grinded bala she quickly quenched the
light. Shushed the twins, however quiet they wang| climbed over them to take a look
through the dimly lit crack Janu was staring thioulg stretched all the way from floor to
ceiling, blocking their path. Looking down she fausa huge boulder wedged in, forming a
bridge between them and the next cavern. Some madk her hear the voices alarming
Janu. Complaining the mage had vanished againgidgdio camp out, as no mage they knew
could camouflage such a group and move at the sameShe thanked them silently for
their warning, and carefully weaved a blanket alatu, then slashed one thread just before
he started crossing the bridge, letting the speléfout very slowly on its own.

Valentina whispered they too could be as patiediaasi, she nodded, but still speeded
up the process, as both were still quite small anytMade them promise to sit still and tell
her when Jean was sufficiently camouflaged, besbeegave both a hand, walking slowly
over the boulder, bridging the crack, ever thronguigck peeks into the chasm to see if there
was any reaction outside.

Again slashing only the single thread they waitetll the magic had fully dissipated,
before they moved on, negotiating the twisting patthe twilight shining from above.
Watched Jean and the twins follow Janu out of #veim mouth up a grass covered ledge,
squeezing past lonely trees and bushes, just ashdahdescribed during their long break.
Followed them, and could not resist to turn andevgeodbye to the small elves down below

pointing towards them. Stepping back into the fooestop of the cliff they had reached.



After a long climb through the forrest, they reatiiee meadows and followed one of
the valleys through the mountains. Where the vatepped they climbed over the ridge and
followed the next. Suddenly Janu stopped and pditks ears. She looked around and
muttered a sound incantation, turned slowly anchtbenent she heard a plaintive cry, she
received an image from Janu of a small Mountainidistress. Shortly thereafter followed
by a picture of a small Mountain Cat in a cage witreaming men. she nodded to Janu and
shifted their course. Along the way she explaireddan and the twins what she had seen.
They needed to help. Janu kept to a route, steEpiywards. Soon she could see the men
with the small caged Mountain Cat going downhilistlthen one of them lost his grip on the
cage and the poor animal fell four meters. Cursimg) screaming the men jumped after the
cage and dragged it further down the mountain. 3antienraged images to her, mirroring
her own thoughts. Yet she rallied. Grabbed her dvaod made a few circles above her head.
A small tornado appeared. She waited until oné@iben stood still to look around and
threw the whirlwind in his direction, dragging hinto one of the nearby cannions. Janu had
not waited, made an attack on the cage. Brokeptdoes and snatched the little cat out of it.
She occupied the other men just long enough wittwired tricks to allow Janu the chance to
escape. The men chased Janu. She grabbed herfsmdydand stood astride on the path,
bent over when Janu jumped over her and waited.d&wf the men perform an incantation
on the other men. She was not surprised, knewalirtovements and said an incantation
against it. The man was fast but compared to heellessly slow. His attack broke down on
her screen, and his sword had barely moved whesvad cut into him. She wiped her
sword on his jacket and stood up. The sun shortkeodrawing on her cheek and it glowed.

Jean was hunched over the small mountain cat, tilhbas her spotted coat, and she
could see he already had a leg splinted and wdmgeaveral wounds. She opened to the

small cat and was only receiving a mournful pictofr@er brother. Jean looked at her. "Do



you know where her brother is? | get nothing eteenfher.” She nodded. "Are you still busy
with her? We must try to contact her parents betmneght.” Jean dabbed the last wound. "It
is not complete, but it will be all right for thiente being." She lifted the little cat and placed
her gently on the back of Janu. Grabbed her bag fis back and turned to Natasha. Who
had already guessed this, and walked to Januiné cn behind the little one. Gently putting
her arms around the small Mountain Cat and Janu.

Janu started walking. Back to where they had ffiestrd the lament. Along the way
she was busy with some strings. Eventually fornaifmasket the size of the small Mountain
Cat. The cries were softened. She hoped they wiérerstime, and located the cat twenty
meters down into a gorge. The little animal wasmoving, but still had a soft moaning
sound. She took some strings from her purse addhgedress around her legs, put off her
cloak and took a rope measuring about thirty metamsall rope, but strong enough for a
small Mountain Cat. Tied the rope to Janu and thtemthe ravine. The end touched the
floor one meter from the cage. From ledge to ledge,climbed down. The cage was already
in pieces by the impact. Carefully she took a fstalp down next to the small Mountain Cat.
She touched it gently to determine how to put thekbt around him and got straightaway an
image of his little sister. She told the small ¢tes, sister was safe. Slowly progressed with the
basket, could not heal the creature like Jean.lK@danu, who passed it to Jean was enough
to tell the little mountain cat was ready for Higtit. She put herself between the rock and the
rope and began to climb. The rope on her backlaadangling little cat behind her in his
basket. Occasionally she felt the rope scrub dosvrbhck, sometimes a little bit higher,
sometimes lower, as Jean tried to avoid a cliferifually she was on top. Jean had lifted the
little mountain cat already and was gently masgadirHis sister close by, in the lap of
Natasha looking at everything happening to heraotAfter a first roundup Jean looked up

to her and shook his head. | can help him butlittake all night. She nodded and prepared



for the night. She ignited a fireball and put thvns around it. The path on which they stood
had three exits. Each path she entered and lay dome seals.

Suddenly Janu twitched his ears from side to $the. looked at him for a few
seconds, and had grabbed Natasja even before hedvwlrem to dive for cover. Jean
followed her into the nearby stream, holding Vallest They pushed themselves against the
rocky bank and wiggled their legs so, no extra fogas giving their location away. The twins
kept the baby cats wonderfully quiet even thoughdbld stream was licking at their ankles.
She checked Natasja again, then concentrated anfthghared by Janu.

Sound an vibrations revealed a group of seven fo#awing a classic search pattern
over the mountain meadows. With her eyes she feltbthe man in black passing them,
trusting on her camouflage.

After the men had passed Janu opened his eyeshaned the images of the group
fading behind the rollers in the distance. Immeadiashe pushed her charge onto the
riverbank and used air to join her on the sun wargrass. Scanned the road ahead and
finally focused on a patch of long grass a few tgethe rock cliff in the distance. Shared her
feeling with Janu, then walked just so fast Natagjaldn't have to run, trough the boulder
filled meadow.

Behind her the footsteps of Jean and Valentina kpptith them, and halfway to the
cliff Janu agreed a small kitten was hiding in ¢inass. He indicated to the plateau a few
meters to the left of them, took the differencenssin them and the grassy patch with one
jump, picked up the kitten in his jaws, and in $aene movement jumped on towards the
plateau. Positioning himself in between the drogand the twins flying over the edge past
him.

Still the little fur ball kept dead still, and sheeded to blink twice to discern it

between the many rocks on the plateau. Janu ttaddlae images coming in quick



succession, telling the tale of the kidnap. A laggeup invading the mountain cat lair, in a
valley past the veils of the waterfall, jumping thells, all of her family had made it past the
falling water. Finding a trap. She had rolled da¥e bank escaping the grabbing hands and
threatening nets . Kept running until her littleysahad brought her onto the hidden lookout
point halfway up to the lake.

Hair dancing in the mountain breeze far away indiséance, meant a sudden end to
the tale. The seven now swerved from valley walldlbey wall, jumping onto every flat spot,
checking every crack, big enough to hide a youngmtain cat. Protected behind Janu, the
little ball of fur moved her gaze revealing hideoaf other family members. She understood
the gesture, but waited until the group was closer.

Lightning flashed over the wet rocks of the noiggam, followed by the loud distinct
growl of the sandcat. Still she did not move. Téaction of the seven was surprising,
sidestepping the lightning they just went on, kagpn their hunting grid. Another lightning
bolt chipped away the foothold of one of the meying to jump the stream. Soaking wet he
appeared again, greeted with another growl of Janu.

Slowly the seven, crouched on all fours, side stdppntil they were next to their wet
companion, their weapons drawn. Everyone facingssiple hideout on the slopes. One by
one she let the strands of her cloak slip, and eatlown towards a big rock just below her,
the huge shadow of Janu keeping her out of thersaw he stepped free of the rocky valley
wall.

The display had it's effect on the seven belowpgiteg back as she advanced onto
them. She heard the muffled complains about hoy wWexe now paid enough to take up a
high mage and a full grown sandcat. Also short iggdp their resident mage, ever resulting

in his frantic reply, “still nothing.” Finally theiresolve broke when she let the lightning going



back and forth between her hands, shoot out amtetgate a boulder inches away from their
feet.

Again they waited until the rolling hills had swaNed the seven. Janu had heard
similar tales of kitten kidnap on his trails andjen them to start for the lake. It was the center
point collecting all the streams down the mountaimd most likely the place where the
raiding troop would have stashed its cages. Shenpdded.

The valley walls seemed to move, as the hiddenfolidsved Janu and her, keeping in
the shadows. As the noise of the falling water grawadult mountain cat stepped out in front
of them. Showing images of the lake down below. &bpped up her pace, and did not stop
until she stood on top of the cascade, bringing gteeam down to the lake.

The voice of Janu made all that hadn’t stop, lopland step back. Some even openly
counting their numbers, then hurrying to fastendages onto the rafts at the far end of the
lake. The plan was clear and she jumped shootiadils at the cranes, lifting the cages,
using the last one to boost herself back up ingcaih, bridging the distance to the cages in
seconds. Crashing through one of the rafts, usiadake water to rip apart others, as she shot
passed them, up the river. Diving under the bapdjtiag it, then returning with a huge wave,
pushing elf and cat alike back towards the lakeesHdsing precious time to make sure all
were save on the golden sandy beach.

The cat bolting for cover, the elves spitting watdo the sand coughing too much too
care about the cats. Air blew the bulk of the waféher onto the rock beneath her, as she
watched Janu herding the soaked elves. The biggmsttain cats hissing to every side step
of the raiders. Bloody ripped pants on some of tlegplaining their seemingly docile
behavior.

Her voice thundered over the lake, echoing baclafiong time until it reached the

small pockets of escaped raiders hurrying dowmritte path. A large mountain cat stepped



onto the lake shore, and she jumped towards hirticé&the little feline jumping after him,
and praised her courage to her father, then shtiweetinages of the advancing militia, she
had spotted from her high vantage point. The kiogdd his head, and thanked her, turned,
swung his daughter onto his back and stepped alenigke shore towards the misty veil of
the waterfall. Standing guard until all but onatefkin had disappeared into the mist. She and
Janu bowed, and then the king was gone too.

A lonely horse and rider, finally reached the betidy were sitting on. Tried not to
sound too surprised, but revealed he had expezteidger party. Still; the mountain cat
emissary stepped towards the rider and showedtbet the passing day. The rider kept
repeating his apologies and promises, to stepeipdhard this part of the mountains.

Finishing with a bow to her, Jean, Janu and thagwi

It could have been a nice change, waking up irs#émel, but she dreaded the chatter of
this raid, and so hurried all onto the river roajing Janu to find them a more secure way
into the city. Janu delivered and took them ughogmall paths into other valleys around the

city of the rock elves.



A valley very much like the dozens they had crosedte last few hours. She tried to
stay on the meadows as much as possible, but lley vase and fell. The river, they were
following, had bitten a hole through the rocks ahé dared not go under the river bridge to
wade through the river. The twins concerned thevesalith the butterflies fluttering all
around them. Ran after them and came back pantiredily Janu carried them occasionally,
otherwise they would never had gotten this far. fiile became lower and from the top of
one she saw the city of the rock elves. Situateallarge circular valley it was an impregnable
fortress. From this height most of the city wasdleid from view by the massive centuries-old
forest giants. Shaped by the elves to completetysihadow the city. Only the tips of the
towers around the city and a huge building, thagalreached out above the canopy.

She had found out the twins only carried travetr@s. This town was as good as any
to buy them some beautiful garments. She stoddrstthembered something and consulted

with Jean, who nodded, sent a signal to Janu wéowent to the back sulking. Natasha and



Valentina just before him. Jean in front and shiedatween them. Friendly farmers and
merchants greeted them as they walked throughetus towards the town. From this level
you could see the strips of light running alongakenues. They walked into the shadow of
the city. The market was on a small square. Thekg'wf the trees like pillars in a large room
and beating their branches over the entire sqpaoégcting it against the merciless sun.

The twins quickly became fustrated because ohfitso many dresses. She went from
stall to stall with the twins sauntering after Heress after dress she made them fit. Jean had
wisely taken to the side of the market with Jand aaited. Eventually she found a dress.
Red with dark blue neck and arms. The disappointiweas readable on the little faces of
Natasha and Valentina when she reported, theynsiitied one more. Fortunately for them it
was quickly found. The seller also had seen thedat the twins and redirected them to an
acquaintance of his. There were two bright yelloesdes shining in the sun. The glass beads
woven into the fabric reflected the few rays of sl falling on them, to all directions, as if
the dress radiated light. They fitted. The negmttaabout the price meant she was forced to
take the matching jewelry. But after that, to thkef of Natasha and Valentina, she steered in
the direction of Jean and Janu. Jean had purcliasebdorses. Born and raised in the
mountains, accustomed to cats, they respondeagltiittianu. She helped the twins on their
horses, took one of the reins, got from Jean tims k& her horse and walked with both
through the town. Slowed every time they needettdss a square in order to get the horses
used to the hustle and followed the signs towdrdddwer gate, where, along the river, a
road was hewn out of the rocks. Well guarded.

With the gate in sight she halted immediately afteissing a square, gestured to Jean
and Janu. Turned to a young man who walked behith tnodded at him and waited. The
young man bowed, took a coin from his pocket anekggto her. She showed it to Jean and

both nodded. Let the young man take over the te® fflorses and followed him back into



town, where he finally stopped at the stables lafge house, situated on top of one of the
hills. A colonnade surrounded the house. Each colarstraight tree, its branches covered
with an array of ever flowering climbers who kelpe fiving quarters in the shade.

The horses were taken over, and the young manavaisé long enough to lift Natasha and
Valentina from their horse, before he took therthereception room. Then bowed as
farewell.

A richly dressed man did not let them wait too l@mgl introduced himself as regent
of the city. As deputy to the king he was entrustéti the security of the land. Few what was
going on was not known to him. In confidence he g of their passage, normally a
message directly forgotten, were it not for an wiallg large amount of robberies and assaults
were reported on the southern roads. He had stapgppdtrols, with their counterparts from
the harbor city waiting on each other, but staips could be made easily.

She told of the attacks in the floatcar harbor éestcribed a single attacker and the
wolves, asked if there was a route avoiding theggabut the regent shook his head. He was
not surprised over the gangs using wolves. Theydaelith the communication and the
gangs had spread themselves, so each high paagawmpassage could be an easy trap.
Their journey would be the safest and fastest errdlads along the river, however he would

not allow travelers in his domain to be attackeuk Teputation of his region was at stake.

Along with Violet, a rockelf, she rode out of thigyc Both were dressed in the
standard uniform of the militia of the rock elvég.each high point on top of a hill or on a
bent with a view, they stood still and searcheddnelscape. With her magic she made
incantations which enabled her to view the areteheA group of shepherds suddenly
became a potential threat when it showed a dozenlayeng on the ground in between the

sheep. Violet took a pebble out of her bag, markadd threw it on the path, far enough from



the side to be visible, but save enough from pgssavelers. She looked back and saw Jean,
Janu and the twins just leaving the city. A rockeltl taken her place and looked at this
distance even a bit like her. They disappeared Syt into the gorge of the river. Nodded

to Violet and gave the sign the group had statted journey. According to plan, four
members of the militia would shadow the group.

Except for the group in between the sheep thisaidee mountain was clean. A few
oncoming travelers greeted them kindly, after whif@blet boasted, when they were out of
reach, the profession, residence and sometimestegerame of the traveler. It brought them
on the road meandering out of the valley. Theyddwar the river fall in a deep gorge and
the road took a more friendly route. On the back bfil between two peaks they stopped,
looking over the landscape once more. The hill whie two militias normally met, was
occupied by a group of men. Here and there woleeted through the green fields below
them. Being sure the group down below had seetwthenilitia members on the hill, they
walked back a bit into the shelter of some rocks, wove two nets, large enough for elf and
horse. Threw one over Violet, who took over the#us, neatly draped it over her and her
horse and just before she completely disappear&d #yew a pebble on the path. Whistled
as a sign her camouflage had succeeded. Becaudalsia see Violet either she whistled
back in answer, and together they climbed thealsiécond time descending with the road on
the other side, until they had meadows lying orisides.

Violet rode away from the road against the winde 8hllowed, listening intently not
to sounds indicating her progress. They surprisedlg made harmless with air and ice, and
at a soft hum she stopped behind a large bouldemd-why Violet had warned and scanned
the area. Saw the mages, felt their power and eduhe gang members. Thirty in number,
two mages, two with bow and arrow, the rest wittoekammer. She studied the pace of the

men looked at their body language and oversawridher an the camp, gave a gentle tap on



Violet, and they drove back through the pasturd] tivrey dared to whisper. Violet wondered
about the order and suspected to have seen a r@giuinsoldiers, not a gang with axes and
hammers, as they pretended to be. She describéet Yhe mages, and adjusted the plans.
Violet recalled from memory the road and its sunding pastures, while they took the
harness of their horses. They were strong enougpeond some time grazing on their own.

The guise on Violet needed some work, before thaiked back towards the camp,
had just installed themselves when the twins canteview on top of the ridge. The camp
began to move, took their place behind large basld@nly the leader and four soldiers
stayed on the road.

She waited and followed the meeting and the bravatiten speech. Set off just when
the leader was finishing his speech. Sprinted adiwslawn, pulled her blue glowing sword,
knew the gang members had seen the glow and sasesipair when it came down. Dodged a
single attack, to see, out the corners of her @ye,of them fall. Violet was much better in
stealth then she. Dropped flat on the ground tbt¥e® arrows whizzing over her. Burning
them to ashes with fire balls, fended off a small storm and now she had betrayed her
position, torn her cloak and threw a huge hailrstorer the two mages in response. Jumped,
with a fireball in front of her, through her haibsm, rolled over twice, while her sword struck
goal and landed on the grass behind the now degd.réaw the last soldier of this group die
by the hand of Violet, while the leader of the gatepped back reacting to Janu striking
twice in an attack on his side. Two soldiers laytlom grass, the other two ran to the safety of
the group. The leader hesitated, was not realbicyf the sandcat, but was clearly alarmed
by the shouts of his men behind him.

He pulled back slowly. Saw the burned bows, heraverall tranquility that was not

supposed to be, bowing mockingly, dodging her &telspinned around, and lost his sword



when Violet struck. Made an evasive jump, only éddowled over by a well-aimed attack of
Janu.

Air tied him down and she walked over to the secgmaip of attackers, offered to let
them live and made a man-high fireball when nottiagpened. One by one the members of
the gang surrendered. Bound by Violet, who hadadedf her cloak, she gathered them on the
road and started to drive them towards the roc&rebity, helped until they found the four
militia members guarding the rear. Took leave afl®t and thanked her for the help.
However, she fended it off, and insisted to travigh them to the harbor. Looking at the dust
on the road to the Rock Elven city, indicating heks on the way, she could accept the offer.

Their horses already came strolling towards themuJdalked to the two cats who
drove up the horses and took his time. The kingcareen of the mountain cats wanted to
thank them for their help. The two children werdlwEhey also thanked the militia for the
possibility to give their young warriors some exti@ning in interracial fighting techniques.

Violet looked at her and they both nodded, hadymopathy for the wolves.

Two small lady cats stayed behind, lying in thesgravatching their every move.
Violet stared at them several times, then finalyne over and whispered if she would mind
her altering the plan. Did not like the uncertaglds. Counting on them to spot every trap,
before it slammed shut. She turned her head aiiittlicating Janu. If it would differ from
traveling through the scorching river canyon she @ objections.

A dust cloud turned their attention towards thedrteading down from the city. A few
commands was enough to get the row of prisonersngphlning up on the middle of the
road. As the city militia circled around them themised to keep this scum out of the fields

for a long time.



She loaded her shiny ornamental armor on the Iatkborse, balancing the one
Violet ha bound up on the other side. Pulled twaxhklshirts from her bag and handed one
over. Slowly moved over to Janu, liberating a laotanket from his back. No sooner had she
spread it out, and the twins disappeared underrie&bnsing an opportunity to get out of
their uncomfortable dresses. She stared at thppksaing column, until first Natasha then
Valentina reappeared in their dusty traveling asth

Still she hardly moved, Slowly folded the blankatk onto Janu. Then crouched to
pick up the two bundles left bij the twins, storitigm as the girls left them. The last trailing
scouts entered the city protection, blending imveiishes around the giant trees, descending
back into the valley. Valentina and Natasha alresxtyustomed to her weird ways kept quiet
petting the little mountain cats, until suddenlytbsprang in action gathering speed. Scaling
the high grass, to jump towards the only thornyhbars the plain. It moved, staggering back
away from the cats. A small explosion hit the l@wdl mage out cold, springing all in action.

Following the biggest of the mountain cats, theyried off the grass plain, into the
mountain foliage. Ever amazed as it bended likg betd onto an invisible well traveled
path. Up and down, hugging the sides of the valltey moved slowly south, Now and
again waiting for their other guide, relaying infaation about the moving troops.

They had waited for the contact of the knockedmage to go and report on them,
moving off the stone road through the canyon. Tbeimpanions now where plotting their
route adjusting directions as their opponent wagtiply new traps on the mountain roads.

Pictures of two legged on all four limbs clumsiliffting the bushes made them stop.
The following pictures describing the upcoming tragade her agree with their companions.
The trails were not made four them, So althougtctis would have no problem sneaking

past the trap. It would take too long for the whgleup to pass. Discussing their options, not



eager to be trapped between two militia troops v&mewon for the plan the little cats had
hatched.

She and Violet stepped into the shadows, followirgimages by the mountain cat
keeping up with them save on the trail. As thetmilivas holding to the ancient twin strategy,
meaning every militia member should be in contaith at least one other member, they
knocked out each pair as they passed them. Keapiag from the ones far enough from the
trail.

Leaves moving out of synch with the breeze, mdantwins had almost made it
through, and she could join them further on whheettails crossed one of the mountain
roads. The cover the rocks gave them was enousggféty dispose her cloaking magic. A
slowly reappearing Violet was accompanied by lotréams. They followed the twins
already running up the mountain road, turning wiienroad gave a see through militia back
down chasing after them. Distracted by the sigbtreteded Violet pulling her back on the
trails running through a cavern cutting into theumiain.

They rested looking out over the southern faciag sif the mountain, watching the
chasing militia explain to the troop down at theutioof the pass, they were near. Having
sneaked past them up on the mountains. It gav&ofoe interesting insights in the structure

of the militia troops.

The troops had split up again, and a sizable nuimédeigone searching up the
mountain road. Climbing up to every weird lookingk they could find. They were still
watching the movements of the soldiers down belelaen she suddenly adjusted her pose.
Looked into the sky, staring at some green dotEntBd them out to the others, then said an

incantation to look far over the rolling hills theyll had to cross. She could not count them



all, but estimated the advancing harbor patrohie times the size of the group left down in
the valley.

They could not inform the green birds of their wdadyouts without revealing
themselves so they waited.

Saw the harbor patrol closing in as the soldielsvib@here searching the steep rock
faces. She build up power and jumped when the Ipaa® almost visible for the sentries
down below. Lightning and fire drove the scattematitia into the arms of the advancing
patrol. Landing behind the lines she warned fomtiiléia members still up the mountain
road. The captain nodded, their birds had showm tflo®. Then asked about the two girls. A
vague gesture up the rocks was enough as theawéithe running out on the plain, steering
away from the harbor patrol as they spotted theignflBming rocks thundered from the
mountain road not much later followed by violetslgely walking onto the plain as if
nothing had happened. She whistled and about tégrsnieom the valley floor, Jean
appeared, carrying Valentina, slipping and slidiogvn the cliff. Safely down Janu traveled

the same path with Natasha, catching up with aléege jumps.

They were not paraded into the harbor city, instbag were taken through a huge
green gate, comprised of thorny bushes, formedaritee meter long tunnel, wide enough for
the garrison vehicles to glide through. The thon@jls both protecting the stationed soldiers
as protecting the posh neighborhood, closing irdtiet and sounds of the training ground.

After a nice meal, and a chance to change, a ygih@ bit older than the twins,
came to collect them. Whisked them out of the fidr, over the long driveway into the
traffic, telling a thousand and one of the citygipsEven able to exchange some more with

friends hanging out on every major square they, gaitnever slowing down.



The smell of the sea teased their noses, whenatinevn alley emptied out onto the
market square. The girl however steered right,relgene of the two stone spires hugging
onto the market. Introduced them with the guardthed was gone.

As they probably were supposed to meet someonesherstarted to climb the stairs,
finding the spire open up many steps higher. Hudenens taking the place of stone walls,
giving them a view of the harbor and sea for méled miles. A man clad in important clothes
introduced himself as the harbor master, apolodiaethe unusual transport, but with so
many eyes looking for them, the gossip circle vimsktest intelligence in his city. Especially
faster than anything he could ever come up withheiged his daughter did not bore them too
much with the insignificant city events.

In the back of the platform a muscular elf scatvgdhe salt winds of the everlasting
oceans got up from one of the desks offering pa&sgathe Moon Islands, requesting a sharp
price, and some help in the doldrums blocking thaite. Both she and Jean shook his hand
thanking the captain, who pointed to his white shglling them they would sail as soon as
their cat companion and bags had arrived with g@nriransport.

The harbor master waited until the captain couldden walking down the docks,
then asked if they could see the groups of saittoed over the harbor and the market?
Continued telling according to his intelligence mmwere new to his harbor. It could just be a
coincidence, with the ship captains changing ci&til. wanted to point them out.

He had a small request. Hoped they would be wiliogoard their ship on high sea.
Had a flat bottomed beach craft on standby. Thaticompanion and goods would be
delivered in crates. Pointed to some of the bighgrs, couldn’t afford any form of battle in
his harbor with these ocean crossing passengesline

The harbor master nodded as another girl entesedffice. Again they seemed to be

randomly crossing through residential areas. One @#ven entered one of the longer



driveways, to circle the house, and reappear thir@ugap in the hedge overrun by climbers
on street side. On a silent road, close to the sithmegirl stopped to open a garage on the side
one of the houses. A slender craft appeared, useddes. She asked the girl if she had the
magic for the boat’s trailer, but she just noddetito men appearing out of nowhere. They
lifted the craft from its stand and started to @ithe low saddle in the dunes, giving access to
a secluded beach. The small bay in front of ittelet by two small islands a few yards in
sea.

Five people just fitted on the craft. Jean hadhes on his lap, while she and the girl
both sat next to one of the raised swords at the Bostream off air and water lifted them
into the surf, quickly gaining speed as the gidwdd the swords halfway in, and used the
current to her advantage. Clearing the breakeesyedbased the air keeping them stable, and
helped to speed up racing through the waves. Swisliands were no more than dots in the

distance, and they changed heading, setting comiigéercept the white ship in the distance.

A big wave of magic woke her. Quickly she scantiedship, then dressed in tight
shirt and short pants, weaved a cloak around Heesel sneaked through the mayhem to the
closest mast, climbing it, spending a few minutegiched on the lower sail.

Two ships were boxing in their much bigger vesBekry time their captain, making
use of their size, was able to drain one of thechihg ship of the wind. The slender ships
used their superior speed to close in fast.

Using a higher rope for balance she stepped oeeydhd to its tip, and launched
herself into the sail of the closing ship, climbed to the top, and held her balance, waiting.
The big white ship moved to a slightly differeotucse, and the sails, for a moment slacked.
She cut the riggings with one slash of her swond, feoated, guided by the falling cloth,

down to the deck. Used the confusion to slowly mower it towards the bow, and watched,



hiding next to the statue guarding it, the big wlship making its escape as the sister ship
turned to give aid.

She let herself fall over the rail, letting the wavgobble her up, and used some magic
to get to the far side stern of the closing sistep, moving under the boat, gaining speed,
guiding waves to just reach the fringe, climbingfigm there, stretching out on the bowsprit.

Both ships where joined as the sailors tied themind@and connected their rudders.
The wind filling the remaining sails, brought basxkme speed. The steering wheel set to
chase the white sails far on the horizon.

Still in the net over the bowsprit she waited, ngtihe triumphant cheer,
accompanying the raising of the slashed sail, bahgly. Just kept an eye on the distance
between the twin ship and its quarry. Her attentomused on short waves creating some
drag. She however could not get them on the rigbttraveling in between the two ships.
Felt the ocean protest against their speed, amteda®o hands to keep her in balance every
time the ships raced through some huge wave. Kgdm@nbusy until the sails at the horizon
had become three times as big, and the sea caloved abain.

The flow of the bow waves was now tangible for using them as guidance for her
small waves. Eventually finding a way through, itegit with some ice. Hitting home. Then

threw in fire, encased in ice, slowly chipping avedyhe wood of the twin rudders.

The three white masts detached themselves frohdhezon when both crews were
ordered to stand ready for breakup. Counting d@&touting orders. Unwinding half.
Loosen the remaining. Ten, the five seconds tdAdaig crack, shaking the ships,
accompanied the separation of the rudders. Digiatieg them, leaving the captains without

control.



She slipped over the side deck. Jumping in onbeftlinghies. Kicking out its back
with the same slash as she freed it from its prigmt when it again swung outwards. The
thump on the sea making her bounce, getting herdegr the void at the back end of the raft,
speeding it up. Increasing the distance betweeainthe drifting ships.

Toughing out the winds, using them to chop up imgritessel, until just the bottom of
it remained, and she finally was able to ride undath the winds, always keeping her back to
the twin ships. At long last she made some headddjysted her style, now slicing through
the waves, keeping the bow in the water. Gave npestistance, checking her whereabouts
on top of an enormous wave, then adjusted once, mdneg the next wave at full speed,
feeling the grip of the storm slowly dissipating.

As she glided closer to the big white ship a larigéh was thrown overboard. She
headed for it, finding the rope attached to it, prad needed to hold on, to be hauled in,
getting a hand of Jean for the final tug. She ndddehe captain, then collapsed to the deck,
catching her breath, as the orders rolled ovehbad to get the crew back in motion.

Straightening the sails into the wind.

Instead of helping with the ships speed, the cagtad asked her to be the lookout on
the platform, high up on the back mast. She retyweeaved the threads to get the far and
misty look clear for her, but being miles of thersoon shipping lanes, the only thing she
saw was the flight of the seabirds adjusting oddrainds at certain times of the day.

As the wind picked up again, she checked the flighihe birds. Looked at the waves
far in the distance, and decided to get some staggijng the winds to take them safely to the

eastern harbor, now they were in the reach of trd4.of the Wind.



The eastern harbor, to her eyes, had always beemakt beautiful. A large arch
marked the harbor entrance. High enough to sakun&th it. Two narrow columns
illuminated the port day and night, and a marblayg@n around the circular port. Behind the
quay piled a series of terraces to the top of liffe lmoasting a beautiful flower fence
separating the city from the harbor. Where evehgoport, unrest and junk always prevailed,
here rest and almost unnatural beauty was the norm.

She had put on her traveling dress once againheittsword strapped on. She stood
proudly next to Janu, waiting for Jean, Natasha\#dntina. The twins in their perky yellow
dresses, made the sun reflect in their jewelry,thadnany glass beads on their dresses.
Many heads turned around. Admiring glances, but gteedy, quickly changing when their
eyes spotted her. She was still known here, so mwashcertain. Jean paid the captain the
requested amount, who took the money, and madsedysbow to her when she walked onto
the quay.

The terraces brought them up into the city. Impatibéy she gave Janu a message to
look for suitable transportation. Lunar island w@s domain of the moon wolves. Although
slightly larger than the one who attacked thenhatiteginning of the journey, they were still
no threat to Janu. The horses were a problem. \Meey unaccustomed to the wolves. On top
of the highest terrace before entering the gatautiir the hedge you already could see the inn.
A large open building filled with elves. She satlitbe innkeeper and a servant followed them
to their rooms on the first floor. After she chedkkthe twins and Jean had installed
themselves, she went downtown with Janu. No higld bowers in the cities of the wind. Yet
they were among the most beautiful in the elvensivarhe lords of the wind had water and
wind at their disposal and using the coarse coastliith cliffs and caves, the eastern harbor
city had arissen flowing up and down with the cletof the island. Climbers of all sorts

grew along the walls and floors of the city, gaejteanough light even in de caves by ingenious



dwarves craft, which transformed them into bealigardens. Janu stopped for a walled off
space. she looked at him in astonishment. A picitikalentina and a great fighter flew
through her head. This was the only one who he avisukt with Valentina. Gray with black
stripes and yellow cheek, a sand cat stood praundlye pit. As big as Janu and maybe even a
bit more impressive. Once Janu fought with himdontrol over their people. Janu had lost
and had chosen the path of adventure. Now yeamstlad sand cat, Daku, was succeeded by a
younger and stronger leader, and he too had chibegrath of adventure. Janu jumped under
loud protests from the merchant in the pit anceéflaku. Though older and grayer, his
reflexes were still as sharp as her sword. Jugteaserchant was about to have a nervous
breakdown, the two cats stopped and bowed. Dakabegpted the assignment if he could
cope with Valentina. She paid the merchant.

Back at the inn, Daku was introduced to Valentiiae bowed to him and stroked him
through his manes. Daku licked her hand, and gaapproving image of her. She left
Valentina with Daku to get acquainted, went toto®m and began an inventory. The list got
longer and longer. Eventually she gave the lishéolandlord, who nodded and said it would

be ready the next morning.

On her advice Jean had sold the horses. She phekédlongings and those of Jean
and the twins on the sand cats, took the hand t#da and Valentina and led them through
the city out the island gate. At the beach, she: holw the people of the Moon Islands
traveled. At certain times the Lords of the Windd®a current flow around the island group.
Everywhere on the beaches lay low wide boards. sSfioply got on one, paddle through the
surf and let the current carry you to the island wanted to visit. For the lucky few with
some wind or water magic, still a quarter of theydation, the journey was not restricted to

those times. With a simple sail or sword they bedsheir vessel through the water.



During the trip over see she had doubted long betwiee official ferry to the western
harbor, and traveling over the roads of the Lofdfi® Wind. Eventually she chose to hide
among the thousands of small and big islands atydeonerge close to the western harbor.

At the end of the story she put her shoes in hek,pggrabbed a plate, got it in the surf
and sat on it. A small movement in the water maatephate go forward. Perfected a
demonstration circle, dropped back and strandeskleyn the beach. The twins had already
thrown off their shoes and stood with a plate ithdwands dancing in the surf. She helped
them on their plates and let them ride throughsting after which she let them practice
getting on and off. The first few times they did momediately address the middle and tipped
the board. Soaking they got up out of the surfitealy make another try. Eventually they
had the sea legs to make the mount and dismouetapfi too easy.

Jean had undressed, needed several tries to thekiechnique and was now drying
up. He nodded to the sand cats, and asked howubelgl make the trip. She was not
worried. Previous adventures had proved the windke desert required the same technique
as the waters here. She had bought them espdaialbr cattle plates. The shepherds used
them for transport of the short-legged sheep freland to island. She pointed to the stack at
the edge of the beach.

Without hesitation, they got their paws on theatpland waited for the rest. When
Jean and the twins were out of the surf she steppétr plate, and launched herself in the
surf. Janu and Daku gave push and joined her thrthegyrough surf. The roads of the Lords
of the Wind were open and slowly it got hold of fllates so they would float along with it
through the archipelago.

The lagoon contained many brightly colored fish aodn Natasha and Valentina lay

down with their heads over the sides to look aty@héeng happening beneath them.



Occasionally she corrected one of the plates tp kemm together, but mostly she sat and

looked at the islands wondering.

She finally sent the plates in the direction ofrea barren island. they could continue
with her magic, but moving six boards took quitenecconcentration, which she also needed
to scan for trouble. From her bag she pulled a afdpe archipelago, showing Jean and the
cats what her plans were. She wanted to use tin wigd to sail across the current, every
time divided into three stages. Natasha with J&alentina with Daku, and Jean with the rest
of the stuff. During the day they could ride thadse of the Lords of the Wind to reach the
west side.

One day slowly flowed into the next. At fixed timess the day they drifted along the
roads of the Lords of the Wind. At night she usejim to put themselves into the wind to
move to another island. Had anyone seen them ektediay they would be somewhere else.
Everyone drifted in the same direction at the sapeed. Every time they saw a speck on the

horizon drifting somewhat closer, she sped up thtep a bit.

Suddenly, she felt danger. On the horizon a baattthinough the water, transverse to
the direction of the current. A sharp turn meaeitivere spotted. She herded the plates to the
nearest island, but was too late. The bow waveebbat was pounding the boards on the
water. Natasha and Valentina who were alreadyofiaheir plates had just become wetter.
The two cats used to some turbulence had turnedhetwave, and surfed out the rough
water. Jean however had tipped over and hung opldtis in the water. She glided toward
him and helped him back on his plate.

The boat had made a big loop and came racing ktmbped, and she saw two mages

mumble some incantations. Large waves pulled updmt her and the twins. She glanced at



Jean who made a gesture he could survive, aftartwghie concentrated on the twins. Still flat
on her board Natasha now lay half in the waterektaha had slid off and struggled to find
her plate again. The boat started moving againt&heas now lying on her stomach. With
two hands free a fountain of water spewed. The boald barely dodge it. The snake still
hanging in the air, turned and hit one of the magesthe water. Suddenly the boat dived in
a hole. She held the walls for a little while, aftéhich she let them collapse on the boat,
which broke and sank.

She stood up, dropped her dress with a quick matetbe board and slid into the
water. Using her magic shot beneath the waves tisathe twins, with Valentina, splashing
in the water as a reference. She seized her amgieer back on her plate. It turned and
accelerated toward Daku, who was holding her @at&alentina could jump over and climb
right on his back holding tight to his manes.

The mages were as nimble as she and had reachashiaOne grabbed her plate, the
other tried to grab her ankles. natasa, howeverpad over their heads into the water. A
wave pushed her away from her attackers. Counténmgrages with an ice wall gave
Natasha enough time to reach her, pushed her entodck and pulled her arms around her
waist. Pushed her up, to let her breathe, allithe keeping track of their assailants. Small
stabbings underwater kept them busy enough forcherach Janu. Trembling like a leaf
Natasha joined him.

The mages now tried to get Daku from his plate. @ivned, dived underwater, but A
big wave ended the struggle. Two ships shot beihirdijusting to pick up all that could be
found. The mages aboard welcomed them onto thigiy ahd told their presence was required
by the Lords of the Wind.

Many intrigues on the islands currently revolveduard two little earth elves and their

companions. Reaching from the brutal, requesting sdwuls for several assaults. To the



bizarre, telling she had abducted the girls anceveerroute to sell them as slaves. The lord of
the winds would gladly remove the source of thesggues from their domain. She nodded,
accepted their invitation, and walked to the bafcthe ship to explain it to the two cats, still
on their boards, accelerating them to keep up thighalready moving ship.

Their shadow was quickly found, picked up, andghip headed for the residence of
the Lords of the Wind. Knowing local rules, theywabe brought before the court. The
Lords had settled on a large island completely gnasvn with towering trees. When she
walked through a corridor filled with fragrant bémsns, it slowly ran down to ultimately
empty out on a large open space, running on mamestbelow them. The palace spread
itself out over the funnel. Hundreds of statuesideivs and terraces were carved in stone,
bleached by the sun and then overgrown with creegerthe whole palace seemed green
with white, red, pink and purple stripes, whereftbevers had bloomed. They were taken off
the terraces to the huge with grass overgrown saiitee bottom of the funnel. The throne

room.

The Lords of the Wind thanked her for coming, ahtha same time requested for her
aid. As ever they kept a watchful eye on the warld did not like the current affairs in the
earth elf realm. Had for a very long a stable gowey system in the Lunar Isles, still it upped
their vigilance.

She nodded, knew the layout of the island realrd, thare were enough spots to
startup some kind of movement. Understood nowéaaly had arisen, and thought it would
be a good opportunity to study it up close. Shateol towards the twins, requesting save
transfer to the mainland for them. Told about tfieis befallen to them on their travels
through the mountains. Concluded that she thoughtdad down the royal road towards the

capital would be too big a risk.



A short deliberation was followed by a warm welcdimethe twins, and the promise
they would be delivered safely to the port benéaghblack mountains. She bowed in thanks.
The port was the only under the control of the Isoofithe Wind.

One of the Lords asked if the sand warriors woaid her. Skilled in using the heavy
winds they would be an asset to the party. He waitbit, then stepped back to confer with
the mage who had been walking up to the dais. “Guds from the mainland”, we can offer
you to set up a bigger party to get you throughBlaek Mountains, with the expertise
needed..

It was not polite to ask where the Lords of the tMmad found a dwarf to help them
through the ancient dwarf city underneath the blackintains, but it was a flaw in het plans.
So she looked at Janu and Daku, and after thegetdnaccepted the offer gratefully.
Counting on some interesting tales during ther tinfough history.

The Lords now changed voice. “It is most likely kmoto you how our society has
come into existence. Still it needs to be toldgebthe extend of what you are up against. Far
outside the archipelago, in the busy sea laneshessland of myths. Long ago our ancestors
build up an empire from there, to control the seafanation gaining influence. Now their
palaces and gardens are mere ruins, and we radpelgve them to their former occupants,
only gathering there on out holiday, celebrating fibunding of our empire.”

“Last year many of us had an itching feeling onitii@nd. Nothing could be found
that would have caused it, still we kept a close @y the island since then. Some movement
is violating our ancestors well earned peace. Séasg close enough to the Island of Myths
however do not account for the level of activities have monitored on the island surface.

Activities violating the ancient laws of separation



The small ship was gathering crew by the hour ad.thd’'s mages gathered, racing
from all the corners of the empire on their slenutzards. As they entered the Lords roads
two mages were shadowing them. Small flashes bf tigflecting on the intricate markings
on the skin of the one high up in the air. She eddas the cats made her aware of them. Had
heard of them in the tales down every inn closantocean faring harbor. The fabled nursery
was in the vicinity of the Island of Myths. So #fthitely was one of the stakes in this joust.

When she tried to follow the girl speeding throulgé water. She changed her
markings fading in favor of a bluish gray, and ssbe blended in with all other fish circling
the reefs around this island.

Hours passed until one of the Lords mages suddemged up, and stared at the coast
of the Island of Myths. In the end pointing to aatihsandy beach, declaring it their rallying
point. Daku and Janu, still on their boards wertd@ose from the main ship, and picked up
by mages already in the water on their narrow bex@gds. She wove a net, used some air to
fill it and chose to fly over the lagoon. Not asiningly disguised as the lightning girls, but
adequately cloaked nonetheless.

From above she kept an eye on all crossing tanlgdbeach, and only descended
when all had landed safely. Circling down, a pietlanded in her head. She adjusted
according to the information from the girl, stilgh up in the air. The cut her chute. Plunged
down to the sand, not caring about the dust cltvedcseated upon landing. With quick words
she described the threat watching them from otheisland foliage, and even before she
ended, all were in motion, climbing or jumping tieeks, aiming for the sharpened rock
spiking into the air. She helped the cats for &t big jump up. Then ran after them into the
dark tunnel.

Crisscrossing through the maze of caved in tunihelg finally ended up next to the

underground basin, the primary water source indlaeds heydays. One of the mages



explained the route through the water channelspgdehere they could, and could not,
breath. The nodded to her to take point.

Slowly emerging into the icy waters she put onwlagéer goggle she had been given,
and propelled herself into the described tunnelitiMépat the breathing spots just long
enough to relay all was still save. Just beforectimeb up, magic could be felt blazing freely
on the other side of the wall. She relayed badak ptlace floor being occupied. Cloaked
herself then climbed up to the big hole, once béeghuge nozzle of a impressive fountain.

Peaking over the edge of the wall she searchetthéoight source, finding it to be the
caved in ceiling, and positioned herself into th#é Wwithout making too much of a shadow on
the walls. On a huge pile of rocks and dirt, folllas had been erected, holding a portal in
place, opening and closing as humans rushed thribbginging in goods, throwing it down
as if they were hiding it from someone on the othée of it.

A flickering in the open ceiling like a bird flewypbmade her climb up onto the second
balcony, and got the images from outside, whereudsons where flailing, over which
course to take. All humans outside had donned tire@ipons, and stayed close to the palace
entrances, searching the valley’s foliage intensely

“We are keeping to the plan”, the girl whisperetiei a gust of wind, and she was
gone again. She whistled a few sharp notes theredhover the balcony to the other side of
the hall. Then whistled again, though this timethaosong, watching the crowd below react.

Fire and ice swept all from the portal mount, anith\&ir she jumped to land in front
of it. All knew the risks of the portal as nonetbé resident humans used their guns, just
turned around the mount using the bigger rockasrc She kept their attention on her with
her magic until two mighty roars announced the gmes of the huge sand cats. For a second
all stood still, then an order was shouted, andlynene the humans dashed the palace

ground, chasing up the ramps leading to the valiggide.



The magic of the portal behind her surged, makergump. On a screen she looked
down on two humans clad in simple clothes. The badghe hair of the woman however she
recognized. Both humans had crouched down upomiegtie hall. Also using the portal as
a shield, and looked bewildered at the fleeing mana

Almost back down at the mount she cut the stranddanded in front of the two,
saluting in the fashion of their military order. Heme was known to them, as both bowed
deeply, and gave her time to draw out what sheblead witnessing in the last minutes. Got a
description back from what was happening on theradlde of the portal. Thanked them for
the information, and motioned them to stay putelwsthe portal.

From the moment of the salute all mages had focaesdtle crouching humans,
closing in slowly as certain as areas of the patgoands had become vacated.

A small fire ball through the open roof kick statrt set of high pitched noises. All
counted down how many of the pillars of the wind two girls outside had started, then
waited for the wind to pick up. Channeling it thgbuthe roof, until it was strong enough to
propel them all, up the ramps. Surprising the nailitutside. Fire and Ice rained down and
twisters uprooted every pocket of resistance, afithumans had thrown down their
weapons, surrendering to whatever was causingrthyhem.

Still the winds held strong, pushing the militiaawfrom their weapons, only to die
down suddenly when they had been gathered. Sheasgicture of the one giving the orders
to Janu and soon he was staggering towards hegingglis distance from the fierce cat.

The two from the portal had followed one of the emgut of the palace, when the
two girls descended from the valley crest, fadiogtbeir disguises. They landed close to her,
and her captive. The tallest demanded to knowpbtite name of the Lords of the Wind,

who the humans were, and what their business wie iampire of wind and water.



The commander snorted, refusing to cooperate. Linggit the two girls, telling them
to go back to school. All the mages stepped bdekvgpaces, and the commander shifted
uneasy from one feet to the other. Looking fromghks to the mages and back to the girls.
Finally deciding to bow slightly, demanding the tsrof the Wind to step before him. A gust
of wind picked up the commander, bouncing him mwhnd like a ragdoll. He kept a straight
face, until lightning shot past him, missing himjbgt a few yards, disintegrating the rocks
beneath him. Then the words came swift. Tellinguatestablishing a foothold and safe haven
for his organization. Keeping it for more than awdraining recruits, to get them accustomed
to magic. More information did not pass his lipsh& kept repeating he did not know his
commander, and the bigger picture, or where theiitsovere sent.

The two girls turned, discarding the commander,\maltomed the two emissaries
from the human world, requesting kindly to giveithersion of this illegal siege of land
belonging to the empire of wind and water.

The woman introduced herself as Lisa, emissary fitwriUnited States of America,
then introduced he companion as the emissary asltweds of the Caribbean, upon which the
land in the human world belonged. Lisa explainedagency had been searching for places
where militia’s had been training. Stumbling orstlsland by chance, when they interrogated
some young recruits they had captured. Her comnmamdthe other side had set up a
taskforce to eliminate the threat, but now probatulyld use some help dismantle the portal.

Both the girls nodded to her, and thanked the twdHeir insight. The tall one paused
for a short time then focused again on Lisa, retijg# there was enough room for all to join
their own world. Lisa nodded, turned from left ight, stating loudly her terms of surrender
in several human languages.

Shortly after the humans got up from the groundkedin single file towards the

palace entrance, picking up their commander whey plassed him. The girls walked up with



her, following the line. A boat was already en eotd pick up her and the cats, for the trip
over the ocean. A second one would be sent whemnvtbee save at the mainland harbor. She
nodded and thanked them and the Lords of the Wiy, communicated with, and promised
to close the portal. Asking if the mages couldigeted the turbulence keeping the palace
save for their ancestors

Before she started the procedure she asked Lisa&éb up at the royal palace of the

Queen of Elves, to discuss the disturbances shewveently dealing with.



It was the second day at an inn on the coast dBlkek Mountains. They had spend a
long night talking about their adventures and shs wonfident the two dwarves were an asset
for the group. Although the tales were of courssatly exaggerated for the romance of
adventure. They had found a swamp cat willing tdguhem. She knew her tale and agreed
she had to come along with the group. Her blackgaedn fur had the markings of a leader
Daku told her, though they seemed to her just go#rer. Negotiations were underway with
one of the strongest rock mages on this side obtlean.

She lay on her stomach on a bed. A painter was &iisgr skin painting various
incantations. The sign of light on her cheek hadrred, of course, but her whole body was
now covered. Two brown and white snakes curledratdwer arms, with the mouth and eyes
on the back of her hands. Two cats with markinigsilar to their companion, stood guard
sitting on her feet and the painter was busy witleagle, lying on her back with his wings

protectively beaten around her. Quietly she enjdpedorush running over her skin. The



sounds of an incantation made her wake up. Thet aréis activating her work. She felt the
snakes around her arms, crawling a bit aroundimes hefore they finally settled down. The
cats moved slightly, allowing her feet a gentle emoent. Finally she felt the wings of the
eagle curled around her body when occupying hiteptive position.

The artist gave her a towel. She wrapped it ardwercand got up. At that time the
twins came storming into the room and energetiev&aoher all the drawings and characters
painted on their skin. She recognized the sigresyuhes would protect them against most
incest bites, the drawing would do the same agaith&r underground horrors they would
find. The painter had already left the room and nvblee got dressed, the twins went silent for
a moment. Natasha and Valentina gently let thegdrs glide over the painted snakes. She
dressed slowly.

There was knock at the door. Just dressed, sheed/atkthe door and opened it. Jean
came in followed by the dwarves, their contact #redrock mage. The mage was introduced,
and everyone waited for her to vote if he woultdtge job or not. She walked toward him
and embraced him. It was too long ago that shenbhgded her brother. He was big and
strong now. It seemed yesterday that she had huwgreeight year old brother to bits when
she left her family. Of course he would do. Yet slas worried. She knew how dangerous
the roads were.

The mage introduced his sister as a rock and styifar every right-minded
adventurer. She smiled shyly. It was strange nee®her brother as the little Luc, but this
almost two meters long mage who could split roake@mmand and deliver sand storms

from a small breeze.

The great stone gate towered above them. Thegjubkarked from a floatcar and

followed the road that led towards it. It indicatéé importance of the Dwarf City, the Black



Mountains were, once, before the breaking of thddvd he road was 50 meters wide and
boasted ravines on both sides slowly snaking towegdjate. On a flat stretch of road they
beat up camp. Once when the dwarfs were stilldgh\iere, all roads in the mountain were
heavily guarded and safe. Now the rock elves passedgh the mountain once a month to
make repairs and deliver save passage. The candene now the domain of nocturnal
animals, which had developed full subspecies. Heoglof thousands crowded the corridors
living on fungi, mushrooms and each other. The geyaf the rock elves was the only option
for lone travelers to cross the mountains. Withkihewledge of the dwarves and Luc who
had walked the route many times, the trip might gusceed.

Alexandra had sent the three of them ahead. Dddrmaugh she clearly was much
smaller than them had the stance and the pacéeatiar. Daku and he therefore had
absolutely no problems taking her. He even feiitle responsible for her. Alexandra had
asked Daku and him to watch over her a bit. Hengrih if she needed help they would have
to deliver it without her knowing.

At the end of the path to the entrance they scatimedock on every corner for exits.
Ultimately, only the main entrance gave acceshéacave behind it. At the entrance Daku
gave him a picture, followed almost instantly byeDa. He too had felt it. A pack of wolves
was lying in the space behind probably enjoyinggpeils of the hunt. Carefully they crept
towards the gate and Daku could not resist a migidy. The wolves, which were already
alert to see what was out walking about, jumpedkb&en wolves launched an attack to
enable the pack to flee. He knew the tactic and #tepn busy, had nothing against these
wolves. Occasionally he gave one coming to clogeaal whack, sending it bouncing through
the room, just to show there really was no foolwith them. Daku, he saw, had the same
attitude. Together facing most of the wolves. Téw Wwho broke through, towards Deena got

a worse deal. What she lacked in strength, she mader by speed and ferocity.



The wolf pack had now reached one of the bridgésséowly the ten wolves pulled
back, following their families. Daku led the waydatiney ran to the other side of the huge
space. He felt much in the rooms they passed, nohrhore him great concern. A single
smell gave some cause for concern, but there ieeg/s only two. Nothing Alexandra could
not handle. Something to report.

It was already dark when they came back. Daku tegddo Alexandra. Images of a
pack of wolves at the entrance, followed by a petf three cats at the entrance and finally a

warning for something bigger than wolves, but tiaggin pairs.

The next day they broke camp and walked the 8tratch to the gate. Two immense
dwarves were guarding both sides of the gate #xas crossed over, so forming the roof of
the gate. Luc sent a warning through the gate. Bagyblack shadows dive in even darker
holes. The hall was huge. Thanks to the light himléke ceiling, she had reasonable view of
the hall. As large as the square of the setting @nad a church tower in the human world,
would easily be able to stand in the hall withautahing the ceiling. One of the dwarfs told
them, once, this would have been the market hdhisfgreat city of dwarves. Gold, silver,
coal, iron and diamonds were traded for the godusiwthe dwarves needed. Mainly wood
and food but also clothing was brought in. Durihg tale he repeatedly pointed to a driveway
leading to the section of the hall these goods waked in. On the arches over the driveways
you could sometimes still see the signs represgiii@ trade. The thick stone driveways
looked like a multi legged spider lying on its baBlespite the many centuries, only the
decoration of the driveways had worn.

One of the legs ran back down into the mountaireyTwalked towards it, and stepped
on the big bridge into the hopper providing acdegbe spiral. The drum of stone on stone

echoed through the hallways, as they walked dowritthnel to reach the main road through



the mountain range. Luc started telling about thélife they would encounter, and how they
normally would get their food. Believed the noisasirom someone deep in the mountain
protecting himself with earth magic against on¢hefvast wolf troops.

They discussed this extensively, and unfortundtedynature of this mountain meant
there was no way to figure out where the noise aeasing from. It meant the dwarves
straight away deviated from the main road, goin@gpeadily rising road, entering the portal
it ran through. Following the road, until they enet a huge square with a void on the far end.
The first of the great halls. So deep into the ntaurange, all was dark, and it took the
dwarves, circling the square two times before floeyd the road, taking them into the maze
of driveways, connecting both sides of this hugecsp

A few hours in, a faint light appeared in the dii@t of the main road. Some noise,
then more lights. Staying there as long as theyahadw on them. The road they traveled on,
had started to wind down. Gradually working itsetb the wall. It emptied out on a domed,
circular space. The dwarves took the widest road et it bring them towards the next great
hall.

This one was running parallel to the main road, la@achuse they had to travel it from
end to end, they took a gamble. Staying on the waaeral road, even though the cats warned
about the abundance of wolves inside the hallhitesthrough their lights as shadows.

Some time traveling on the road, suddenly the weobtarted to howl, and bunched up,
running up and down ramps. They followed them wliir lights and soon saw the reason of
all the commotion. A huge lizard was walking afteem, tracking them, according to Luc.
More would be on the prowl.

Her fireball changed into huge fire spirits aswwves got closer. They had settled
themselves on a square, hoping to give the ragioogptoptions. The wild dance of the spirits

slowed the flow of the troop enough to react tohibeils of the ones finding a way off the



square. Slowly backing out protecting those runmingbehind them. Taking up the rear of
the troop as it passed.

The huge lizards never stepped onto the wide to@aqing on its tracks. They used the
standoff to make haste chased by the echoes @filtie behind them.

The rhythmic thumping of stone on stone, now aralragrising from the usual
echoes, made much more sense now. She questiadddnves the next time they rested.
They nodded there were parts of the city, espgatalhnecting roads between the great halls
where they could be trapped. Giving stampedingasawm option but to fight the obstacle,
fight them. They went over the layout of the undeugd city and adjusted their route.
Leaving out the some of the long connecting seriticeels, opting for the wider roads.
Discussing long about the complex in a unstablegfahis mountain, and the winding road

down to the lower reaches of the city.

Carefully they entered the road into the compléhe Tats running ahead, and waiting
on them, smelling for danger, sensing no troopgiude of the small stone maze. The dwarfs
led them into the maze, carefully plotting a couggeing the most crossroads intersecting
their path. A single wolf racing past over the updaag intersection, made them stop in their
tracks. She conjured up some fire spirits, and lsithey she stepped onto the square. The
cats each took one direction to scout, but not kftey Deena came running back, showing
pictures to defend themselves. They didn’t everehiame to negotiate a different path
through the complex as both Janu and Daku camengiwack with wolves in blind panic
chasing at their tails.

She was pushed back on the road they came froim Dei€na like a whirlwind around
her feet. The square in front of her black with plassing wolves. Not able to see the others

she used her magic only to split a path througtiltve of body’s. Slowly she progressed



back onto the square, to show the dwarves, Jeahwandugging the walls. Swinging their
weapons as barrier for the moving stream. One leysbe gathered them and together they
fought their way out of the square into the hallwia dwarves had seen Janu and Daku
disappear into. Not willing to wait for whatever svdriving the herd of wolves through the

city maze, they went on in search of the sandcats.

Here and there she saw a seal. She sighed. The twok a chance even in this fight
making a track for her to follow. She walked ahdadn to the next intersection in the road
and read the stamps. The fight had the two sarsddcaten backwards. In some places were
fewer seals. She suspected the two cats occagiguilsome space between them and their
attackers. Two hundred yards away the seals sugddesappeared. Apparently, the cats had
penetrated into a corridor.

She told what she had seen. The dwarfs told whaxpect in these tributaries. The
only entrances were here. So eventually the catddNtave to come back here. Luc frowned.
The labyrinth here was large, and covered manysmilbis was also one of the places where
they occasionally encountered rock iguanas. Headked if the maze had exits out onto the
rocks. The dwarves were surprised and said thaiths indeed the case. Only they were
vents which came out on steep cliffs. Luc told thafrthe rock iguanas. Lizards as large as
the largest sand cats and hunters in the mountHiresdwarves nodded worried.

It was now clear they would search for the twind #re two sand cats. They decided
to cross the maze twice. Hoping Janu and Daku wendlsls their route and eventually find
them. As the most powerful she would follow thelselm any case, they would return here at
the end of the day.

She said her farewell and walked to the doorwayrevtiee seals had stopped. Deena

walked after her. She welcomed the company. The sats were running quickly. She still



saw two types of seals, a sign the twins werkteglether. Stepped through corridor after
corridor, occasionally placing a seal of her owheBeals let her criss cross through the
maze. Occasionally she saw traces of fights, alwatyswolves remains. Sometimes she
came to passages with stamps up and down the @or8te left them alone, hoping for a
dead-end corridor, or a trick of Janu and Dakuetiotige wolves off their track, anyway Deena
never gave them a second look. Deena suddenlyagtamd cowered back. She too stepped
back. Pulled her sword out and went in cautioudiythe corner and stood face to face with
two rock iguanas. She had just enough time to tesehield, before she was thrown
backwards. In her mind hugging Deena, she usedalieand stood with her sword ready for
the next attack. It came hitting her only just] stas thrown back a few meters, but her
sword was dripping with blood. Not waiting for thext attack she sent out a fireball. It
would not harm the iguanas but gave her enoughftimine next attack, to take the iguana
head on. A whirlwind half-strangled one and thréwto the corridor. The second one she hit
into the ground, her sword catching it full. Itd tarithing on the floor. She was knocked
back, again just reacted a little too late on tkvet mttack. Felt teeth in her arm, then no more.
She raised a shield expecting the next attackiguena, however, had been gutted by
dwarve axes. Jean came running to her. She baredrhdor him and let him see the wound.
Surprised she could get hurt, he felt her armgoludiut the poison and healed it. Then she
noticed the other iguana. A big snake was thrownurad the animal and had strangled it. She

stared at her arm. She would have to be more emutiome to thank Deena.

Her sister stuck seals to the ceiling and the vatiall and awkward because she held
on with all her strength, but Alexandra would deély be able to read them. Now they got
used to the flow of attacks, block and dodge, sgahb to weave a few too. Janu and Daku

were slowly driven back into a corridor. She colodaely discern the rest in the big tangle of



bodies and wolves. Ever further back the pack pdighem. Janu and Daku occasionally
voluntary gave up a few meters. She got each timaraing of Daku and gripped him

tighter. They then had a little more space anditadew wolves to the ground and trampled
them. Eventually, she was warned by Daku. Theittjpmswas hopeless. Enclosed on two
sides and no prospect on an ending of the attdwy Wanted to look for a place that offered
more opportunities. She looked at Natasha, who edb@ahd pulled herself tighter onto Janu.
She pulled the washers once more around her varstshen felt Daku launch them into a
side hall, with Janu panting in her neck. Occadlgmame of the two ducked into a corridor,
and turned back. So they stayed until they gotanball. Both sand cats flew apart, almost
ran over the wall and came to rest at the other 8hd saw two large iguanas tackling the
pursuers. Daku stayed briefly, but then followeduwato the next corridor. Many doors
passed until they slowed their pace. The wolvegwet following. She sent a sign asking
Daku, who agreed. Dismounted and checked Daku.ddeabcumulated quite a few
scratches. She hugged him long and then lookedrati$ter, not surprised that she was doing
the same. Zigzagging through the corridors, Janoanda track. Not much later they saw the
dwarves, and Jean and Luc, but Alexandra was eee tiFrearful she heard her sister ask the
question, but Alexandra followed their route. A& tsame time they shouted: "Iguana”. Janu
and Daku were already on their way to the spotrekefollowed. They were just in time to
see the fight start. She saw Alexandra dodge attdueitd her breath when Alexandra was hit,

and only breathed again after the dwarven axe leaded through the iguana.

Safely through the complex on a far away platfoneytcould rest, and spy on the
soldiers camping on the central road shouting toes to their compatriots still trapped on
the many ramps close to the it. The lights illunimgoccasionally something looking like a

dead wolf.



It made for a daring plan to get on the centratiréeccessing the funnel leading to the
lower end of the mountain range. She asked thewhsdo lookout and plan for such an
opportunity. The dwarves took the front and leaghitthrough the labyrinth. Unfortunately
they had to cross the great hall, but a few leligleer than where the highway ran. They
stepped cautiously out of the hall upon a terr&ead and hail storms swept the patio, so Luc
made a shield in protection. She scanned the aes\below. A hundred men stood on the
square and held a pack of wolves at bay. She gutare of Daku with a man who killed a
cat, he found familiar adversaries. She askedwweafd to search for a suitable camp site
nearby. They had to do battle with this group dmhall had a lot of advantages. She asked
Janu and Daku to look for rock iguanas. Where & pawolves were, iguanas would be
found too she reckoned. Daku with Valentina andiJaith Natasha both patrolled the
hallways and made a circle around their camp, avgithe great hall. Both gave images there
were three pairs of iguanas slowly moving towalssgreat hall. She put it to the dwarfs,
along with the plan to drive iguanas toward the. fdle dwarves understood the advantage,
but grumbled about the dangers. Yet they madedlwailation two pairs would come close
together some corridors from the camp. They br@kerand she sent a message to the cats
in which direction they went. The dwarfs led themith a flanking movement, to the right
point. When they were almost behind the iguanasy J@ned them. He confirmed the
proximity of the two couples. They slowed down avaited for Daku. Only then she walked
faster, overtook the first pair in a hallway opanonto the great hall. One of the iguanas had
smelled them, turned around and headed in theictiom. Suddenly it stalled. Two dwarves
axes and a sword where in the air, dispersing apatha sent. The iguana did a mock attack

and went the other direction.



The second pair was harder to seduce, but a setaredd a disk of iguana meat cut
off by a dwarven axe made again for the desireecefiThe dwarves led them to the main
road on the other side of the hall and they waited.

The domino effect began to work. The pack of woleeghe side of the rock iguanas,
had smelled the two couples. They were stuck betwee evils, the people they feared the
least. The attack on the troops became more franticdhe troop gained ground toward an
exit for them. More men were deployed to halt ttiack, which gave other wolves an
opening and made them attack more fanatically fBregeating a new balance, broken by the
two couples of rock iguanas attacking the pack ali/es. Four wolves were captured and
slain. As a result, the rest of the gang ran geestguanas on the road to freedom. Alexandra
had been waiting for this. A fireball from her aadhail storm of Luc split the group of men
into two. Janu and Daku lunged at the group eawh tnjuring or killing one of the men.
Slowly the men were forced towards the rock iguandsch were not served by this attention
and attacked to protect themselves and their Tdog.well-organized troops now fell apart
and a few of the small groups were easily deah Wit her and her friends. They walked to
another exit of the hall and disappeared into d@lhgrinth led by the dwarves. Only when they
were deep in the labyrinth she signaled a stop.

The scouts had found them fast, but dared not dcomelose. They were in a
stalemate position. They had to go through thetdrahto get on their way. But she did not
want to take that risk, and the men could not ggtecenough to set up a full attack. A mage
had tried. She had felt him quite early, surpriged slain him a good distance from the camp.

Already for two days they were stuck in one of shealler halls. The hall had two
levels and they were sitting on the middle plateauhe second level. With only two
entrances to the plateau they were reasonably Baéerest was searching for a way out of

this trap, without having to go through their oppots.



One of the dwarfs came running up. They had foundraergency corridor. Not
understanding, she looked at him. She had cheokesetli. The only way out was through the
great hall, but familiar with the mechanics of tearfs, and the cities age, she still listened.
An emergency corridor was a piece of wall muchrikirthan the rest. The corridor connected
two labyrinths with each other and could fairlyigake cut through if a labyrinth was no
longer accessible because of a cave in.

She went with him. Could not distinguish the casrithe dwarfs pointed at from the
rest of the wall. They had calculated they woulteethe main road about 500 meters from
the great hall. If they could cut through the stanih little sound it would be possible. The
following hours gathered them about the possibgitand impossibilities of the escape. Luc
thought he could crumble the wall without too muciise. The twins had discovered the
soldiers were doing their rounds every half hourm®dst there would be twenty minutes
before an attack would be launched. Again she lo@kd.uc. How far was it to the next
defensible space. Luc thought. "After this hallrtheere still five more. Between each hall
was a small piece without side-passages. Only tifeelast great hall was a long corridor with
no side passages.” The dwarves nodded. "The ddscira marshes on the other side?" Luc
nodded. "After the descent there are four of thnedks, but we should make speed through
them, because they are usually packed with smative Rats, spiders, anything you can
imagine."

They slept undisturbed, probably for the last tibmefore they quickly broke camp and
hurried to the passage. With an incredible noidbeir ears, the passage opened up and ran
them through the labyrinth adjacent to the maimidor. She scanned the hallway and sensed
no danger. Racing over the road they reached tktegneat hall, where they encountered a
sentry. she acted quickly and got rid of the thmem, but not before the mage could send a

warning signal.



Arriving between the two rooms she quickly scantiedaisles, took the gamble and
together they ran through the next great hall. &kand ran in succession. She slept badly,
but little happened. The frontal attack was appéyert an option for the attackers. They
just followed, but at their own pace. Only whenytihad rested in front of the last great hall
she got a warning from the cats their attacker&weming very close. Her response was
enough to get the rest on their feet. She calledwo dwarfs in the rear of the group and
urged Luc to go on as fast as possible. They ruaheabs the great hall until they finally
were released in the corridor leading up to therdeard winding road.

As soon as she had cached up with Luc hail stoees flying around her ears. Luc
had raised a shield against them, just in time. \&fter wave pounded on the shield of Luc,
so they could do nothing more but watch the rod@ning a growing heap. This alarmed
her. The rock mages had some intend in it. Coulthandle this? She asked him. He shook
his head and indicated that if the stones werelhgkf in the hall the mages would probably
shift it, so they would be buried along the waysorbusy with the stones they were easy prey
for the guards.

She thought for a moment, and then motioned everymrome close to the floor and
lie down. Luc understood. "Can you keep us inves?IShe shook her head. "But enough for
the guards to run over us. The rest understooglrewith a few words and thoughts. They
were flat on the floor. She wove blankets arounelyane and lay down beside Luc holding
her sword unsheathed. Luc lowered the shield anwlgla layer of stone formed above them.
Luc waited until she had woven a blanket over tlaewh lowered the shield to just above the
two cats. Time passed slowly until finally the patestones shifted over them. Just then she
felt the guards passing over them. Thirty in co&fite gave a signal to Luc. He raised his
shield and the small stone layer above them slitt bavard the floor. She had already raised

her sword and when Luc let go of the shield on sindg, let loose fireballs throwing them into



the depths. Not long after, followed by three cat®m dwarfs and her. Jean stayed with Luc
just in case.

They overwhelmed the guards chasing them downwaiftk: two turns of the spiral
she stopped and held everyone back, to sent Desketd Jean and Luc. They came running
up with a load of stones on their heels. She lo@lddic. He looked tired. She hoped he
could hold on for a while. They huddled close thgetand protected by the shield of Luc
waited until the second avalanche had passed. ditsesent unpleasant thoughts in her head,
about the scattered stones.. She scribbled theasioo@l through their fur. Could do little to
help them. Ten turns lower, according to Luc all@mitway, the remaining guards had
gathered. She had no patience this time. Let Hatsalppear and ran forward to meet the
guards. A soft blue light was all you could see witee first guards fell. Mages and soldiers
alike. The counter attack smothered in the shieldshad woven, and not long after, the
resistance was broken. Four escaped down. Thevasstiead.

Walking on she kept scanning above and below, buhare attacks were launched.
The spraling road emptied out into a funnel, rengithe gate to the main corridor,
surrounded by a large lake. They regularly passeénground streams and in a Great Hall
they even heard a waterfall. The humidity attraetéot of insects. She had lit a fire ball and
wherever they went they saw spiders, scorpionssaagy vermin scurrying away from the
light. The twins had took just one look at whatthad to walk through, and immediately
mounted back on Janu and Daku. Occasionally thseseaid her images of rock iguanas, but
none of the couples came near enough to be huiatirejves.

The dwarves had found them a small plateau inghersd Great Hall to sleep on. Her
fireball gave enough light to see there was onky entrance to the plateau. Luc blew all

insects from the plateau and they made camp.



She heard footsteps down from her, coming fromoatsewho entered the main hall.
Although his stealth was as no other the soft samamded very far in this space. Through the
knowledge of the dwarves, they were now on oné@ehigher plateaus of this great hall. A
labyrinth of corridors and terraces had broughirtlinere. The scouts would not dare stray so
far from the main road. She studied the movementiseoscouts, they occasionally could hear
and see. Was wondering if she could surprise ohepwn the main road a large group
marched in. Their torches lit up the main road anabled her to follow the scouts, who one
after another were returning to report. She samtpeint to the many bridges and platforms
in the hall and caught snatches of the questions.

The commander ordered to make camp, and slowlycglentered the hall again,
while he talked to some of the scouts around thepéiaes. Each question was answered by
hundreds of objections, allthough they seemed tmwkwhere they were hiding.

Eventually the group set out. They marched oveersd\bridges near and far. She
woke the others and they followed the operatiorth®fgroup, which eventually arrived back
at the main road. Frustrated, they packed theortg@hgs and marched down the main road
out the great hall. They waited and soon after cant®f one of the side walls the red glow
of fire. Still undecided, she heard a new sounithéhall. Two dogs ran down the main road,
followed by the group they left higher up the mtaum.

Whispering to her companions, she was increasinglined to take on the opinion
the dwarves had laid down. Finally she nodded hedlwvarfs led them in the slow climb,
bridge after bridge. She had created a little &ifleko they could at least see the bridges and
stairs. The scouts down on the main road folloviredr tevery move. They however were
protected by the many bridges. It made, howeveary@ne aware to hurry along to the

plateau above them, hung in the middle of the hall.



The two dwarfs were hoping the passages for thersigors were still present. In
their search through the large hall at the tofhefrhountain, they regularly encountered
collapsed corridors. The chances of collapses sp oethe mountain were slim, most
galleries should still be intact. The plateau wadl defendable. No access was shielded, so
none of the soldiers would go unnoticed if they eartose. For now she had to wait.

Hours passed. The scouts never got further thalower bridges and platforms.
Eventually the dwarves returned with the news, tiey found a door. Rummaged through
their pack and disappeared again into the labyriakte kept the twins busy with all the
stories she still remembered from her childhood afitfell asleep leaving Jean on guard
duty.

One of the dwarves woke her. They had managedt ing&oor open. she lifted the
sleepy children on Janu and Daku and headed tathie The corridor was so low Luc, Jean
and she could not stand up straight. Making fortenavalks and more rest.

Just after one of these breaks they stumbled uglmoia Opening it, a soft light shone
through the crack-opening to greet them. The maoousitaere were so low, light holes had
been made. The many holes, like stained glassitiated the great hall so well, she finally
could see all bridges, stairs and platforms. Ttasearf the hall, taken from view because of
the many pillars holding up the ceiling.

They made camp again on the highest plateau anzedeted what to do. They had
seen the soldiers on the main road and it wouldbadbng before the scouts would find them
on this one. Might have just enough time to redehnbain road, but she did not like the
feeling of being hunted in the marshes by more fhainthe swamp hunters. Light was
necessary to set a trap for the troop. From Ludksleg about the forthcoming two halls,

only the latter was equipped with light holes. Tiésl the best lighting. After long reflection,



she however sent the dwarfs to find the next danother two days separating them with the
gate. It seemed better to make this trip in thatrnet calm of the corridors of the supervisors.

They slept a bit and then went on into the nextidor. Eventually sneaked through
the next hall to set up camp on a platform in #st great hall. She deliberately ignited a
fireball, although there was still enough lightrémged the guard and fell asleep.

Luc woke her, and she used her guard duty to walktive dwarves, and become familiar
with the construction of the hall. They showed ther main passages and slowly she could
predict where a helix would appear to rise ord$aleral levels. Where stairs were and how
the bridges and ramps could lead you through the®a one of the stairs back to the camp
she tested the air with a little magic and todk @ single leap.

Back in camp, the debate started. The dwarves tatkieg about the hold next to the
funnel. They were now pretty sure they could find tloors bringing them directly into it.
Hundreds of ideas were offered while they waitadlie soldiers to arrive in this great hall.

She had lit some big fireballs at various elevatiatforms. While she tended to them
the rest observed the movements of the guardsdapte to this, although they tried to be
unpredictable, Jean began to see patterns indbfinse. Back on the platform she asked for
the hundredth time if the dwarfs could open therdado the keep. Still, the answer was in
agreement. She looked at Jean, who nodded withug,stind began to pack. Jean, Deena and
the dwarves went ahead. She put the twins on Da#idanu and warned them to lie as flat as
possible. made a fire screen and went ahead. Takdligerent route. Carefully ensuring the
glow of her screen lit up the road, but did norégtlean, Deena and the dwarves.

The cats kept her updated with images. In the raitltty had the most time to
monitor the guards. The main road was slowly fijlup with the group, just as she had
hoped. All eyes were on them now for the firebalstop of the plateaus had died out. Janu

reported from time to time the progress of the dsve8he slowed down, to give them more



chance. Strolled down a helix and was just in timeee one of the dwarfs enter the gate to
the hold. Two images indicating the same from Daikd Janu meant the first part of the plan
had succeeded.

reaching the platform they had chosen for lackrotgxtion of bridges and ramps. She
knelt at the edge of the platform and shot searlll fireballs towards the main road, and to
some scouts who had entrenched themselves elseinttbeehall. She played with the guards
and smiled as the scouts were looking for a neweplteetter covering the driveways of the
plateau. Behind her was a ball of hot air formsige was getting ready, wove a screen and
used the ball to launch herself far into the Halle and hail lashed the soldiers making them
seek cover.

Two soft screams indicated Daku, Janu and Luc teatkd their glide to the gate of
the hold. Some scouts ran to the plateau nexetbold. She adjusted her flight and a big fire
spirit swept them off the bridge. Used the bridgéunch her to the gate. Landed hard on the
plateau, just before the two cats. Remained flatted until the two cats had jumped over her
and pulled up her fire screen directly behind theurning several arrows. Suddenly, a bolt
from the gate jumped over her and tackled one@gtidiers. Came running back and
together they dove into the gate. She followed Bggave a warning turned and sent a huge
fireball back through the gate. Turned round, madsstake, used some air magic and was
back on track after Deena. Saw her jump over orieeofiwarfs. The door was already
closing. She protected the dwarf with another faitbéand then heard the door close behind
them.

The dwarfs had stirred up some vermin. She swipedidor clean and took in the
space. The room was high and had a variety ofrrigdlewhich presumably bent around the
funnel to the outside hall. Many small holes, tow# to crawl through, were scattered along

the walls of the galleries.



She climbed one of the galleries and let her fiaggide along the walls. Luc came up
beside her and shook his head. "Made from the bastiene, it takes days to get through
this." He then beckoned to her and together thieyoed the galleries. The latter resulted in a
long hallway and she looked now on the market iNgkr the entrance was a great camp. She
understood the intention, made a fireball and ge#sthrough the many small openings. Luc
who stood beside her had created a vortex whidireged the fireballs and threw them into
the deep.

They could not enter the market hall from the kieepthe corridor encased the market
hall completely and enabled them to clean it froamgninfestations. Frequently they walked
up and caused chaos in the market hall. In the timenshe discussed with Luc and Deena
what awaited them outside the hall, asked the degaifithere were multiple entries in the
keep and sighed when she got an answer she didke.ot

The small holes enabled the dwarves to locateamtarket hall where additional
gates normally would be found, usually openingp@amall platforms only accessible by long
narrow mountain roads. She followed the bridgesrantps, they had to take and then chose
one of the gates. The dwarves nodded. She memdheedute, and then concentrated on a
patrol, marching across a bridge, in the back efitall. Ran down the corridor until she had
found the right hole and began to shoot smallifalls at the group. Mixed with some air they
exploded when they hit something. She manageddot some off. The rest was now lying
flat on the bridge, and crawled to safety as qyield possible. Satisfied, she went back to the
rest, curled up and tried to sleep.

She continued her sleep deliberately, dropped angayand then and saved enough
energy to top up her magical powers. Eventuallylsbked up, saw Luc still sleeping and

curled up again, waiting for Luc.



Again they looked through the plan, climbed dowthi gate, opened the door and
ran to the funnel. Wind, fire and hail hit the gliar the funnel, after which fire and steel put
them to sword. Managed to reverse into the funnélevery time moved on a little closer to
the market hall when she and Luc both got the ahémase their magic.

Eventually they came out of the funnel and Jeamdtharves and the cats legged it
towards the small gate she had chosen earlierahdshe stayed behind and waited for the
attackers, killed some and then went after to Festin two sides the attackers suddenly came
up. Ice, fire, wind and hail kept them busy, buinuately they got so close she had to draw
her sword. Sowed death and destruction, heardrzaldehind her, warded off two swords,
killed one of the carriers and was overthrown bg ohthe dogs. Used air to get on her feet
again. Looked around to orientate herself and saw &nd Daku fighting the dogs. They got
rid of their enemies and quickly retreated back ihie group.

The pressure of the attackers gradually grew Mgmerous lay scattered across the
bridges and ramps. The residual was still fightimgclearly in search of a better place to land
a new push. A cry of the dwarves meant the entraaseopen. She looked at her
companions, and saw they had arrived safely atritrance. Counted, and together with Luc
she jumped from the bridge via the ramp to theegplatof the small gate. They were not
pursued, on the contrary the soldiers went batkda@ntrance of the market hall, because the
mages were making a firestorm. She let it smaglettes on her screen. Bowed and took
leave of the dwarf city.

The door closed behind her. She ran down the staitshing up with the others. The
steps were carved into the cliffs, shielding theomf view. Occasionally they had to pick
their way carefully over some treacherous staineylmanaged, and jumped into the forest.
Slowly the ground got moist and Deena took ovemftbe dwarves as lead of the group.

They searched and found the hanging roads thrdwegbvtamp, and followed it until they



found a driveway. Circled the driveway into the bignt tree, and arrived in the middle of
the crown on a small platform.

The swamp contained many large and small huntessn®had warned especially for
the thousands of small hunters. Only her fire dadlisl them at bay. She had made them a bit
smaller and had them on strings like fire monsidéicing through the air. Ready for the next
wave and as a deterrent against any other parasite.

The jungle made them fight for every meter they eatoser to the elven capital.
Deena looked worried. They now went through the a@larof the water hunters. Large rat-
like creatures as big as house cats. They livédnmilies of twenty or thirty induviduals and
drove on everything moving. Deena gave imagestatks on her family by water hunters.
She let her rerun them a few times to get an idi¢laeir tactics and their build. After a while
she gave her orders, and gave the twins a smajlkedag case of any water hunter escaping
the clutches of the sand cats. Half a day latemBemve the signal one family got too close.
The group had followed them for an hour and seesneel of their case. They formed a circle
and the wall of axes, knives and claws hit the sdshe concentrated on the second wave.
Where the best fighters were in accordance to Degmaused her knowledge of water
magic. Just before the water hunters struck slsedaiolumns of water. Made them turn and
sucked half of the family of water hunters into #ie Suddenly she let loose the water magic
and a hurled a few fireballs towards them, roastihtrapped water hunters. The rest
remained standing perfectly still for a momenttiied.

She grabbed her things and walked on. The resifeli. An image of the marsh and
several species talking came through her mind. Neaveled fast through the tree tops of the
swamp. For now they would be left alone. She agkseha if that also was the case when
they stopped, and after Deena confirmed this, shegped in the middle of a large swamp

tree. They could use the rest. Sitting in the cgradmut twenty meters above the water,



supported by the large main branches of the tree.s&t on a mixture of interwoven branches
and twigs of the tree and a special kind of stifhber used as tacking, leaving the leaves of
the tree as carpet on the road. While the trees s@newhat controlled, they had still a mind
of there own, making the road snake through thergava

After the break, she found the road gradually rngraut from the treetops, and
smaller trees now helped in support of the roaadgally sloping down to the march. She
looked at Deena who walked beside her. All her ¢indsilooked nervously. She stifled a
smile. For years she herself had walked with sbholights. Knew of Deena’s anxiaties.
Deena halted by a pile of sand along the road.tA glae named it, any way she could not
find any. The swamp cats, however, had sharp smdllDeena led them through narrow
channels and shoals in the swamp. Regularly Demnmanimals sometimes twice as large as
her from the the path, and eventually, they stogiexdlarge island in the middle of the
swamp. "Now walit for the escort” was the thougimning through her head.

Not long afterwards reeds bowed slightly, and tw@k swamp cats joined them.
Deena introduced them as their escort. The esaeahtra large proportion of the population
supported the plan of Deena, which along othepastiwould release them a day's journey
from the elven capital.

A few minutes walking on the tail of their escdhtey got a glimpse of non natural
islands in the swamp. All of them lined with shndgetation, leaving at least two sides of the
islands protected. The islenads soil at least fifthes above the water level, and only
covered with moss. She noticed the morning sunBghting upon each island, with the
vegetation keeping one small part of the islandgated by the foliage, against the hot rays.

Deena hoped to go swiftly through the edge of thansp cat kingdom. The guards
along the border wanted nothing to do with thetpdliof the inner islands. They were born

into families who lived for many years in the boarids and life in close communes on the



islands they found too suffacating. Deena had spékenany of them in her travels and all of
them couldn’t care less who led the empire, as bmthey could keep their lifestyle, and
were rewarded for their services at the borders.

The narrow paths opened out onto an open plai@.gfbund was covered with mud
and water. Regularly distributed across the clgashe saw islands of about one meter high
grass. The boundary of the plain, thickly overgromith bushes and vines making it look
impenetrable. She had been in the realm of the gwaats before and pointed the islands out
to the twins. Now they got closer you could seg/dné edges were overgrown. Also they got
a glimpse of the cat family living on the islanti&any were covered in scratches and a few
even had large open wounds. Jean offered Deereelpisand one of the residents led Jean
towards all islands his help was searched for.

They sat down as their escort hurried off to helaathad happened. The news of
Deena coming, her followers had been spreadinghe&asd throughout the empire. The
settlements of the outer realm, full of rough indiuals which were already fed up with the
current ruler, had without exception taken the oppuoty to usurp the local puppet in their
area and declare their independence of the cegavarnment. Answered by attack on this
settlement to set an example. Fortunately the tiees favorable to them and they had time
to bring their children to safety and with the heffborder guards, they defeated the force.
Deena acquitted herself well in her task. She haideaword for everybody, and licked down
the occasional kid who was now without a motheiather. Gestures which were quickly
picked up by the trees for the whole empire to hear

When nightfall came, one of the residents led ti@sn empty island near the edge
and they were gearing up for the night. After Jead kept them awake with stories picked up
during the healing of the cats. Halfway throughnight she awoke, still used to the guard.

Quietly slipping off the island, greeted Daku aadu and strolled around to drive off the



stiffness in her legs. She listened to the buzgmgnds of flying insects and the croaking of
frogs and toads, which at night made such a rackeddenly she heard a lot of wings, and in
the light of the moon and stars she saw songhakisto flight.

She changed her heading. The guards walked arberchtnp at night not in the
forest. And other predators, large enough forghflof songbirds to get uneasy, there were
not. Were simply not tolerated in the realm of $h&mp cats. The guards had heard it too
and were worried and vigilant, looking in the diren where the sound came from. She
consulted with the guards and one of them sendtarpiindicating her to follow. Together
they slipped through the woods. She regularly sednine surroundings for magic and
presence of humans or elves. Eventually she felesiaing big walking slightly left of them.
She warned the guard, and send what she had fieltsWamp cat pricked her ears and
listened intently in the direction she had pointédentually she confirmed there was
something, and it moved towards camp. She gottargiérom the ground between them and
the intruder. Impossible to get close without auayddetection.

She proposed a plan. An image came back appronthdghe guard led her in a
flanking movement around the intruder. The swanputaspered something to the trees. Not
long after, a flock of birds in the foliage justftwee the intruder took to flight, making it
adapted its course coming into their reach.

The cat was too big for a swamp cat, but too sfoath Sand Cat. She scanned it and
soon came to the conclusion it was an animal whesp8topped the guard, wove a net
around her, and sneaked ever closer to the intr@aene streams of fire burned the intruders
disguise to pieces, and the view of her blue glovaword quickly made him surrender. She
tied his hands and pushed him toward the guard,smtited him. A picture of one of the

handsman of the ruler quickly shot through her head



The dwarfs did not need much time to get some métion out of the intruder. He
had been dispatched to determine what was trugeaiuimors stating Deena being back in the
empire and why there was talk of two-legged helpghe was not worried about the size of
the group who had sent him. It was however necgssaonfront the group with Deena.

Who had come to the same conclusion.

They woke the twins and the intruder was left indjgare when they went out again
led by Deena. She walked behind her, keen on amydsor image that seemed different.
Deena occasionally translated what the trees Hdder about the scout group and adjusted
their route accordingly to take them along the mdygails through the swamp until a small
hill loomed in the night. Nearer they saw a grougting. Some swamp cats, sand cats, and if
she had sensed it right some high mages too, gaitithe shadows. Deena was puzzled.
Wondering why there where high mages here in thamgys. Quickly she pushed Natasha and
Valentina to Jean and prepared in advance for whatto come. A thought of Deena flew
through her head. A sand cat standing before g She understood. These sand cats were
on the kings guard.

Deena ran to the group, and was stopped by twocasdA wild roar and a few
pictures so clear she could receive them even thentlistance she was at. She was not
welcome in the realm of the swamp king. Deena lttdh@ Sand Cat, and soon gained the
upper hand, until a fireball threw her backwardakicaught her deftly and slowly they both
closed in on the Sand Cat. The other two sandjaaisd the fight, but before the battle could
begin, the fire mage showed himself. He calledearfionster and played with it. She could
follow the images send to the cats, shook her heddsearched for other mages in this group.
She had already found four. Fire, water, air amk,rbut she also expected to find animal
whisperers. Tested the cats one by one. Only the cats were real. She muttered an

incantation, and held it ready. Deena and Dakupst#fpack to give some room to the fire



monster. The images still were getting bolder. Wienimages were arrived at a mass
murder of young swamp cats, she had enough atabkst the incantation onto the two
swamp cats who sent the images. They transformedimans. Not long after, two dwarf
axes made an end to the images. She walked foavargdave a clear picture. Those in
agreement of these images step forward to be pechigkll cats and the fire mage took a step
back.

Janu and Daku threw themselves on the three sasdmwad showed how a proper sand
cat fights. The fire mage disappeared as lasteofrthges, leaving the four remaining animals
whisperers to their fate. Deena and the escort aleoet to pick a fight with them, but she
stopped them. Muttered the incantation again anithéen transform. Three men and a
woman stretched out slowly. She walked to one efntlen and began questioning him. Soon
she saw the answers she had expected and althewghshithrowing around meaningless
answers she now knew who the swamp king was. Stiemed and left the four to the

dwarfs. Maybe they would say anything about the sizthe forces of the king.

The residence of the ruler of the swamp cat watherdge of the swamp. The empire
stretched in a semicircle around it. While the msilgower was absolute. In practice he or she
needed help to govern the kingdom. Not far fromstba&t of the ruler was therefore a large
settlement where the senior officials lived. Intfdkbe city government.

Deena pointed out this was their next target. Toees said the officials were ready
for change. Tired of the new ruler who had triedhtdd a new power structure, they seized
every opportunity to get a grip on what they fouvas their empire. Because the rest of the
empire saw them as aristocratic and looked updmthhe new ruler had tried to silence
them. His soldiers led the settlement with an fisfy and the officials accepted in their fate,

for now, but the restlessness was palpable.



The aim was an attack on the soldiers guardingetié®ement. With the officials
supporting them she had chances to isolate theatifgs kingdom. However it was a long
time ago the swamp cats lived by the old rulesréeeenost would sit and wait for fear of
retaliation, should Deena unexpectedly fail in méssion. She understood the guards needed

to disappear quickly and quietly, preferably withthe settlement knowing it.

All the time Deena and the escort were being keforimed of what was happening in
the swamp. Who were the guards, where they werelddation of all patrols. Nothing was
hidden. For although their progress was also spitgadgh the trees, the sand cats and
animal whisperers clearly had problems understaitiie language of the trees, and Deena
and the escort usually led them around the patrols.

On a small hill, looking into the distance they lktbsee a large clearing in the swamp,
the settlement. She squatted down next to Deendiaadssed what she planned. Deena
thought it a good plan and gave an image of orikeoislands and its inhabitants.

She said goodbye and walked down the hill towandssettlement. Wove a net around
herself, and disappeared from sight. Some air maggbed her in between the branches of
the trees. Jumping from branch to branch she movedthe barrier around the settlement
and established herself in a tree, overlooking it.

The size of the settlement, made she could baesythe border at the other end. In
the middle was a small hill full of trees, surroeddy large high islands. Clearly the wealthy
neighborhood of the settlement. The rest was divlebroad water channels, into smaller
living communities. Each district had a few largends with one or more trees. She looked
down the water, counted the trees, and finally éothe island from the image Deena had
passed her. Only the water gave her the possibilign secret approach. She undressed, took

a greenish swimsuit from her purse and a leather Sked her staff on the skirt and buckled



on her sword. Used some air and landed next ta/#ter in the settlement. Slid into the water
and put the water in motion.

A single cat stuck his head out of the confinebisfisland to see what was going on,
seeing only a duck swimming through the pond. Withmroblems, she reached the island,
and crept through the grass surrounding it. Renddim&, put her hand on the shoulders of
the occupant and greeted him. He barely movedgdng a short visual back stating she
should remain silent. Many seconds later he rodegame her a sign to come along. She kept
walking close to him. He indicated that at nigte toldiers patrolled only occasionally. The
rest of the time they hung around at the five extea. They had chased a few inhabitants of
their island at the entrance and made them them. ow

When they came close to one of the entrances,uiée gvas approached by one of the
soldiers. Her drawn sword glowing freely, she juthpgith some air magic, amidst the
soldiers. They had felt the wind and their nosés tteem where she was, but her sword was
faster and no match for the five soldiers.

Out of the night came some swamp cats to taketbeawatch and they dragged the
bodies of the soldiers and animal whisperers awaybairied them. Her companion gave a
soft hum and together they walked to the next gate.

Halfway through the fourth and fifth gate an alesounded. It did not help for the
fifth guard. She just let loose of her disguise attdcked. While these soldiers were warned
they too were too slowly for her. Nimbly she daneeound them, hacking at them, and
again, the watch was taken over. She said wheradaed her entourage were, and went
away to get her stuff.

The puppet of the ruler and his entourage hadHhefsettlement with silent drum. She
found Deena, Janu and Daku back on the middledslBimere was a debate about who should

lead the settlement. The elders of the settlem&dtdnsilent succession tournament. The



previous leader was slain by one of the soldieth@king, which hindered the case. A very
young, pretty big swamp cat had won the tournamémfortunately, this cat being strong and
smartk, also was very impulsive. And the old catthe camp were afraid he could cause
dwindling relationships between neighboring setdats. The pros and cons flew back and
forth, until finally the cat in question decideactargument by naming his number two and
three. An older and a younger cat. The first leadéwo settlements in better times, the other
a quiet young cat with potential. A logical choaecording to Daku and enough for the

meeting to give him a chance.

they broke up immediatly after , traveling to tleasof the king. The seat of the king
was a small settlement. A large island where thg klept with his immediate entourage,
surrounded by smaller islands for guards. Young waa&tre not around. Only the best swamp
cats earned their place in court. Deena had dechneoffer of troops, wanted to avoid a
bloodbath. During the meeting, the elders had egédh seventy-five percent of the warriors
were fat up with the present king's reign. She Hapany warriors would support her, and
would immediately change sides when they wouldwde® ruled them. Deena therefore chose
ten cats to help her chase the king of his island.

The twins remained in the settlement, accompanyetebn and Luc. The dwarves
wanted to come along and with them she went batke@ats. It was a half-day walk for
them. As the cats moved through the swamp muchrfabkie battle was already in full swing
when she came near. She said the dwarfs goodisggpiared, and walked around the
settlement. Deena, Janu, Daku and the rest ofabmp cats were at the edge of the king's
island. On the island were mages, the king, arad@fmany times larger than that of Deena.
She understood Deena was making a speech to ttierspto convince them they were

cheated. She threw a blanket over some swamptoatansform them into their original



human form. The turmoil was heightened when allenteainsformed back into swamps cats.
She sat beside the king and waited, got an image Beena and waited some more, until she
got an image of the king himself. She muttered@ngier incantation and tied it to the king.
Strong enough he could not easily transform baldwI$ appeared the man she knew and
despised heartily. By his actions she was condentmtds life. She tied the incantation
firmly and began to tease the mages. Pushed thdrefim small incantation to boot. Each
one had to disclose his or her place in the twiligihe effect on a large part of the soldiers
was clear. The first walked over to the side of meelowly many more followed. The king
was now desperate. His impact on the soldiers w&tstut worse, the mages and animal
whisperers began to murmur. They were used to githie orders. But clearly this was a
mage they could not fathom and in front of themenateoops of swamp cats who had grown
accustomed to magic, not to leave out the two $zatd and Deena. The king did the only
thing he had left. He attacked Deena.

She had expected this and was already next to DBemsa jumped out of his path
and gave the king a push with her front legs. At time she put in a fireball. The king
jumped ten meters back and looked at Deena. Shwlgde credit to Deena, she played her
game well. Deena walked slowly to the King. A thbugf a water column flew through her
head. When Deena roared, standing on her hind $&gsmade a column of water come up
from the swamp, synchronizing with Deena camingtmacher paws to send the column in
the direction of the king, sweeping him of the melanto the swamp. Deena jumped on top of
him and pulled him out. The king badly wounded lijnenanaged to throw Deena off him
and fled, finally able to get rid of her incantaticche send an image to Deena and showed her
where the king was. Deena saw it and went backtir@@ttack. The big push he could dodge,

but she clawed with her nails even more woundshigdoody. She felt him run away towards



the elven capital. They had two days before thenslswould heal completely. Enough time
to expose him, so they let him go.

Now they had to save the swamp cat empire, or whatleft of it. She saw Deena
already consulting with several cats in her entger&ot long after, some cats ran away. All
in another direction. The announcement of Deer@ession to the throne. She went to
Deena and asked her for an envoy who could ovéingeteial of the former king. Deena
nodded and sent a command. An old swamp cat cantire 8ome images in her head denoted
him as temporary ambassador. As soon as a newokiggeen was chosen a new ambassador
would be assigned.

The old swamp cat introduced himself as Zeenu. Cemed by Janu with an image
of a former king. She bowed slightly and askeceifcbuld go right away. After an affirmative
message they left to meet Jean, Luc and the twhnstwins ran inmediatly to Daku and
Janu, and examined them with care. They had sorapescand bruises, but nothing in need
of Jeans healing. Jean had already started tonfiseerigs and not long after Valentina and
Natasha were riding high on Janu and Daku, andgbegourse towards the elven capital. If
they could walk on all day and night, with any lublkey were only one day behind the former
king, or the elven shadow, as she knew him.

Brushing away the last bush in front of the highwggve her view on the Elven City.
She was born there and each time she set sighedowers of the palace she could do
nothing but shed a tear. Two elves sat on the noadar away. Relief slipped through her
body when she recognized the two. She whistlectaliae song. The rest looked at her with
questioning eyes, but the two were already up aaléled away, but not before they had
answered the melody. She walked on, following e fThree images of questions raced

through her head. She sent pictures of friend sraps back, to reassure the cats.



Not long after, the forces met them. She walked fhessoldiers to the woman in
charge and hugged her aunt, explained what wag gwirand led her to her companions,
meanwhile, getting praise and pats on the back &oguaintances. She introduced Janu,
Daku, Zeenu, Valentina, Natasha, the dwarfs, aad dad Luc. Her aunt gave Luc a hug
walked up to the twins, and introduced first hdraall then her bodyguards. Two of them
came forward and offered their services. Valensind Natasha looked at her. She nodded
that it was fine and very polite both acceptedrtbedyguard.

Her aunt had additional mounts for her, Jean arddnd all ascended, but the twins
refused to go on any other mount than Janu and .C&ik@ told briefly what had happened
and her aunt gave in. They took leave of the dwarf® prefer walking, and agreed where
they would meet each other again.

The city grew, and already a new district was mdnSwamp and the city grew
slowly toward each other. In the city, the roadsamee gradually busier. Like everywhere, the
wind here had ears and a mouth, and it was notbefgre the whole town knew that
something important was going on. She rode besdailmt to lead the procession through
the many gates of the capital. Each district tteetde the most beautiful of the city, which
meant that most roads were overgrown with the rinagtant blossom trees and only the
greenest grass no matter how busy it was. Arrigittipe gate of the inner city the public had
packed in rows and all were chanting the nameaif tbst crown princess. She nodded
slowly in all directions, as she had been taughanivbuildings she could find with her eyes
closed, so she counted them down to the gate®gfalace, to ride through it into a small
courtyard. Her sister was already waiting for th&ithout her royal robes, they looked very
much alike, at least that’s what everyone had adv&ayd. The twins too did not need much
time to find the kinship. She took the armor ofWand Daku and helped with the beating of

the horses. Not really needed here, but a routinghich she got stuck. Yet it could not hurt



to show to everyone she had peace with the situater sister had welcomed everyone, and
now walked up towards her. Calmly they embracedth etiver. She left her sister with a big
responsibility. The tales told that she did a gjelat Her sister held her longer than necessary.
"Finally | can play again as the little sister,'esihispered. She smiled put an arm around her
and together they walked to the palace. They weaténito the royal apartments, and all were

assigned to a room.

She had changed her clothes and walked into tha oddhe twins. Valentina and
Natasha were surrounded by a large mountain af &mel discarded clothes. Much to the
despair of the dresser who clearly wanted themedar\the traditional clothes of the earth
elves. She looked at the scene and waited untdtdeiclothing was found for both. After the
dresser was gone came the questions. How it caive her sister had so much power they
could stay in the middle of the palace. In theimieconly the members of the royal family
were allowed there. She nodded and looked sad.

"It was many years ago, she began her tale. | Inezd in the palace and had just
celebrated my ceremony of fertility. As the oldekthe royal children | would finish my
education at one of the other elven races. In cpm@drove to the water empire | enjoyed
the ceremony and all the attention that entailéelained quickly and soon | managed the
basics of water magic. Other kingdoms followedsresy different kinds of magic: fire,
earth, air. In one | was better than another, mailiabove average compared to other
students. Two years later, | was introduced to myre husband. A very handsome prince of
the water empire. | had learned beside him durigdime in the water empire and was not
really madly in love, but thought | could build eayl relationship with him. | was sent out
and was getting better and stronger. But with tlagimmcame the doubts. Until | wanted to

surprise my prince with my skills in invisibilitynal caught him at the laying of incantations in



my room. | followed him and he could eventuallylinked to an ancient sect. So | had a
problem. Should | marry my prince, he became kimg)they would probably dispose of me
directly, or persuade me into the darkness. If ildaesign, the country would be in chaos
and there would be the possibility of war or woGee year | thought about it. Until my
sister gave me a solution. She was pregnant dubee husband before the ceremony had
taken place. | renounced the throne, since onlyitsieborn has the right to the throne. And
that's my little niece. Immediately after the wadglceremony of my sister | informed her of
my reasons and | departed from the elf kingdomr Biee | lived as an adventurer.

When she looked up, she saw Jean just leave. Bachkeard it too. The twins had
hundreds of questions, but she shook her heagltithe that we show up in court. Everyone
wants to know what you are doing here and more taptly what | am doing here. She
changed something in the jewelry of Natasha anal ek them along the corridors. Jean and
Luc joined the procession, and together they watketie big door giving access to the court.
A large garden where the Queen received visitodsvdrere the government and the
opposition held their meetings lay before them.yTto®k to one of the paths, following the
servants, passing the swaying palms, streams amtspehich made this such an enchanting
garden. She allways had played here with her sastercould still point out the best hiding
spots with her eyes closed. Now her sister heldtayuthe spot where her mother had always
been. The servants approached the meadow and dtappleey had learned. She nodded to
her sister and got a smile back. She would haveatb However the person speaking to her
had seen them too, and what seemed to be an eadiessent was suddenly truncated.

She took the hand of Natasha and Valentina, walkeah into the court, and began
her announcement. "With the help of the gods hex&/alentina and Natasha, daughters of
the earth elves empire and their guides Alexaratiaenturer, Luc, Guardian of the road

through the mountains, Janu, adventurer, Daku,rdadier and Zeenu, representative of the



gueen of the swamp cats. Then she introduced Jean.stepped forward. It was his task to
explain why the twins were brought before the quétnintroduced himself, also as an
adventurer, and explained the earth empire waamger. The rulers of the empire had seen
their two oldest children already falling prey tongsterious sect that was clearly taking over
the land. They had removed the ruler and his spivaseoffice. Therefore they decided to
protect their other two children by sending thenththrone. Jean asked for help on their
behalf. The queen stood up and walked to Valen8ha. put an arm around her and turned
with her full circle. "Let everyone see these twmpesses, and know they are now under the
protection of the throne. Envoys are already inghieh realm to see what is going on. "Then
she turned to Alexandra. "Unfortunately, your jaymn this matter has not ended. My
assistant will join you to discuss the case and yole in it." She bowed politely, gave the
twins a hug and walked out of the garden. Waitedti@tdoor and shortly afterwards the door
opened and the servant brought Valentina and Natdste clerk glanced around until he saw
her and walked toward her. "The Queen wants yaomdinue to protect them." She nodded

and walked straight to the lodgings of Janu anduDa&ving the twins with them.

Sitting in the shade of a residence, looking foraare in sight, she said one long
incantation and waited until it was fully develop&then she got up and walked a lap around
the house. Nobody reacted. She was satisfied atkgavento town. She had been told where
the elvenshadow probably hung out, and there sharbleet search. Not long after, she found
the first track. Piece after piece came togethdrled her to his shelter. The large complex in
the city stood empty for years and many thievesiaddviduals needing somewhere to hide,
had made it their temporary home. She walked imedouilding and walked on until she saw
the Elven shadow, waited until he was alone, thegah a second incantation, knocking him

out cold. A web slowly made him disappear from siglortunately, she could see her own



weavings. She lifted him up and dragged him odhefcomplex. Pressed close to a wall, to
gather her strength, then continued to drag het $teet after street, until they finally arrived
at the prison. She dragged him in and left himustady of the warden on duty, an
acquaintance from the past.

Back in the palace she searched and found Zeedugported it was now time to
issue his plight to the queen. She also told hiraretthe former swamp king could be found.
Zeenu nodded and began his long road to justickisgpeople.

The next day she found her time in the palace Wwaes over. It was not told directly,
but born on court, she could already detect tts¢ $igns. She threw her bag upside down and
started to check everything. Repaired what neeejeaining and threw away what was
irretrievably lost. The list to buy things grewatidy and became even longer when she
thought about where the next trip might bring théiter her own stuff, the bags of Natasha
and Valentina had their turn. Again, missing gaitet. If only because the twins were still
growing, and some clothes had become very smalireateigant. She walked to the guard
service and asked if it was possible to shop vhighttvins, without making a lot of fuss in the
city. The guard nodded and a few hours later, @ datallholders were let in the courtyard of
the palace and she could calmly finish her listl bay what she needed. The maids were
already busy fitting Natasha in a hoist of cloti@scasionally she gave a nod or shook her
head, indicating something was approved or rejedibis time little protest, and Natasha and
Valentina underwent their fate with few complaim#ich focused solely on the sometimes
hideous colors that were in fashion this year.

Along with two advisors, her sister sat at theaahlher room. One obvious from the
earth elves kingdom, the other from the human w@lte gave a nod to a clerk and after a
while Natasha and Valentina walked in. Her sisteod up and introduced the two

consultants. The one from the earth elves kingdegab his tale. "For many centuries the



earth elves kingdom was in fact divided in two. @aet influenced by the ruler of the
kingdom, the another part under the influence eftbien strongest faction. Both about
equally strong. For years this went well. What doubt be done in one part was
automatically been outsourced to the other paiis rtade for a lively trade between the two
parts and all had few complaints. A few years dgovever, a dominant faction led by a
number of humans came to power. It soon became wlea the intentions of these people
were. Total domination at all costs. Entire fansiligere killed or sold into slavery. Citizens
began to sway increasingly to the rulers of théhegiives empire, frightened by blades and
deceit. The balance began to falter, and the factid the only thing they were good at. They
kidnapped the eldest child of the emperor and deledichanges. Long negotiations by her
and other envoys brought a monster of a contratthe prince was never released. Not long
after, the prince was killed. The balance was gopw; it was war. The other three children of
the ruler were prepared to leave the country ® titethe capital. Unfortunately, a small
commando force got to them earlier. The secondl etéls murdered, the twins could escape.
All members of the commando had been caught skiteuman.

The second consultant took over. She told of dnential lobby in her world, slowly
taking the form of a sect. In the human world deazehcommunes were formed which served
as training groups for the expansion in the otherds. Regularly humans were found in the
elven world who in the human world were missingrfany years. Of those who were found
alive only a few could remember his or her lifehie human world.

Her sister asked the questions that needed tokieel dAlexandra, will you take the
twins back to the earth elven kingdom and fill gmever vacuum there. Their lunar cycle is
coming I'm told, which means they can begin tragrand traveling with them will become a
lot easier. Until that time, there is a place fouyn the swamp. Deena has won the

leadership, and their ambassador has given the gwagour disposal. "She slowly shook her



head. The question marks in the face of her sigbaring. It is not good to wait. If the lunar
cycle of Natasha and Valentina begins, we mushlilea Earth elves kingdom. Then legally,
they are the heirs of the trone and they shouldadtidden somewhere in a swamp. Her
sister looked at her then nodded. "The boat isyéadyou to bring you to the other
continent, from there you need to fend on your aivaugh | understand that all your
companions will be with you. My advisors will bodldd a member to your posse. They are
ready to leave tomorrow morning." They both gawedbuncilors a hand. Her sister stayed.
Just one more night with her big sister and sheahlatlto ask. She put the twins to bed, and
walked with a smile on her face back to her roowmh laer sister. The adventure was swirling
around through her veins. Even the prospect ofemsdbolitical intrigues at the earth elves
court could not dim that.

Two young ladies were waiting next to the lodgingsanu and Daku. They were
slightly younger than her, but their eyes betragedaturity that might be expected from
world travelers. The human girl introduced herssliLisa, bowed and gave space for the
earth elf named Marinde. Through both the magwéld freely. Lisa had the hunters instinct
of her race and its inherited magical powers. Fewld/be eble to evade her, and few would
escape to her bow. Marinde juggled, the forcesagheand fire, and her name told of a noble

birth.



IV

They were bound to be dropped on the high seaswsbene along the coast of the
earth elves kingdom. Above all a lack of informati&he devoured report after report
involving the earth elves kingdom and spent houtk arinde, questioning her about every
event that had taken place in recent years, aneétsoes much further back. A few days
before they would arrive at the coast she put damather report. She had formed her plans.
Risky, but feasible. She walked on deck and loakednd for distractions. Natasha was
sitting on the bowsprit, staring into the water &alentina hung listlessly beside her. She felt
a twinge in her stomach. Politics! Who was it, thad the politician really needed to
substantiate his success to the happiness ofrhiy/féShe had neglected her traveling
companions greatly. She walked to the twins, satndand was prepared to listen more to
them. She asked some questions and quickly cathe wonclusion that the lunar cycle of

Valentina had already begun, and Natasha had hretdday. Marinde had taken precautions,



but this really needed to be a celebration. Vatenivas now a mature elf, Natasha almost and
the buildup of their magical abilities could nowgbe

She scanned the two young ladies and found thérelif considerably. Valentina
donned the classic combination of Earth and Fiegasha however had in addition to Earth
component, a considerable talent for air magic. @&hked them both close and gave them a
last hug as a friend. Tomorrow would begin theirring.

Marinde and Luc, very surprised, were keen to telaem the first principles of
magic. The four of them sat in the front of the toarad the frustration was tangible on the
face of the two teachers. She smiled, and thougthk to the beginning of her lunar cycle.
She had been staring for seven days into the foumtahe courtyard. Seven days she could
think of nothing else but the water dancing so ki&aly in the fountain. Because for years
no strong mage was born at the court her supesvisgireved her to have been madly in love.
Only after two days began to dawn on them her lageale had started and then it took five
days before the teachers had brought her to heesen

She went to the four and began the ritual thatvinaidtked with her. During the ritual,
Luc and Marinde complained bitterly about the cleimgthe twins. She nodded and smiled.
A soft red glow began to form on the twins, Luc &narinde reeled in. Shortly afterwards
she felt the blockades in Natasha breaking loégeok another hour before Valentina also
responded normally again. The twins looked at tharakened from their intoxication, they
had to orient themselves back into the world. Siehpd Luc and Marinde to them and
slowly reality began to sank in. Not long after thens fell asleep in the arms of their
teacher. She sat down and told the story of thenhexy of her lunar cycle and what the

scholars had said about that.



The training of Natasha and Valentina was now bebigt children they remained.
Mature elf or not. Frequently she heard a cursepasof the two had done mischief. She took
it all from a distance and figured out how to fiail in her plans.

She ordered the boat to a small port. One of thersdnad climbed the mast and
looked out into open. At the time he cried "Landyhthey reeled all sails and two small
sailing boats were lifted into the water. They thair belongings and were divided on the
boats. When everyone was on board a large plat¢i@hen each of the boats. Luc started a
small breeze, and steered his boat alongside theWten he had enough speed Daku
jumped smoothly on the board. She put her sailimoaotion and picked up Janu. Slowly
they made the breeze stronger until it was idaaihe two cats to keep their balance.

A solitary figure slowly came into view. He stood the boat ramp signing. Probably
trying to warn them. Unfortunately they had to féoe danger in this place. A little distance
from the harbor they burned through the ropes, texaden a large wave overtook them.
Both sand cats adjusted their course and rode @lve wnto the beach. In port Lisa and Jean
reeled in the sails and glided the boats to the tamap.

The man looked uncomfortable at the strange cargioa boats and the two cats who
were walking up. Dwarfs and sand cats were not awknin this part of the kingdom. The
combination however was unheard of. She jumpedhemodat ramp and introduced herself.
Alexandra was enough for now. The first questi@mfithe man was whether they were
against the new government. The response fromhhaéshe came from overseas did not
satisfy him. After some talking back and forth bkltthem the human faction had
successfully made a daring raid on the royal pagdacehad taken up power. She had expected
it and hoped the staff had escaped in time. Thewaaninconclusive. He alone was here to

warn travelers about what they could expect in¢bisntry.



The village was deserted and regularly factiorgiitirs called on the port to see if
everything was as quiet as before. He pointed tleewhere the garrisons of the faction were,
and advised to avoid them at all costs. After spersuasion, he told the tales he had heard
about these places. Satisfied, she walked badietcest. Composed herself and returned to
the man. He could do nothing with the boats, beirtbresence could be fatal for him. A large
wave made the boats beach on the quay. She tak stéps back and looked at Luc, he
understood the hint and a whirlwind of sand andllsstanes hit all the moisture from the
boats. A searing heat burned the boats to ashée, avhreeze dispersed the smoke and not
much later blew the ashes into the water. The lsoanderwent a similar fate. With the words
"You know nothing!" She left the stunned man behenad the group walked out of the

village into the wilderness, making sure their ksawere not too visible.

She looked at the hill far in the distance, tragkime guards racing over the roads
down from the little stone houses, to get on tioretlieir sortie out into the wide open delta.
Noting the cargo float unloading at the bottomha hill, followed by men pushing small
carts up the winding tracks towards the big stantgdimg at the summit.

Feeling her legs starting to cramp, she slowlyéoesl them, and climbed branch from
branch slowly down until she was back in the canofphe forest. Finding the weaker
branches, letting air push them aside on her tadirdto her friends. Jean spread out the map
again, and she marked visible watch posts and pesguard routes throughout the
neighboring forest. The twins already had climbedte big cats, and she agreed it was time
to sneak on. Trusting on the noses of Daku and ttalmad them over game trails, ever
finding gaps, even in the lower densely forestatispéhey travelled through, to avoid the

walking guards circling the camp from ferry to ferr



Daku stopped in the foliage overlooking an opert gpoed with flat rock, slowly
descending in one of the spinoffs of the upper t¢inaof the delta. Already camouflaged she
slipped through the leaves, making speed on thedtk, jumping high, easily floating over
the water, surprising the guard at the bottom efftinest elder, used as a guard post,
knocking him out cold. Used some time to send azeever the sandy beach and waited for
Luc and Marinde to negotiate the crossing. Gaveidara lift, jumped after her, together
softly emptying the guard post in the crown of tiree, without any alarm raised.

The guard house was spacious enough for all tp sheating for the guard to leave
the camp. Surprising the four man group shoulde’alproblem, and they could don the
clothes of the people of the guard post signalggroup had past. Instead the insight of Lisa
told them to make hast splashing through the shaNater of the river, until the bushes made
way for great rock trees. Negotiating a path shriaig the eastern guard tower of the camp,
they just made it, overrunning the tower a few nesuafter the alarm was raised.

From high up in the tower they watched the soldi@nsout from the gates covering
all terrain passable towards the guard post oedge of the river. Again they waited
preparing their magic. A flock of birds relocatitjanother roost was enough for Daku to
give the signal to start. She jumped down. Hugedpirits dancing around her. Tearing up
the road and stone houses next to it, slowly moumgs twisting path, flushing out any
inhabitants with the roar of the fire. Letting tfneo cats chase them up and down the hill.
Natasja and Valentina looking like they were péthe cats.

Any resistance was dealt with from the watch towbkere Jean and Lisa had found a
considerable amount of arrows. Most of them flyovgrhead to the summit of the hill. She
stepped up the pace, destroying the last of thedwmclearing the view onto the meadows
leading up to the big stone building. When shetfedtsurplus of magic in front of her, she

dived in the grass, weaving a screen as fast asaahé, making it bigger as the two cats



dived for cover just when the outer walls abovertteeumbled leaning in to be blasted all
over the hill in the resulting explosion.

Two figures calmly walked out of the inferno helgiher to stand up, apologizing for
the overkill, wondering why the faction needed sschhexplosives. She seized the fire spirits
and handed them over to Marinde, who followed tlestern road down destroying what was
left of the living quarters. Then turned to Ludi@p him reform the inferno into a twister
manageable in size, steering the monster by rergaiimfrom where it needed to go.
Bouncing it back and forth between them, feedirgcdasionally over the burning pile, being
the faction headquarters just minutes ago.

A sharp whistle, followed by all the team membensning up the hill, heralded the
return of the soldiers. Jean and Lisa did not ieedmain lookout as the fire spirits had
nicely flattened any sizable obstruction of the@w as well as destroying both access roads.

As the group started to climb the hill Luc and béh jumped down from vantage
point to sizable rock, still bouncing the twistatlween them. Changing its route to collect
anyone who thought to have a window of opporturdshing the rubble to meet the fire
spirits of Marinde.

With the hill dotted with stone fragments, andthaé rest burned in the cauldron of the
twister, it slowly began to die down. Jumping cloaed closer together as it became smaller.
Luc finally fixed it above a broken wall, and shashed the circling winds, freeing the air to
go its daily duty in the evening breeze.

Several times the assembled faction soldiers looiketthe hill, in the end the few
remaining dispersed into the delta, without evaryand take the hill again.

All night they kept watchful, only sleeping shodrds. It however stayed quiet. The

dawn, revealing the sight of abandoned ferries batthe far side of either river. Walking



down the stairs to each of the watch towers, sighsld at their walls, only needing to rip

through one of its corners with a fire spirit, ¢pple the buildings.

They left the depressing hill soon after, headiagkto the guard tower on the spinoff
river, utilizing one of the ferries, traveling ityke, back to the shallow crossing. The day ran
along quickly, sleeping and staring down from thie of the tower, checking on the activities
up at the hillside, and at the far side quays d Ibloe ferry crossings, just visible from this
high lookout point.

Waking up about an hour before dusk she startgetidressed in her posh black
dress, when Marinde came storming in, declaringtftars, cargo floats and boats at the ferry
crossing ramps, on both sides of the delta. Sdenglress, she calmed, nodded and freed
hers from its hideout. Waited untill she was drds#ieen offered her blue and silver dress for
some hot air straightening, getting rid of embagiras creases.

Marinde counted down every important earth elf wana stake in helping free their
land of the tyranny, describing the few she hadiméer travels, until outside voices were
arguing whether to climb up. She stepped out wglkiown the spiraling wooden walkway.
Welcoming the visitors only when she set foot amfirest floor. Waited for the scouts to
identify themselves, in the meanwhile enabling Mde and Lisa to join her.

The scouts told them they were from the commordfseearmy. Teaming up all
remaining forces from the two big cities of thetdelAfter introducing herself, Marinde, Lisa
and the rest looking down from the guardhousejmshited any individual having insight in
the current state of the land of the earth elvemihsome silence, followed by another bow

from the soldiers, requesting leave to report.



The two city regents, working together solved sawkward moments, as they both
arrived on a big float car able to travel the spaths connecting the guard towers. Introduced
themselves proper, apologizing for the scoutst agiie turbulent times. She invited them to
the table Luc had constructed earlier that day.

One of the regents asked for patients to waitdones officials he had sent for, Killing
time by telling them about daily life in their parttthe empire, adjusting to the rule of the
human faction. Threading lightly between demandseif citizens and the often patronizing
behaviors of the occupying forces.

There had always been spies in the faction carppytiag on anything they could get
their hands on. Telling them of the forces movioghte royal side of the empire, leaving only
enough manpower to scare off any uncoordinatedlat&till the reports coming from their
progress, so far away on the other side on the laack not favoring blind attacks on faction
rule. Their cities living in peace for so long daidt have defenses, nor did they have a large
army, able to withstand the full impact of the fantforces, when they would come back to
deal with their minor disturbance.

The other regent told of the horrors done to opmpsmall cities in the mountains,
leaving none alive just to make an example forrémeaining inhabitants of the empire.

When finally all officials, acting as officers ihd rebellion army, had arrived and
gathered around the table, she explained her meag the human faction. Knowing of the
invasion of the royal part of the empire, and tbneated soldier count, she thought it
possible to rally enough troops to overrun theenirfaction defenses, and make a stand in
the pass through the mountains dividing both habféke land. Knew the twins being alive
would generate a lot of anti-faction sympathiesl sime was hoping the magistrate could spin

their arrival into the backlands and major cities.



One of the officials stood up, and after gettingraping nods from both her and his
regent, told of the fires falling from the heaveassd the wind dancing to the beat of the
numerous mages assaulting the faction camp. Exptpthese were the tales he heard on his
way from the main city, where the rebellion waslatter organized than here in the delta.

The coming of the twins could use some update thoasgtales were inconclusive,
ranging from statements about small mages ridinflaoning cats of hell, until the gosts of
the royals coming to take revenge on the factioaridie told the attending officials of the
tasks the queen had bestowed on her. The taleditrgqgurprisingly fast only proved their
mission against the human faction to be long over@he requested to start their campaign in
the major city, only agreed with Alexandra, fiflséy needed to gain some crucial support,
and as speed was of an essence, Alexandra woulédlkbmlv a small number of soldiers
riding with them. Instantly trashing softly spokershes of triumphant parades through both
delta cities, to promote the popularity of Nataspa Valentina.

Slowly the regents nodded, requesting some tirastitrg the wisdom of the great
Alexandra. Suggested some meeting points, not kigphver plans, settling on the northern
one, as she described her help coming out of thentams.

The next morning they were presented with the fihesses available. Hers was a
fiery black warhorse, towering several feet abose Bhe calmed him with some soft words,
and seeing his reaction to her magic, simply jumpedveaving a blanket around her, just to
check the tales told in her childhood. The manektair around his hoofs slowly glowed a
fiery red, as both she and the horse removed tHeessiom view, leaving a ghostlike figure,
according to Valentina. Who, just as her sistausedfl to ride anything else than the sandcats
they came on.

She said her farewells to the officials thankingnthfor the extra eyes they had given

to ride with them. Lead her horse through the waigo the ferry, his size enabling him to



easily make the jump up to the loading area. Liftedwater, and turned the ship, to let the
other members climb up the loading ramp. Nodddtiéo/oung mage inherited from the delta
cities, and together they put a fast pace on tirg, feeading against the flowing water up to
the river fork, where four tributaries from outtbke mountains joined to become this mighty
river.

Finding the water high enough to travel up onehefttibutaries, they negotiated the
ever faster flowing water until the first cliffs tie mountains heralded a wide lake with water
flowing into it from several meters up, forming @@rnal mist spray over the low waves. She
left the ferry to the young mage and looked ughogky. Softly and slowly forming words,
until she nodded. Looking down again, seeing alkiog at her, she explained they were
welcomed in the domain of the lightning falconseiftscout glad to be able to tell their tales
of destruction, and more than willing to set upeeting between them and his tribe.

On the early morning thermal winds the mightiest tastest of the realm came
soaring in, circling over the sun baked rocks s ¢hosen as their meeting place. Again the
tales of destruction was the major point of interelsared by most of the falcons, giving her
more insight in the footholds of the human factidh.were written down by a delta official,
giving promise to be his next priority. She expédragain her progress in the empire,
answered by the tales already reaching the mouapasnand the willingness of the falcons to
help in their quest, declaring all present to lee firom duties down the slopes of their homes.

Overwhelmed by the eagerness of the group, shesesgla favor of the delta
officials. She could actually use so much eyesiengky. Had hoped to beg off one or two
youngsters to keep tags on spies following theneyMould have to step up the invasion of
the faction stronghold, somehow messing up fal@mrounications, to repay their kindness.
If they would be able to get this point on top lvé agenda before they connected with the

rebellion forces?



One of the bigger falcons swooped down, and lamié&ant of her on the barren
rock. Talking friendly pictures to all. She showedtasja and Valentina how to say hello in
his language, doing it once more as she lookednarthe group, satisfying the big falcon. He
whistled, and one by one the other falcons swodgyeéach connecting with one of the
mages. A youngster highly recommended by him ferspeed, becoming her liaison. Lisa’s
hunting magic, suited more to that of their hasérhing the language quicker than most, able
to grasp their concepts of distance and sight.

Again on their way Lisa came riding next to hemplaining what to look for, to
identify the whereabouts of the shadow alreadjnthem. Requesting to let this vital
communications channel to the human faction intalse nodded notifying Janu and Daku of
the extra group member.

The twins continued to practice how to contactftieons. Natasha already could ask
one to go a certain direction. Like her, she alncosid look through the eyes of the falcon.
Valentina was not that far. She could attract thenéion of her falcon, but no more. Jealous
at her sister she was finally fat up with them emdke next to Marinde to get her to learn her
some extra fire tricks.

The day saw the first contours of the great cityheffaction realm. Their scouts high
up in the sky heralded a small group riding to nteemn, giving her also a view on the large
encampment they were coming from.

One of the men rode on as the escort stopped. Bostémding on his floatcar,
displaying his abilities, keeping in perfect balankle announced himself as the chosen
general in charge of the rebel army. An hidden fnoch Marinde allowed her to focus on the
business end of this meeting. Questioning the géoerthe size of the army, and the
proximity of it to the city. He never flinched. Apgving of her choice of intelligence, surely

worth the detour they had to make. Explaining tiyewas not completely free of faction



forces, but all leaders had already chosen a p&fee to give their commands from. So he
could indulge them in keeping his and their remragrforces busy until one of them could
play the ace deciding this standoff.

The general paused a bit, just long enough tohigwehicle, and started on the
faction positions as she urged her horse to swlkimg again. Listened with one ear to the
report, busy with the group in front of them. Bdthtasja and Valentina stood up in their
foothold, quickly adjusting to the steps of thearrger. Accepting both, as practiced, one part
of the group as their personal bodyguard. The génest looked and nodded ever more
resolutely.

Knowing his city, the plan devised was simple eroughe agreed to immediate
execution, so the column behind them became lcaggmvider as they rode past the camp,
heading for the outskirts of the city.

They were on their way to the largest square ircityeaccording to the straightest
road. The General had eased down behind her, the amd the guard. She nodded
approvingly when one of the bodyguards came wighréport, her attention fully focused on
one corner in front of them. Arrows flew througle thir. Before they had reached the twins,
they were scorched by some fireballs which subsstpudestroyed the houses the arrows
came out of. According to the plan the bodyguarea out and charged the faction militia.
The second wave came from the street. She caugitaind countered the attack. Behind the
attackers Luc and Marinde emerged from the shadoscaught the militia in between fire,
ice and stone, which then immediately surrendered.

Satisfied with the accuracy of the intelligences stde on, staging a show with the
twins in the leading role. As the roads became mstie held back letting the two cats bring
her star actors to center stage. Just behind thleenytilized her horses abilities to both fade a

bit and dramatize her presence.



Fading some more the fiery manes and hoofs oftaéios flared, as the twins each
went round one half of the huge square, graduatlying in, meeting up with her in the
middle, in between the protection of the statuethefcity elders of past splendor. In the
chaos of the past events some trash had gottdinsiisek in the dais of one of the statues.
Valentina leaned over and burned it to ashes, &da$ja to disperse the remains with a cool
breeze, addressing all attendants after. Offictalkyng the city and all its inhabitants again
into protection of the royal rule. Begging all tedp up their tradition to tolerate the different,
and support the weak and needy. For extra effectethihe square tremble. Just a little bit,
but the whole square went dead silent, slowly bgvimtheir new ruler, eventually picking
up the chant set in by the bodyguard, as they ofidthe square following the city magistrate
to the posh city inn, reserved for them to speatright.

With the gathering of forces the next morning, tive dwarves commented on all
walking past the twins presenting themselves. @ir tecommendation she divided the
soldiers up in three groups. Looked round, andlfifaund the high ranking official she was
looking for. Promoted him on the field as genemnatharge of logistics. His fast acceptance
proving the truth of the dwarves intel. Still shEbbgized for the job being not the most
glamorous. Waved away with a generous gesturesaime he used to indicate to one of the
groups of soldiers, asking if he could use thersetoup the lines of communication and trades
to supply them in their advance. She nodded, gitadnuerstood.

The general of the rebel forces raised his voaleng command of the second group,
leaving the seasoned fighters and the bodyguarkeioto command in their assault of the

human faction stronghold.

She led the group through mountains and valleyi tinety could only travel on by

climbing over a high pass. The falcons had alresguid on the castle and through their eyes,



she had made her attack plan. The human factioiedtaere, had obtained the castle by
deceit and deception, and gradually expanded ithiience. Saw their chance when two
factions almost declared war on each other. Foupéade, on hindsight by threats, and were
suddenly one of the most influential factions. Thstle in the mountains, however, still was
their headquarters. There was a pass from thiglsadeffered passage to the castle. She
hoped on a little help in opening the gates. Thewuldsundoubtedly be locked with magic

and she wanted to look on as it was opened andaiosdefense of their advance. She hoped
the animal whisperer did know how to do his job.

Bad weather kept them at the entrance of the paswsight, in the meanwhile giving
the animal whisperer more time to announce thevadr At first light they broke up, all in
single file as in some places the pass was realiyore than a ledge. She had sent a number
of mages ahead. Scouting, while walking in the shed They had found two points where
they passed the castle wall, which of course, Weranarrowest passages. The faction had
made them even harder by scattering gravel and bamaders. Things a strong vortex could
just blow away, but during the time required tcaclét, they would be just a standing target,
which made her sent Luc to already start the cleamrk and asked the dwarfs to look for
options.

Luc tried to draw one of the faction mages fromghadows, however, through the
effort he had too little concentration left to haid his disguise. Gravel, water and wind blew
him off the road, and only with air magic he sahadself by jumping to a lower level. As
not even the dwarves found options past the wetlepted pass, she would have to protect the
army.

She gathered the leaders and told the problem. &tlaatpush for the gate during the
start of the twilight. Took besides the mages twewnlditional warriors and started their run.

In the passage, she created a screen of fire gridraied it and then slowly tilted it over the



pass. Cautious the fighters stepped over the bmylddile the gravel splashed across the
screen off the mountainside. Occasionally, she batik a fighter, after a signal from one of
the mages in the shadows already higher up indks. [She stepped aside and waited until the
rock had fallen, tilted her screen back in placg sent the next fighter along the passage.

The mages had placed fireballs in front of the gaie everyone was waiting for her.
She was patience, the falcons kept her informethatt happened in the castle. Waited until
everyone was in the right place, actually waitetll time guards of the castle began to be
impatient. Eventually she walked to the gate, odeheithout problems and attacked.

The fighters spread into three groups, climbed tds&/éghe guard posts. She had
silenced two mages at the gate and together withalngl the other mages literally bounced
into the palace, avoiding the main entrance, theyped to the balconies. Hence, she shot
through the palace collecting all attendees, shi felt a huge wave of magic. Looked
around, saw the prisoners in save hands, and sijtiay needed to focus on it.

By breaking open some doors, they found deep ipahace the origin of the magic
and were not surprised to find a portal. The factieeded a connection with the human
world. She tested the markings, it was still uawer, had just been used. Wove a screen
around the room and asked help to maintain it, nfiaglealls and had Marinde hold them at
the ready. Opened the portal and shot one by anfréialls mixed with ice and air through
it, and closed the portal immediately after. Treewould melt quickly, letting the air make
the fireballs explode. Marinde handed several &lisband quickly she corrected the forces of
exploding characters on their side of the portathwhe destruction of the last two
corresponding characters the portal diminishedtheghalace floors slowly stopped shaking.

Knowing an attack from behind was avoided, theyaied through the mountains to a
valley directly below the highest peak of the coynivhere they were greeted by two mages

of the crown. She ordered for a camp to be buildlidok Natasha and Valentina, following



the mages into a large cave. Two stone blocks bdashort piece of wood encased in an
iron standing on top of them. Both mages invitéaH of the twins at one of the altars, urged
them to grasp the timber, and after an encouragiagof her the mages could start the
procedure.

Fire and earth escaped from one rod and wind artlkd #am the other. Another
incantation absorbed the forces back into the wathdhe while Natasha and Valentina
grasped the staff with both hands. A large explosidicated the procedure was almost
finished. Valentina and Natasha were allowed t& p their staff from the iron stands and
on indication of their mages they absorbed thersnants of the energy slowly into their
staff.

One of the mages dug in his bag and showed twe btliraided rope and gold
threads out, then presented them to the twinsstdfewas primarily intended as a status
symbol. Natasha and Valentina were mature by leftdre law. It said they could defend
themselves, however slight or strong their poweuldde. Another advantage was, with the
lessons they had, both could use the staff to @peltacker. A comforting thought in a war
zone.

The next day she led them up a steep incline. Tagsgeventually bowed to the rocks
and the ubiquitous gravel. Looked around and fahedock formation, described in the
document. Followed the hillside over an amountrai/gl similar to a path. Meandered
through stones small and large, but stopped atwaity and weather shaped rock formation.
They had worn away the ground under two stone $ébvdng them resembling the wings of
a rockeagle. Walking to the formation she warnedféticons and asked if anyone followed
them. With the negative answer, she stepped irt@litove under the left wing and hummed

an, in all elvenrealms known children's song.



A door slid open and she sent her horse into tpéhdeBeginning steeply, but like a
driveway the road adjusted itself and began cigcldrilling down into the mountain. Made
her fireball shine more brightly when Marinde, lastine closed the door again, to lit the
eternal circular route down. Focusing on the retiohs, counting down to the number that,
according to the text, was needed to get on todht through the mountains. Made
everyone stop when the number was reached anchedava the outside for an hidden door.
Ran unsuccessfully the winding up and down feetingry strange stone or ledge, smiled
when she passed the twins as they were searchangrtar wall like her. Suddenly froze a
little farther up, ran back to the twins, asked tthay had seen and pulled them along to the
small slightly different round stone, which theysdebed.

The road was somewhat lower, suddenly steeperhwhiteed could only mean the
corridor had a doorway on the inside. She turnedstbne and a doorway opened, giving
access to a fresh breeze. She led her horse mtvtr widening cave. Waited for Marinde to
close the door, mounted and together they follothkedgroup out of the cave onto the moss of
what once had been a meandering river bed.

The two steep walls showed only a very narrond§ldaylight, making her
occasionally depend again on fireballs to lightweg. Again counting and regularly scouring
the walls until she found the path, ledge, actyaligwly rising from the river bed, leading
into some overlapping rocks.

Gently she led her horse onto the ledge througlgaite and let him go, assuming he
would find the grass on the other side of the domiWith the ridge occupied by Jean and
Lisa she used magic, jumped from the ledge intaldep and ran back to Marinde. Both took
one of the princesses by the hand and led thenm dipecledge. Waited until both cats were

safely through. and then eventually joined thenmlie rest of the horses.



The valley in which they were now, turned slowlytlre same direction as the river
bed, but where that slowly went up, they stayee laémnost at the same level. The broader
valley brought her sight from the air when the dais had found them. The twins used the
opportunity directly to look for an exit and fingllound a niche in a wall of the mountain,
with something what looked like a pillar. They chied the slope to the opening, and followed
the colonnade carved in the mountainside. Crossangs, running along precipices and
occasionally breaking through the wall to take adda&ge of the next cave cluster, until the
road suddenly went up and the stones became cowgifechoss. She dismounted and led
them over the slippery route through the cave, tghsound of falling water growing louder
in their ears.

A screen of water completely covered the cave sograCarefully approaching it by
foot she wove some air through it and looked atr¢eeption puddle, poked in the water,
made a new doorway on the other side, tried itfandd the promised flooded road.
Increased the slot and pointed Lisa onto the et the gate open until Marinde passed her,
handing over the reins of her horse.

The water came up to their shins, but thanks tadbgh water the road was almost
free of moss. It led them around several waterfbi$ore the path crossed again into the
river, which was wide and shallow easy enough Hoviountil the a narrowing of the gap and
the sound of the next waterfall heralded a questhi® door or rather trapdoor. Slowly
pushing a piece of rock just below the surfaceegsadother stone lifted, acting as a barrier
against the water. The rest of the water seepiraydlrough the grooves in the bed, after
which a second stone moved, reveiling the corriiollowing it they walked towards the
light, slowly decreasing the intensity of her fiedlas the sunlight became more intense.

The road ran past the opening into a downward Isgina looked carefully through the

hole and had a view of the other part of the ealstbn kingdom. In the distance the city, their



goal. Close by the two spires that marked the eo&r@f the pass over the mountains. She
searched and found contact with the falcons aneived an overview of the pass below them.
Permanently monitored by the faction was this thselfrom where they performed their
patrols. She sat down and took some time to stuelyriovements of the faction members
between the buildings, and understood the dootiseoépires had stayed close to the faction.

Finally she walked back into the cave, told what Bhd seen and had the twins
looking through the opening to view their land. Mbed her horse and followed the spiral
down, until the stone turned into sand, pointeth&air intakes and put her finger on her
mouth. Doused her fireball and walked onto theutincspace. Marinde shook her head,
whispered of the arch that connected the two spar@sing a gate over the road. Not a word
was said about a passage through the arch, let dlaras built to hide a secret road through
the mountains.

As quiet as possible they led the horses on the, shrough the arch, to the other
spire, continuously hearing voices of the factioenmbers coming through the air vents. The
circular space in the second spire opened agairctwridor going up, after which the horses
brought them through a spiral into a vast cave derp

The twins told of their vacations in the mountaifise city, which they were heading
for, was mainly used as a holiday resort in the m@ins. The richest elves, like the royal
family had palaces and often they had walked farfigvandering in the caves nearby. They
looked for landmarks, trying to figure out whetlitevas the same cave.

following the airflow, they got out of the cave tihe mountain meadows overlooking
the spires and palaces of the city. Although ctoghe pass, the city had only a rough
footpath as liaison to the pass.

They followed the edges of the valley down towardascity, until a dog came running

up the mountainside. The old elf walking behindhieast, apologizing for its behaviour, was



beaten with astonishment when he recognized thel&as, now understood why his dog was
wound up. Both Valentina and Natasha bowed gragetfuithe old man, as he had taught
them a few years ago. When he had recovered heslspke introduced himself. He had been
told in the city he had to look for people, andhagl to keep them hidden as much as possible
for the faction. Only to be rid of him they had skim here to the higher pastures. He wanted
to do something for the resistance, but the leackrse up time and again with something to
keep him out of the fighting.

A soft cough was enough to return him to his prapsk. He asked them to follow
him through small canyons and valleys, brought thipnto one of the palaces. Apologized
the royal palace now was in possession of thedia@nd surprised a sleeping field servant.
Let him carry off the horses, and led the grouthtoreception rooms of the palace. Bowed
slightly, then left.

They heard two male voices saying it was imposshmdé the royal twins were here.

Of course he had heard the stories about the sitherof the empire, the twins single
handedly destroying the main settlements of thidiacA revolt against the faction and more
of that nonsense, presumably brought into lifeHgyfaction itself, to get the opposition at this
side of the empire out of hiding. And to say, twens here, in his home .... He got no further
because they reached the door and she bowed anduoéd her companions. Asked for
confidentiality, a place to stay and an opportutotgpeak to the opposition.

Again it took a while before the unexpected hadksurin, then he led them in person
to some secluded guestrooms He needed time, aththsaiin the course of the next day all
the leaders of the resistance would be in his hdugevarned them that in order to get this
done, he also had to invite members of the faction.

The next morning she listened with Marinde to tbmplaints of the leaders of the

faction on the timing of the meeting, neatly patri®y their host, this was the only place in



their schedule to plan this meeting on such a staiite. Briefed by her and Marinde he
apologized again for the short notice and then ablout the rumors everyone had heard.
Justifying his tale here and there with informatiaich he had inherited through his large
informal circuit, soon got everyone quiet by théadle and then asked everyone his or her
view on the rebellion in the other part of theialra. Many saw a revolt against the higher
classes. An attempt to take over the faction ankkenaarevolution not involving the ruling
class. The leaders of the faction admitted, theipas might provoke revolutionary
sentiments, but also indicated they had to sattieesrevolts with an iron hand. They would
pass on this information to the rulers in the raygl, passed kindly on the offer of lunch and
left, followed by others who had better things & than to listen to rumors and speculation.

Quickly they ran through the secret corridor baxkheir sleeping quarters and donned
both their posh clothes, helped the twins in tlyellow dresses, and were ready when they
were called for lunch. Their host welcomed them iatidduce all present. Marinde
whispered over everyone some extra informationapptopriate to be included at such an
formal introduction. She could portray her pland eequests, while the meal was consumed.
One of them present assured them that during ttie @tcupation of the royal palace there
had been eyes and ears inside its walls. Mariridehe plans and how far advanced they
were in the other half of the empire. She furtharved for the expected force the faction
would probably send through the pass.

Accustomed to secret gatherings the members ditbsettime with unnecessary
questions, understood the plan and pledged toessaped faction members early in the pass,
but asked for a favor. To be not entirely abseey tisked if one of them could go back to the
other side of the mountain range. She nodded antht#aaccepted the offer with the
necessary ceremonial. Their host offered a pidki®bwn arms so they could leave

immediately, which ended the meal. One by one tbek leave of the twins, with the



promise to do everything they could to offer thdra throne of their parents. Every time both

nodded and Valentina asked them to spare her ¢abjec

That night they joined the army again in the caatlthe other end of the path through the

mountains, and introduced the leader.



Reports kept flooding in about members of the actGathering in the mountain
pass. Both from this side, and from the royal siiéghe empire. Opting not to spread her
forces, she had send orders to spare their strémgtipcoming battles.

Once a day she collected the strategists of hey,aand climbed the mountain paths
overlooking the pass, updating firsthand the stitenfitheir enemy. She hoped on a
confrontation on their side of the mountain raniiéer losing their stronghold, the human
faction army however had really only one option kefsides wage war on them. More in
depth reports from their scouts were placing th@entents up on the mountain passes,
favoring that second option.

The general, however was not eager to fight outvdweon open ground, willing to
move their army to a mountain slope, some milesrdthe pass. Openly arguing with her.
Questioning her lack of action. Slowly splittingetmood of the soldiers. Some favoring the
plans of the general. Others still having faitliher expertise. In the end she allowed a party to
go up the trail to scout the area.

One of the seasoned fighters came calling on todoeved and asked if she would

come and check out the progress. She nodded, ahidneshow her how maybe half her



forces were following the general into the mourgaifhen whispered what orders she had,
since the general would never willingly leave hized ballistics detachment, when battle
was imminent. She smiled and nodded to Lisa far@date.

Most spies were trailing the moving army. She wasing for them to get high
enough onto the driveway up to the pass, to intex\eer in camp. Giving a signal while
talking. Watching the remaining spies being kicked of their hideouts. She glanced
sideways to the soldier next to her, who needesho® commands. Shouting his orders,
heard all over camp, to get up, pack light ande@bick about it.

Ten minutes later the camp was empty. A mage apgesrthe rock eagle as the
column came into view, opening the passage intaribentains. Taking a different route,
they ended up high above the pass. Already thrgaafilight as possible she whistled like
one of the songbirds. One of the generals soldeutioned them, pointing at the secret
hideouts of his detachment.

The generals march had been slow, still not intsaghis first scouts. The faction,
however had given a look inside their intentionssending many scouts ahead. He was
actually waiting for the report the faction armywla be on the move.

One by one the seasoned warriors stopped to gekaal the ledge they had to run
down, for their trap to slam shut. Then suddenby itised her arm, and all went silent.
Looking through the eyes of the falcons, slowly hand moved. Tensing her muscles at the
sound of an army marching through the pass. Pgitntiwards the pass underneath them,
when the last of the marching column had crossedntvisible boundary marking the reach
of their archers.

Running fast they were halfway down before an alsoomded below in the pass,
making the faction army column stop, turn, unwdlnfacing the giant ballista’s shooting

their projectiles at them from high up. The resigtchaos heightened with an hail of arrows,



after which she was down in the pass, ran througfith fire spirits dancing around her, as
she turned and twisted, seeing her soldiers bugakprat the slope down the ledge, waiting
for their numbers to grow, hitting the pass in &aggoups wide enough to span it several
times. Each consecutive group racing out fastekipg up comrades at passing them.

The ballista’s and hail of arrows off course habdlssded. The sharp shooters still
picking off their target however could not stop teek of the faction army make use of the
meandering pass to protect themselves againsngiaught from the air and dig in, leaving
their comrades in front of them to their enemies.

With mages all over the pass and its scaling wtiks faction kept an feeble balance,
attacking in numbers, and retreating fast, keepurgof reach of the archers. She stepped
back, several hundred meters, signaling a controfieeat, as a thunder came rolling down
the pass. Dust clouds as high as the low peakagallver her forces as they scaled the bend.
One last time she looked at the faction forcel,astly looking bewildered at their retreat,
then jumped into the dust cloud to enable the gemrd his cavalry to overrun the remaining
faction forces, trampling all foolish enough to reakstand.

Back, high up between the ballista’s, it seemedbsthrprise attack had overwhelmed
the faction army completely, and one after anotheleaders came up to report on the troops,
cleaning the pass, and capturing all faction membeft alive. Last to arrive was Marinde,
giving her a view of two older elves, known to laed the twins, as part of the former palace
staff.

Although the twins mounted on Janu and Daku haamuith to fear, the elders had
called for a small guard who could protect theme @andred men being small in size. She
groaned, but gave in to their demands. Seventyeleze left of the one hundred with which

she had gone into the battle. She gave a secretsigarinde to approve those who would fit



in to again complete the hundred. Strength andrexpee were the deciding factors heren so
noone looked surprised, when two older elves wieosen among the hundred.

During the trip she made the two older elves ridiegide her and questioned them
about the state of the empire. One told many a Tdle other, designated by Marinde, only
commented on the tales told. At the end of the ecsation she lowered her voice and turned
to the second elf. Marinde says you've worked éngalace. Can you get us in the palace?
Imperceptibly the man nodded. She put a smile oridoe and said “the birds see all”.
Imperceptibly the man nodded a second time.

The two elves were gone for three days. All thelevher falcon followed them. A nod

from her that she knew, was therefore sufficiertdofirm everything was settled.

They were still two days away from the palace,alfway through the day she said
goodbye to the commanders and pulled out followethb guard towards a strange rock
formation. It was midnight when they arrived. THe elf put his hand on the rock, and a path
appeared where two horses easily could stridetsidgde. Several fire balls were lit shining
into the endless corridor. Just when she had atedithey would be underneath the royal
city, a large cave opened up in front of them hia light of the fire balls she saw stairs
leading up to all sides. A young elf sat in the dhédof the room. One of teh mages
approached her, put her hands on her shouldergpakaver the incantation. The young elf
got up and led them to one of the stairs.

They entered the palace and in groups fanned otlteopalace grounds. The young elf
motioned her to follow her. Along with Natasha, &fatina and Jean, she followed her
through the palace to the throne room. They haghdifg in other parts of the palace, but the
young elf led them through secret passages, apharenone of the human faction had

found. The few groups they encountered were quisikinced, and arriving at the throne



room, the young elf bowed and disappeared throyggmal in the wall. Natasha and
Valentina reported where she had gone. They hatdlthgepassage often, to take a peek into
the throne room.

The battle for the doors of the throne room wafsliinswing. Twenty heavily armed
soldiers of the human faction under heavy presandeafter fifteen minutes finally gave in.
The room was empty. It was dusty, clearly out & fos some time. Yet she felt large
quantities of magic flowing through the palace. $#iethe twins in the throne room,
beckoned the young mage and walked back to thagass

The young mage nodded when asked if there was awtiraty in the palace. Those
who had ordered her to hold watch over the paladespy on its inhabitants, however, had
forbidden her to move outside the hidden corrigdher than jumping between passages.
When she just started spying the throne room wihénstise. She had long observed them
until she was discovered. Only after several ddysgaiting, she had managed to escape.
Reaching the driveway below nearly starved.

The dungeons had no hidden passageways and wherasistrong enough to once
more explore the palace unseen, the throne roonemasy and all the magic she could feel
in the palace came from those dungeons. She haudt daxed to enter them. The mages she
had seen in the throne room were too strong fomhdrwould have no problem to pierce
through her camouflage.

They needed to clean out the palace dungeons grasgnce of the human faction.
The dwarfs, accustomed to fighting in undergrouasispges, gave their views on how the
fighting in these dungeons could develop. Everyoodded and agreed that Alexandra along
with several other mages would take the lead, il of the warriors occupying connected

hallways in case their opponents might have wayghéak around catching them in the rear.



The rest of the soldiers would search through #ilage and guard already captured faction
members.

She moved over into the shadows. Nobody couldviedither there were prisoners in
the dungeons so a frontal attack was immediatghgted. As they certainly would be used as
a shield. Looked around and got the signal all weaely. Sneaked through the hallway
descending into the dungeons, kept scanning thes@oming up left and right and found
nothing. Stopped when the hallway emptied intorgdapace, waited until everyone caught
up and discussed the next move. The faction hadreited themselves on the floor of the
hall. They themselves were at the brink of the u/yadécony. Large wide staircases connected
the balconies with each other and the floor faolWwehem. There was really only one possible
action. She hesitated however. Downstairs, theédiadiad created a portal and often it
opened for soldiers, hurrying in and out of thd.Hébwever it could be a trap.

Eventually she passed on what would be her nexiraanhd left the rest to determine
what their response would be. Took a running juntp the abyss. Shooting great fireballs
into the depths of the hall. Her screen was shptdoes. With a breeze of air she ajusted her
course, bounced from a balcony and launched hdyaek into the air. Focused her fire and
ice at the mages down below. A large fireball waddd towards her, easily dodged, to look
again down and let herself fall. Built fire, airdaice around her. Ducked when she hit the
ground and let the three streams mix. After thedxiglosion she drew her sword and danced
through the hall, utilizing other mages who now heaiched the floor. Saw a group of faction
members gathering, let a mage launch her intoithealecting a huge bubble in front of her
and bowled the group apart. Used one of the pitaskyrocket again, and saw one of her
troop in trouble. Shot a volley of ice hail intesidirection, followed by a small fireball

melting the ice in front of her ally.



A flash lit up the room, and made her crash inte ohthe stairs. She looked up and
saw the faction members fleeing through the poRah down the stairs and was just in time
to shoot a few fireballs through the opened poRalt it closing, murmured the incantation to
hold the process, creating balls of ice and fiteg,was overwhelmed by a wall of magic
pulling her through the portal, which then closed.

With a rain of freezing ice she managed to rid éléxs the magic, long enough to
spot the dragon in front of her. Repelled the lhadls and took in the big dark cave. High
enough for the dragon to stand in, but not muchdrigso he was limited in his room to
maneuver. Focused on him and straightened withgubaw or nod. Normally a big insult to
a dragon. He however took a step back and lookashdras if he sought a way out.

"You have brought me here to kill me. It would shiitle respect not to award you
this fight. Small fireballs shot towards the dragom burst apart on his skin. More and more,
ever faster. The dragon continuously blew the habgy left from his body and looked for
options. Seemed surprised when she switched oatand air. Then remembered the
incantation and was just in time to just rip ofé thlready closing net. Great fireballs made
him stagger and finally he went on the offencenfirhis own fireballs. She dodged them
seeing the threads woven through. Jumped for anatteek, felt the magic slam shut, used
air magic to drop to the floor and had them figuoed just in time to blast through the
coming fire storm. Hit the dragon with an ice stand now alternated fire and air vortices.
Wove a new network around the dragon and pullédht before he could liberate himself.

She looked around, opened the portal to the mdinnhidne elvenworld, pointed
towards it and slowly the faction members tiptdeaagh the portal carefully making sure to
get as far away from her as possible. She quiadyised the room while she put timers

around the marks on the portal. Stepped throughdtdestroyed it.



Along with Natasha, Valentina, and Marinde she @toeside the throne. Once one of
the twins would sit here. She hugged both longnfse me never to fight for the throne. You
need each other. The one in the throne room, tier around. Help each other. Natasha and
Valentina promised solemnly. After this she askeatiNtle permission to leave. She was a

worthy queen, while the twins still had no children



Alexandra

Tales of the stormthrower

Part Il: The king's daughter



The floatcar brought them into the mountains, witnair driver took them to
progressively greater heights. Unbelievable thesaaly were above the dwarf capital for half
an hour and still they couldn’t discover any doétastures with cows and sheep and wheat
and corn fields, but no house or hut or elevatbe first rocks immediately meant the end of
the trip. The dwarf got out and opened a door mddehe rocks, enabling Lisa and her to
enter the city.

She let the door close behind them before sheaditfireball, had often been in the dwarf
capital and more often than not she was askedrnteao secret. Her arrival usually meant
grave tidings.

She camouflaged both of them, and looking like simedrded dwarf women, they
crossed the dark corridors to a wider lane, wheeg both could stand up. The avenue was

paved with white pebbles, artfully arranged with thfferent shades set in mosaic patterns.



Here in the suburbs the doors were simple. A sidglarf had carved his door. It looked nice,
but no more.

The road feeded them into a funnel taking thenoweel levels in the town, where
they had to shelter in a alcove for a passing lasgavator. Many levels lower immediately
meant they were in a better area of the city. Thees were replaced by black and white
marble with at intervals beautifully decorated &ho honor all those passing by. The
abundend traffic pushed them ever closer to thé ®hE warned Lisa. As they impersonated
two dwarfs women they couldn’t be seen bendingeutige arches.

The walls of the avenue slowly moved out, and aatvitie dwarves call park,
stretched before them. An area, no bigger thamd#asipark in the realm of elves or humans.
The gallery had walls inlaid with multicolored gtasnd the many bays were full of fragrant
mushrooms. She looked over the railing into thetliepp get her bearings and found them
the spiral to bring them to the bottom of the pd&&tiently waiting until the spiral was open
for declining circulation she nudged Lisa gentlydaestured indifference, Lisa nodded and
adjusted herself.

Lower floors had caves, each with a different theme& mushroom type. From the
spiral she could see the dozens of ramps, briduygsirals which connected the caves and
allowed you to walk in the park for hours, with@vier seeing a cave twice.

The end of the spiral landed onto a large squarsgd_columns in the center of the
square acknowledged they were heading to the bediat They rounded the square and
walked into the avenue, on the opposite side. ahehue had granite pavers. Again, the
different shades artfully processed in mosaic. Blénam stone on stone and metal on metal
confirmed what the big signs on the doors had diréadicated. The noble arts were
practiced here. Axes, hammers and swords were raetowéd. All high quality, for war or

for decoration. The shrieks of the bellows battheth the hammering for dominance. They



passed through and followed the lane to the bypemsd the great halls, turned left onto the
the bypass, following it until they reached a kafdus stop. The two dwarfs in the niche
bowed slightly. They answered both the bow andnshéde an allusion about his beard. In a
battle, where they both had fought, it had beenletalA smile appeared on his face and they
followed the two dwarfs into one of the side roads.

Ogrimar and Zagramar were employed by the dwag kimd together they had lived
great adventures. Now the time had come to repeydid. Ogrimar put a medallion in a
notch in the wall, and a door opened to a stairg@sehe depths. She waited until the door
closed behind them, before removing the strandlesf disguises, then followed the dwarves
into the labyrinth of secret corridors of the rogdl. In the waiting room of the royals, a
guard made a bow and walked away. They installech$ielves in the big pile of pillows after
the guard returned with a nod of his head, meattiag were announced.

About two hours later, they were brought to a Igvgdor, beautifully decorated with
thick carpets on the walls, embroidered with gaid ailver threads and a ceiling glittering
like the stars in the night. Presumably diamonds.

She introduced Lisa, and the queen started theecsation, telling about a strange
cult in their town. It had assumed the form of ptai In the centuries since the breaking of the
world dwarves had taken over many habits invemeather worlds. Making life in the world
of dwarves more pleasurable. Needless to say tlievses not very big and it looked as
though they were not really doing their utmost begjet more influence. Yet there was a
problem. Some senior figures had one or more @nltlyst to the sect. Most of them had
always embraced the joys of the modern world, lowt they had turned one hundred percent,
lived in simple caves some distance out of townraetted all that was modern. In short it

looked as if they were brainwashed.



One of their daughters, Jinasin, too had fallereatide influence of the sect. She was
of marriageable age and although they had expdieéedchildren to resist their upbringing a
little when growing up, they had raised them toghegverything that was brought onto them,
preserving what was ultimately good. Yet slowlyytlseemed to lose grip on her. The
contract for Alexandra and Lisa was to accompamgsin on a journey through the dwarf
world and possibly beyond to prove the sect notthyoenough for their daughter.

The king took over the tale and told them, theugtaer was waiting for them in the
extensive library of the town. She was collectingnyreports, writing good and bad about
the sect. He concluded hoping they could help shisvdaughter the evil way of the cult
making her renounce it.

She told of the wanderings of her and Lisa thratlsghhuman world. The sect from
the earth elf kingdom had pulled back into Amerighere its was one of many. A long time
ago, special courts were set up. America also had Top secret of course. They had
searched and found the coup leaders responsibledavar in the earth elves kingdom, had
argued their case before the court, and were \atelic Not long after, a special unit of the
tax authorities raided the complex of the sectré&hleas opposition and unfortunately there
were some casualties. However none of the knowdetsavere taken, at least that was what
the American newspapers said.

Lisa and she had thanked the U.S. government. tmfately they could not eradicate
the entire sect. Interracial conflicts can onlybibeught in court against an individual person.
They had, however, been provided with copies ofégerds the U.S. government had seized.
The king and queen nodded. They had already retéivereports.

It meant the end of the meeting. The royal colgfte and Ogrimar led them back

into the secret labyrinth. The library was closetha request of the princess, so Ogrimar



therefore did not hesitate when they reached tloe othe library. As the door opened
noiselessly, he announced himself with a simplendess?".

Jinasin walked into the square area. The wallsechwith elongated niches, where the
books were displayed. They followed het to thedablthe center back and introduced
themselves as Lisa, envoy of the human world, argd of interracial affairs and Alexandra,
adventurer. More was not necessary as her advertar&inly would had reached the ears of
a dwarf princess. Jinasin introduced herself ardtlad to Ogrimar and Zagramar.

For days she sat in the library to read the docusnehich Jinasin had collected.
Sometimes they got explanations of the princesagtimes she or Lisa told additional
information in response to a report. Eventually witeey had worked through all the reports,
Jinasin thought it time to tell them the real reafw their arrival.

She had lied to her parents to investigate wherérieed had gone, who was well
under the influence of the cult, and had disapmkdrke authorities had searched and found
nothing. To come closer to the secrets of the sbethad started reading a lot about it and
finally concluded the cult was a danger to herddthkingdom. She also found out only
someone who had experienced the sect first hand ectually expose them. A friendly
mage had tought her all incantations which coutdemt her against hypnosis and related
subjects. Only then she dared to deal with the &&ry time she had contacted the sect she
made Ogrimar and Zagramar follow her. One time they to intervene. The rest of the time
she could identify the incantations secretly poweer her and gain control of them.

The magic started of lightly and slowly hundredsliffierent incantations were woven
together. All loose almost invisible, but eventyalleverything was merged it should be the
strongest personality incantation there was, englthie cult to give the victim any life they

wanted.



Time to start at the beginning. The royal couplé hmade sure they could have a look
into the camp of the sect. Who knows what they wouh into which the cult had forgotten
to hide. Jinasin sent a messenger and the nexhdgyollowed him.

The rode to the cult in a transport vehicle, tleeteic motor hummed quietly, now
they had passed into low rolling hills. In the diste, the silhouettes of huts became visible.
A large building dominated the camp, while the drhats were built randomly around it. She
shook her head. There was clearly no dwarf who tawk of the housing. She wondered how
the sect would explain this.

A young dwarf came to meet them and the vehiclppd beside her. They got out
and Jinasin introduced them to her. Only the basthfe princess she said. Alexandra, from
the elven world. Lisa, from the human world and i®@r and Zagramar. The young dwarf
bowed and beckoned them to follow her, never intooth herself.

Closer to the camp, she felt a tinkling sensatiohar body. At the same time she
knew why the camp was here. Quickly she calculateere the other end of the portal could
be and came to the conclusion this was not som@&whehe human or elf world. She gave
Lisa a signal, who sped up to until she walkeddeekier with her hand on her bow. The two
dwarfs responded immediately guarding left andtrajhlinasin, who looked puzzled. With
her sword she scanned the area with little hopketect anything. A portal to the outside
world could only be made by some high mages. Epart/of the environment she took in,
and looked for differences. A vibration, someonak#d. Two fireballs shot out and the
disguise was torn to pieces. More vibration, thigetan ice rain and a second mage was
withdrawn from the shadows. She felt something methier, yelled a warning, and two dwarf
axes swung back and found object. With a roar ketireg appeared. Part dragon, part
something. Ice, wind and rock threw it back anazeth high mages let their nets fall. The

transport vehicle was already in pieces, and siveosdy one way out, grabbed the king's



daughter and pulled her to the big hut. Smasheddbe and said the incantation. The portal
opened. Zagramar jumped through it, and Ogrimagedglinasin into his wake. Lisa
followed, and turning around she stepped througkating a fire storm, which tore the
building to pieces, destroying the signs of theadawith it. It exploded on their side and she
rode it dozens of meters into the air, looked adowiid a somersault and landed back on her
feet, crouched, ready to pounce. From the corrfensrceyes she saw four figures flat on the
ground. Where the portal had been, four stone ssuepained of the columns which before
the explosions had helped form the portal. Furtleeemshe saw only pasture. Nothing to
make out on which outside world they had arrived.

Slowly, her sword still in hand, she stood up aan &isa and the three dwarves do
the same. Jinasin was in a little shock, unaccustoim the sudden twists an adventure could
take, so she explained what had spurred her vigglafhe rest Jinasin filled in herself.

None of them knew exactly where they were, butmyitvee drakeling, she feared for
the worst. So they took to the road. If they weréhie dragon world it would be better to be
far away when the scouts came to investigate tinaires of the portal. Lisa first, they walked
a route that left the least of trace behind.

Hours later some peaks came into focus. Artifigiddut high enough for a dragon
lord. She borrowed a pair of binoculars from Lisa atudied the Peak. A smile appeared on
her face. Bowed slightly and then motioned the t@sio the same. The dragon then spread
his wings and he glided very gracefully down tarthevel. She looked defiant in his
direction, while making reassuring gestures tofhiends. With much noise the dragon landed
next to her and bowed deeply. With a deep voideofutynicism he welcomed the high elf
mage in his domain. If she would had announcea #reval, he would have waited for her.

She told of the portal and the sect. The dragowigidh his scouts had spotted the remains of



the portal, but found nobody. She asked for a favbe dragon, which once, a while ago.
Had been on the wrong side of her powers very dyimfireed.

Through devious detours they flew on the back afiesdragons, to a friendly dragon
kingdom. Their cariers did not dare go beyond thkeler, and straight after they disembarked
the dragons made their escape. Not long aftertscame investigating. Amazement could
be heard in their voices. Sitting on an increage@aying with a few pebbles she told them
what had happened and asked them passage baakawrheorld. She did not have to
introducé herself. The name of the princess howenkcause a bit of turmoil. One of the
scouts bowed deep, jumped up and flew back toraigash lord.

Lisa used to adventures wanted to know what wasggon. She told them, a few
years ago, one of her tasks had ultimately leceh@&ring the tournament to elect the dragon
council. The tournament in which one hundred aftg diragon determined their pecking
order. She had humiliated many a dragon lord, aadenit into the semi finals, where she was
narrowly defeated by the dragon king himself. Sith@n her name in this world was used
sparingly.

The silence that followed was finally disrupted wleegroup of dragons landed. A
great dragon invited her to mount and he appoititeathers to the remaining smaller
dragons. The flight took them over deep pits fiNgith a crawling mass of creatures, vast
lawns with huge herds of cattle and the occasipeak. A sleeping place of one of the higher
dragons in this kingdom. A low-hanging fog annouhtiee residence of the dragon lord.
Long time she could not see hand over eyes. Evijnauhuge spire loomed up, flanked by a
large deep hole. The walls of the hole lost indher-present fog. The great dragon started to
apologize for his master, having little time togmee, but the shadow of the dragon lord
above them already became visible. With much nibisenighty dragon landed on the

platform the were standing on. He bowed slightke her, welcoming them into his domain



and then complimented the great mage Alexandrahatiperfect timing. He was just in a
meeting with envoys from friendly dragon lords aban increase of elves, dwarves and
humans in their kingdoms. The strange thing wasrtirease was not due to ownership of
any dragon lord. Perhaps the great Alexandra cshilte light on the matter. She agreed and
asked to what level she would have to climb. Tlagdn lord laughed shortly. A brief hum
made the great dragon reappear. She mounted thendaad together with the dragon lord
flew to the higher platform. The grumbling of theveys stopped when they came in sight,
they bowed their heads and remained so until stiédkaen place between them. She told of
her adventures in the earth elves kingdom andraeels with Lisa in the human world.
Finally she told of her journey through the dwarkemgdom, the encounter with the
drakeling, their flight through the portal and thestruction of it. she concealed where they
had come into the dragon world. and the dragons we&se enough not to ask.

She took leave of the envoys and stepped backeogré#at dragon, flying back down
to her friends, followed by the dragon lord. He gélve great dragon orders to make sure the
group would make it back into the dwarven worlde ®lowed slightly and whispered the
place where they had come into the dragon worldh\&inod and an apology the dragon lord
flew back to his other guests.

The great dragon reported a few direct gatewagiseovorld of the dwarf was
available. She understood the hint and acceptedayege. Back on the same dragons as
before, the great dragon led them into the fogim@uthe trip the great dragon told the tale of
the portal. they had found it in one of the neigivpkingdoms. In the pastures, away from
any peak whatsoever. A couple of elves and dwdradsgput some houses around it, but when
scouts had attacked the camp they had stumbledme mages and a drakeling and were
defeated. Their dragon lord had to come to theapbiinself to destroy the group, and take

over the portal, in order to find out, the how ahnel why of this phenomenon.



The hills and grasslands passed quickly beneath #mel only after a long time the
great dragon began to fall. In circles they canosen and closer to the ground, and the portal.
A large dragon stood alongside and followed thghfliof dragons. When everyone had
landed, the great dragon introduced her to himtaladdabout the mission from his dragon
lord. He bowed and began incantations to open dhi@lp The great dragon sent the smaller
dragons away, after which he apologized and saidfsigon lord told him to ensure
personally that everything would go as planned. i@dsled and welcomed him into the
group.

He wove a web around him and slowly transformed antvolf-like man-sized
creature. Completely black with the same designkBi®goat as he had in his dragon form.
Even the horns came back with some feathers bétsneiars.

The portal opened and she stepped through it, aledlated they were close to the
royal city of the dwarfs of the white mountains. @mountain walls toweres on both sides.
The valley in which they were now, covered witheatst a meter of snow. The walls held the
remnants of the caves where the group, keepinpeaipdrtal, had lived. Without much hope
they started to search through the caves. The pigcgs of clothing betrayed the status of
their former owners, both humans and dwarves. Esipertliothes, only available to the top
layer of the society. Valuable items such as jeywalere not found. Not uncommon for a
place ransacked by a dragon. Some of the caveainedtsome papers, mostly diaries. She
thumbed through a couple, hit them back togethet,séarted to collect them.

A shrill whistle made her look up. Lisa had climbdedhe upper cave and beckoned.
Nimbly she climbed up and followed her into theeadidden behind a large rock. In the
back room was a table, covered with maps of thefdwarld. She sought and found the
portal they had destroyed. Dragon characters watgewon the spot. Lisa had found the

map of the White Mountains and disappointed laidawn again. She now gazed at a map



with just such characters. A third portal. Accoglio the map in an archipelago of islands
and volcanoes. Lisa looked at her quizzically,dhé had never been there before. None of
the major kingdoms of dwarves was located therga folded the map and put it in her bag
with the other two.

The other four were outside waiting. She gave Ogrithe diaries and the great
dragon explained he had found traces of two dragsjione of which he knew. Lisa showed
the maps and drew attention to the signs. The gireagbn growled he recognized the two
places in the dragon world. The third portal wasindhe dragon world. The dragon signs
were the symbols for fire and tree, which meantpitveal was somewhere in the elven world.
She shook her head to indicate there was no pleckreew with such a description.

To make their report. The three dwarfs had locatedntrance to the city and went
ahead. Along with Lisa and the dragon, she wenk baough the portal. She sought and
obtained an audience with the dragon lord andwdidt they had found in the camp. At the
end of the story the dragon lord gave a low humlasdgervant came into the room with a
basket full of jewelry. She looked at them. Mangtfi@anable gold and silver, inlaid with
diamonds. Nothing that could tell a story. She &hoer head and gave the basket back.
Maybe they could still serve a purpose to the fatlaed mothers about the fate of their sons
and daughters. One or more answers to the riddieever, they were in the dragon world.

After some talking back and forth the dragon lombwonvinced the portal had to be
destroyed. Together they flew back to the portelaland the great dragon, into his wolf
form, walked through it. She took leave with a ned|ked through the portal and counted
twenty seconds down while walking to one of thae®holding the portal. Ice and flames
disintegrated the stone. A ripple went throughgbseal, which was offset by an opposing

force, caused by the destruction of its counteripaitie dragon world by the dragon lord.



Destroying a stone at determined intervals she edb#itound the portal. Eventually after all
the signs were destroyed, the portal closed.

Following the valley down the hill, they came n#@ main entrance of the dwarven
city where they only had to follow the traffic ortftte access bridge, toward the waterfall. On
top of the bridge you could see how a large roekked the waterfall in half. A waterfall
underneath the gate again made the flow compléie bfidge plunged into the hole, where
soldiers in ceremonial armor were guarding the gagessMost of the travelers knew them well
and greeted to let them pass. She went to oneeafdldiers, and made herself known. The
soldier nodded and explained to them the way tarthevhere they could wait for their
friends.

Behind the gate opened the market hall in all dimes. They took the archway down
into the abyss and were eventually released orge [@ateau with shops and restaurants. In
the back was a large opening with columns and wating light. The White Mountains Inn’
announced a plaque. Even before they were weltrahdseated they had a plate full of
steaming soup before them and they could eat andavadhings to come.

When the plates were cleared from the table Ogroaare in telling what they had
heard. Here too, the children rebelled against fhemients to go to the sect. After the
destruction of the camp and their leaders, theyreagned into the city proclaiming their
faith. The strands of the spell however could rohtaintained without mages. Slowly holes
fell into them, and the children came to their ®sn©ne after another now threw the strands
away. Jinasin was talking to some girls to find what they knew and strengthen them with
the news they had found out. Zagramar had fourmhafta friend who was in the sect. Both
Jinasin and Zagramar would join them during thengwgein the inn. She stretched out and

used the mandatory rest to go to bed early.



In the middle of the night she was awakened bysiin&ome guards had heard
rumors near the destroyed portal and called fqu.i@ulickly she dressed and followed
Jinasin and Lisa, who came from the room next ts,I1e the reception room of the inn,
where the dragon was already waiting for them.siimeushed them over the streets of the
city to the side entrance, opening onto the valldye guard opened the door when he saw
them coming. They heard soldiers into battle wittatvsounded like a drakeling. The great
dragon took a run and jumped into the deep, leifdos disguise and flew towards the site of
the destroyed portal, just in time to see how tfakeling created an opening, jumped and
flew away.

With ice balls she hit the drakeling from his fligknabling the great dragon to snatch
him out of the sky. He threw it against the groand an uneven battle and short interview
was followed by a high pitched death cry. She agiabxl about the killing of the drakeling.
Waved away by the soldiers. Who then asked if thgah lord needed any proof of past
events. She accepted the offer, taking immediateelef Jinasin, leaving her to setup a
research party at the site of the ancient citjhefdwarves. Jumped the mountain face, to gain
height then glided after the great dragon, opehegbrtal, and had the fabrics dissolved
before the dragon lord arrived. Waited for him take a new one, then juggled ice and fire
destroying the signs of the rogue portal.

Leaving the drakeling and the reports to the gideagjon she jumped air several times,
then glided off to the close by border, savingritessengers she had requested a

embarrassing flight over foreign territory.

Although they only arrived one day later than hessengers the fact they could fly

directly to the site of the rogue portal meantdhegon lord had not been idle. From far away



she could see his huge frame occupying the cliféslooking the grass plains. He lifted off
accompanying her to the portal, informing her sfstate and placement in both worlds.

A flight brought them over an ocean to a largendlaFrom there they were requested
to embark on huge wooden rafts, following the drdgal, as he circled in front of them. It
took a while, but out of the big blue ocean finallgeries of islands appeared. The dragon
steered them into the middle of the cluster, tgltilem to head for the sandy beach. A bit of
air bridged the gap between the raft and the isllimdally did not need exploration. It
harbored two large rocks, besides the tiny patcaatl the dragon optimistically called
beach. Wedged in between the rocks the signs {gosughe portal.

Some waves made the raft beach, some more drftadenough onto the island for
the resident dragon to have a safe enough landmg-sts of magic power still existed on
the other side, enough to put the portal half wagenneath the surface, when he had ordered
to close the portal.

She understood only too well his problems. Destrgyhe portal with force, meant
destroying the island outright, both sides of tbead. Why have a lot of magic without
someone to control over. The implications couldesérade with the dwarves empire for
centuries.

The two dragons opened the portal, and she stotimedgh it, finding another bunch
of rocks, braving the ocean surf. Stepped backutiitpand took leave of their guide. Closing
the portal with him, when all others had steppéd the world of dwarves.

The rocks lay on the edge of a lagoon, and seisdaalds where visible from their
vantage point. One huge volcano in the hazy backgtdo complete the picture. Something
moving in one of the neighboring island, made hedrtige view close by, by means of an
incantation. Let go of the magic straight after.WwwWhere humans surfing on islands in the

world of the dwarves? She nodded to the great dragouesting to scout the lagoon. He



cloaked himself and skimmed the waves out ontaltiogpy ocean, to find a quiet place to
rise up in between the clouds.

Waiting for information Jinasin an Lisa searcheeiithrains for clues on this strange
place, with Lisa the first to remember when theagdFagon finally returned towing a small
craft found on one of the islands, being the omgrdzed of human inhabitants.

The name Archipelago Mystica belonged to an exetusgsort for the very rich. Ten
thousand dollar just got you onto the island. Exaay you stayed longer there was another
twenty-five thousand dollars taken from your acdodany journalists had tried to find the
archipelago, in vain. Her office had ever triecttder the island, but was not allowed. The
people who had been there had no ill effects, gbduresearch was put on hold. If she could
remember well the advertising read: for every ghesor her own island. Laughing, Lisa
looked at her and invited her into the high soc@tthe children of men. Her bag contained
still some clothes that could pass as a gown amdetst she might borrow from Lisa.

The dwarves wished them success, and with the dragbn as a messenger and
explorer in the sky, they could always offer helpene needed. Lisa lent her a bikini and
oversized T-shirt, and together they walked dovengangplank towards the water. Waited
for a signal from the lookout. Laid a plank on tixgter and surfed along the waves to the
nearest island. The board was only a tool for hagimand was therefore very light and easy
to carry. On the advice of Lisa, she had carvédtihe shape of a surfboard.

They reached the house on this island and foundiaghplace for their bags and
studied again the map of the archipelago, befarg went island hopping across the
archipelago to explore it. Their act of duo surfimgs appreciated everywhere. They had
transferred to surf proven techniques. Usuallysdteat the point and Lisa faked paddling.
The questions of the men if they could join theeytBimply shrugged off because they were

too heavy. True, she occasionally took a childafoide on the waves. Enabling Lisa to learn



about the ins and outs of the islands. With a nurob@vitations for parties they ventured
the leap to the main island.

Before they had landed, an employee was alreadaléng to them something was
wrong. Their comments that duo surfing was tothtly and they were making a tour around
the archipelago made him turn like a leaf. He agkecth to make any kind of effort not to
disturb anyone on the other islands and pushed ghemly to the marina, where he made a
speedboat ready for them and begged them to raketdaheir villa. Eventually they let
themselves be persuaded, stepped in, greetedlfriend rushed away laughing.

After a tour around the main island, they returteethe deserted house. Not much
wiser, but at least with decent transport. Thele#itime with surfing and lying in the sun.
Half and half expecting one of macho’s, they had tim& morning, would have tried to find
them. While surfing they could wave a few times hoitone ever arrived in the vicinity of the
island.

When it was time to eat, they pulled straws whiohtation they would honor. She
blew the bikinis dry because Lisa really had noertban these two and went to dress for the
evening. The semi-transparent dress she pulled fimmbag was light and had always found a
place in her bag on her travels. A bit of air magiget rid of those annoying creases and she
was ready. Opened her jewelry box and began td ma golden headband. Matching
earrings and necklace perfected the whole. SheduimLisa and lent her a silver headband
with blood-red coral inlaid. It took some effortrimake it perfect but finally saw Lisa looking
like a million bucks.

They got a warm reception and they let themseleesaried along by the flow of the
evening. As expected, they were taken to the phgtynight on the main island. It took some
effort to find the right excuses not to drink alobAs elf she could not endure lots of

alcohol. Some references to her slim waistline éebljput not for long.



The most striking aspect of the party was the serstaff. As a classy party should
have, they were all impeccably dressed, but alldhagb woven around them. She sat down
in a quiet spot and one by one the heads of tlileb&Biayed themselves as mages. Little
clumsy movements, not noticeable for a normal perso

She saw Lisa had slightly less luck with turningvdahe alcohol, and picked her up
to take leave of the party. Servants took thenméodiock where their boat was already
running for them to take off.

The great dragon was waiting behind the villa after &he had laid Lisa in her bed
she discussed the day with him. She had precisétylated the place in the human world
where the portal would lead and told about the cwages on the main island. His flight
had revealed a vast encampment of the staff omtie island, but also an underground
corridor. Under water he could sense nothing baitéimnels surely went through the
archipelago ending up in the two volcanoes whichevpart of the scenery. He wanted to give
the volcanoes further examination, but not withgnaiund troops. She put all their stuff in the
speedboat, lifted Lisa and placed her on the faleded followed the great dragon to the
waiting dwarves.

The sailboat, led by the great dragon sailed a ardearound the archipelago, until
they were close to one of the volcanoes. When iliveske her, Lisa was still sleeping off
her booze. Together with Ogrimar and Zagramar Bh#ed into the speedboat and headed
towards the volcano. With Ogrimar on the bow thieyosned through the rocks and stopped
the boat under an overhanging cliff. The two dwagetsognized some points on the mountain
as dwarf craft and eventually found an entrance. Jdte was closed with dragon characters.
She got a disapproving murmur as reply when she shem to the great dragon . Cautiously,

he landed flying low over the water. He recognitezlcharacters as one of the dragon lords.



With the help of the great dragon they opened tiar dnd a warm glow came to meet
them. The passage ran straight downhill before #ngyed at a large hall. They entered the
main hall with their hand on sword or ax. The rurasakened a dozen drakelings. She built
up ice and air magic inside her, stopping the daizakielings in indecision. Long enough for
the great dragon to come inside through the fligité.

Fire was scarce in the dragon world and usuallyiheguarded by a dragon lord. It
was now clear to her where the drakelings got th@wer from to build portals and with what
the people where paying them.

The great dragon pointed her to the magic straralsd the drakelings. She tore a
few to pieces and found an ingenious hypnosis @éhig¢spite the drawbacks, she tore the
strands from drakeling after drakeling who thenevguestioned by the great dragon. A few
he had previously encountered. All were rejectethieyr dragon lord for negligence or
arrogance. In their search for a new lord, and sxtethe fire they needed, they were lured
here. It took a while before they had found owtas a trap, but by then it was too late and
they had to do what their leaders told them toN\diostly they were messengers and
occasionally they had to help make a portal.

The drakelings all needed to go home, however wbiige holidaying humans could
know, courtesy of the ancient interracial laws.eady in the morning she used the speeder to
go back to the portal, opened it, and gave herrsrtethe waiting dragon messenger. Stepped
back through the portal just in time to see theagdeagon fly in low. She stepped aside, and
he folded his wings, diving through the portal.

Counting the waves, breaking ion the rocks at eaguatervals a drakeling soured in,
from out of the open ocean, and jumped througtogen portal. She had felt the mages
sitting on the speeder, looking at her before ttaye into view. Still they were not

interfering, and she had no time to spare to confileem, as the last of the drakelings had



entered the dragon world, and the ripples in thitapmeant an impatient dragon lord was
awaiting her input. Answering the ripple, with leosng the weave around the first sign, she
counted down, and perfectly in sync a weave wappld from both sides. Closing the portal
without any disturbance.

Fire and ice repeatedly bashed against the starigsllfour signs had weathered
away. Stone chips lost in the ever moving ocealt.ti@ mages closing in, jumped, pushed
off from the remaining rocks, and cut loose thesnr thundering over the waves heading for
the speeder, gracefully landing inside it. Looketham for a while, then stated the portal to
the world of elves, inside the mountain would bstased next. Made them understand that
would remove her from their site, but only stadithrouble. Rolling over the tip of the
speeder into the ocean, she blasted through thex Watk to her own speeder.

The portal inside the mountain was blown to bitsng brute force, needing some way
to tell the mages outside there was no need tantdyremake it. There was no entering the
caves anyway, as the great dragon changed the beétee he had left, so dwarves would be

save inside.

An envoy of the lords of the wind was already atgsin when she finally had
guenched the fires started by the explosion. Sin@éal into their ship, and was as
dumbfounded as them, when they asked what hapmengt silk traders island. Knowing
her next task had already started, she asked ttis ffor a favor. Informing the dwarf and
human governments to pick up Jinasin and her coimpsnand arrange save travel for Lisa.
Who no doubt would have found her way onto the nsdand, in her world. Accepted
transport to the main land, and said her farewstsnising to report back if anything

substantial would surface.



Lisa had found no trouble blending into the posiwad of the Archipelago Mystica,
as the smoke from the volcano and the explosiodsaased quite a commotion, and quick
but discrete all had been evacuated into the humeald. Her message had come disguised as
a messenger, debriefing her at the airport on thieland, and handing over tickets for the

next flight.



The discussions with the local magistrate on thetsade did not go smoothly. All
traders who normally paid handsomely for the gosese suddenly gone. The otherwise vast
market had shrunk to only a few stalls in numbéie magistrate twisted and turned about the
case, tried to answer questions with questiond@mabw she was still not much wiser than
the fact the buyers and sellers came from all lagéthe elven society. That he had long had
the suspicion something was wrong, but trade wasggan for so long, a large part of the
economy was dependent on it.

She adjusted her questioning, began to piece thidetogether bit by bit she could
find. In the end had the magistrate roughly tefl ino sold here, and from where the silk
originated. He complained the palaces of the kimgse built with the duty on the transit and
trade of silk, and referred her to the statue efftunder of the trade, many hundreds of years
ago, which contained plaques, telling about theohysof the city and the silk trade. Then
apologized for he had another appointment, andrtegp@ week from now he would have

more time for her, hoping she had found out a laiten



Back in the archives after a tour around the ¢tyiew the statue, Jinasin showed her
a map depicting how, according to her, the sildeéravas organized. The production of silk
fluctuated every year tremendously. The succefiseofarket was build on buying the silk
up in the good years, and only selling it agairhhigegulated. The large trading houses
could thus keep the price artificially high, bueyhall were in debt with a private bank who
funded the purchase of silk by definition, weretguénient with their customers and
regularly took some crates of silk as payment. Wsedew trading stock to give to newly
started trading houses.

Jinasin explained she could not find any tracentdrfering factions or humans in the
trading houses, often starting with the arrivatiofi elves, and ending if they were bored by
it, or if a change in fashion made their stock seltable anymore, becoming bankrupt. Only
the financer could, unknowing to the elves, chamsiiklstock towards the human world.

The rest of their time was spent searching thrahgharchives of the city, to find the identity
and origin of the owners of the bank. Only aftemparing these individuals they got a clue
how this trade could fit together. The bank had yraianches in the world who helped
finance the silk production and trade. The sucoessi the bank president, however, was
invariably an one sided matter, where someone wagyht in from outside the trade, with
enough reference to be an asset, and so get ddmdsmto the company. The current
executive had left the bank for personal problerfessadays ago, she heard at her next
meeting with the magistrate. The bank would withGEO no longer do major financial
deals, making the trading houses essentially p@s®griThe bank was busy appointing a new
CEO, but needed unfortunately time. The magistetembered stories how once it lasted a
full month, after the sudden death of a CEO, befloeemarket would work again at full

strength.



She helped the great dragon to make a portal tevdniksl, and flew with him to his
master. Keeping to the meandering borders of tagair realms. As they should, they stayed
far away from inhabited spires. A day of flying bgtt them back to the peak of the dragon
lord. Their arrival was announced and still in #iea smaller dragon came announcing they
both were expected at the meeting platform, whieeegseeted the present dragon lords and
looked for her place in anticipation of more impaottdragon lords, and their host.

With everyone settled she started with a greetimgyy introducing the great dragon.
Not that he needed an introduction, but if she eaihe story told by him these were the
necessary compliments.

The great dragon stepped forward and told of jbeimey, the destruction of the
portals and ultimately the discovery of the volcaBspecially the dragon characters and the
owner caused quite a stir. The dragon lord in goestas highly respected and would
certainly be allowed to explain why he left thegba world to exploit volcanoes elsewhere.

She sat quietly on the floor waiting for the dragom finish their discussion. The
outcome was already determined. The host would tieéematter to the dragon king, but for
them the how was just as important as the outctsed.iAlthough she did not speak the
dragon language she could conclude there was Ilmckever a minor detail. In the end, the
last dragon lord gave in and the host could thamlfdr services rendered. One by one the
dragon lords took their leave. As the highest inkrshe let the lower lords leave first. Looked
briefly at her host, who understood the hint, apdlagized to the remaining dragons and
offered her the chance at an early departure. Higtagon lords had always something to
discuss.

High in the sky the great dragon growled a comptitradout dealing with his
superiors, and thanked her for not having to sduph the intrigues of the top ranked. Was

curious about it, but could not afford letting sisingle word of it. This solution saved him a



lot of thinking. She got then a brief explanationawsolution the lords had found, knowing
the dragons would now want to find out all abowt plortals, it was arranged, each dragon
lord would sent a messenger giving information bpartals found and destroyed, or found
and still working for various reasons.

It was quite busy when they reached the residehttee@reat dragon. Representatives
of lower lords, traveling with their master high impthe air came to make their report. Two
smaller dragons wrote them down and sent the nmbeegisting cases to the great dragon.
Occasionally one of them came to give a short tepbwst were about drakelings without
owner flying over the borders of the dragon realit, in the end, the ten portals destroyed
were mostly to the elven and dwarves worlds. Inhiln@an world, one was still existing.
Housed in the catacombs under the great city of Mexk. She was asked to resolve this
problem as soon as possible. Both she and the dyagwn nodded, and said they would start
on it as soon as all authorities had been informed.

The two dragons had eventually drawn and documaeaitedports. She checked the
flight paths and thought to have found all the aisttAsked for and received a copy of the
map, while the great dragon read the report metigly searching for errors, finally
approved it sending a messenger to bring it tortaster.

She asked the great dragon if he could arrangeéon to go to the portal connecting
to the human world. When he hesitated, she exalaiogv this portal was situated in the
world of men, mentioning Lisa had her home badlt tigere and was probably busy making
her reports just there. He saw the advantages @ohdied. Warned that he could not help her
there and then called a subordinate. They waitedrie day, then followed. Got halfway the
word, they were welcome, but only at the portal] xere given the time they were expected

at the portal. Only she and the great dragon wexetgd access.



With some straighter lines and at lower lords ipteting the rules a bit more in their
favor, they just made it. Were just finished intwoohg themselves at the portal when the
resident dragon lord landed with thunderous ndikey both made a comprehensive bow to
the wise old dragon, just as he did for her. Sitenbpened a portal, just yards from the stones
forming the contours of the object under examimatlbwas just big enough for her, and she
used her gift of reading the tissues to drape takmg herself to enter, with the least possible
amount of magic, into the space in the world of niéglped to untangle and close the small
portal and only then took time to look around ia #pace she found herself in.

The room was blackened. Everywhere in this roundn,caround a hundred meters in
diameter, were torn pieces of machinery, cratespac#ling materials. The old dragon lord
would have needed only a few minutes to accompiish Enough to seize all people and
materials, too little to really get noticed by thigservers in the city, but also to carry out a
thorough investigation.

The portals at the ends of the room needed a lorggto be studied. With one of the
largest concentrations of cultures in the worldnan, settlements in the elven and dwarves
worlds had arose naturally, maintaining a permagatgway to this world. Bringing together
four portals to just as much worlds on this locatieas therefore not surprising. Each portal
was outlined by writing on the wall, floor, ceilirmgnd a large meters thick column. A space of
about ten steps was left between the pillar andvide the angled arrangement of the portals
prevented them of disturbing each other, making #ilecould be open at one time.

The floor of asphalt was distorted slightly in theat of the attack, but clearly ran up
through a large arch in one of the walls. She fedld the road, circling upwards, along the

outer walls of the room, to the big steel doorsdedlshut at three points.



The silence on the other side was disturbed by aéained like an explosion.
Instinctively, she used air to quickly shoot bagkhe main hall, where she checked her
camouflage and patiently waited.

A second explosion followed by iron on iron annangabout twenty soldiers, who
stormed into the room firing their guns. She recogph the label of the unit and let loose of
her camouflage and parried the bullets with sonmelensed air, kept an eye at the portals, but
the unit was well enough trained and aimed theapoas at nothing standing even close to
them. The soldiers had seen her, and noted thigince and commands would not help them
and she was not planning on giving this branchisé’s organization any training at all. Two
men stepped back through the arch, while the rastdeployed on each side, their gun still
focused on her.

The two came back and installed themselves inities,|an older man flanked by two
younger figures, a man and a woman walked intwdben. She moved, waited for the
soldiers to get used to the new situation, bowstbat imperceptibly for the three and noted
that Lisa and military clothing were really not@ogl mix. The young woman grinned and
walked over to her, hugged her and introduceddeet superiors. She answered the unasked
question of them with a nod, and with a few gestuhe soldiers were sent out the circular
room. The two remained at their posts beside therpiof the arch. She waited until the
elderly gentleman started the conversation anddbttle magical activities his unit had
measured a few days ago and traced to this locdtisa told her version of their adventures
in the worlds of elven and dwarfs. Left out largeges, but it left her sufficient points to
finish the story.

She said she was called from the dragon world licesan inter-global problem. Told
that in a week the portal to the dragon world wdwgddestroyed, and no matter how careful it

would be done, it would render the other portatsunstable to maintain for a long time. The



lack of magical abilities in the drakeling worlddatihe limited possibilities in the other two,
meant quite a lot of magical power would be reldabkat had to be camouflaged.

The young man protested about issues thrown dovamnebkim, thought and then
asked if she could tell what had happened witrsffeee. She shook her head wondering. If
he wanted to know something about the dragon wweldould go ask the dragon lords
himself. The older gentleman, though lower in rgmnk, a hand on his shoulder and said that
dragon lords and high mages will tell you what y@eded to know. The young man
responded like stung by a wasp, but kept himseatheck with difficulty, partly because of
the attitude of Lisa, who after his question hadrboking at him with disdain. Finally had
the introduction and the words of the older gendersink in and finally understood standing
in front of him was not a simple messenger. Lookgdin at the older gentleman who asked if
the space had any value for her. She explaineddtethieve this feat she was bound to the
earthly side of the portals. The young man noddaetracovered sufficiently describing the
surroundings and possible ways out. She countedidle seconds needed to close the four
portals and gave him space to plan the escape\itoaih would probably be some explosions.
This hint he did understood, and bowed solemnlyrasg everything would be ready in time.
Nodded to Lisa and walked out of the room throdghdrchway, quietly followed by the
older man.

She beckoned to the two soldiers gave them the érae when they would come
back through the portals, gave herself two daykereven world and two days in the dwarfs
world, a day in the dragon world, to report all waady, the rest was needed here to make
preparations.

Both Lisa as she were known in the small settlemgnthe elven and dwarves world.
Lisa often used the portals as a starting poinatd® a next assignment. Usually gave notice

long before arriving. It took a lot of political emngling, with spilling as little information as



possible to free the managers of the portals to Wwéh the destruction of the portal cluster.
With the dwarfs it helped to show where the pontas buried. Created by human hands, they
were more than willing to destroy this anomaly.

The elves side of the cluster was buried undesthall town. And though her status
had made the rulers promise every effort would bderto help her, it took a lot of trouble to
convince the residents around the cave, the grbandath their artfully shaped houses had
become unstable, and only a few days were needétlthe problem was solved. Aware of
what had imperceptible been played out in thenttay, they managed to win them over with
some thin promises.

According to plan she and Lisa stepped back thrdlglportal in the round room.
Both soldiers were still in place. One nodded amatked a few steps into the driveway, the
other picked up a package and opened it. She polied tailored uniform and handed it to
her. In this outfit she could freely check the glarfi the Bureau of interracial affairs and store
all in her memory. Was given the placement of tki@asives and when they would be
ignited, in comparison with the start of the enfirecess. She checked at the insistence of
Lisa everything again, while the soldier kept tratkhe elapsed time and was then taken to
the meeting where the democracy was explained wasthappening and why the explosions
had to take place at this location at this deteeahitime. The procedures to inform everyone
with the right amount of information or fictitiousews would continue until just before the
destruction of the portal. She was only necessatlya official meeting to convince all
stakeholders the other worlds were in compliance.

Well before the appointed time she sat with Lisalenedge of the large pit, in which
the portal in the dragon world resided. Had seetafrthe little dragons to convey that
everything was in readiness. Lisa introduced heatehe arrival of the dragon lord, and

handed the voluminous file, with a brief summaryha office, where everything was legally



described and confidentiality was guaranteed. ffadiby the thoroughness, the dragon lord
relayed some orders. She grabbed Lisa and jumpedhi@ pit, opened the portal and stepped
through it, Pushed Lisa towards the exit, wheresthidiers followed her. One by one she
opened the portals, after which she returned totigeto the dragon world. After making a
small wrinkle in the fabric to warn the dragon I@fte started to etch away the signs on
ceiling, wall, floor and column and dismantled geetal on both sides despite some
turbulence.

The destruction of the stones serving for the pootéhe dragon world had caused as
expected some turmoil in the tissues of the otbetats. She checked the explosives in the
characters on her side and shot fire and ice thrdlg next portal, waited until the elders on
the other side began to let go of the threads etbibie process and fired at the last second for
each character a fireball through the portal, tieddthreads while the portal imploded away
from her until they were dissolved.

The other portals were already slowly disintegatiBhe repeated the same actions
with dwarf portal and had to calm herself while theeads were dissolving. When she finally
was able to move to the last portal she could digiribute the imminent explosion over the
two worlds, tunneled through the first shock wamd turned several times around her axis to
verify the inflammation of the explosives all hadrged, then let the next wave carry her out,
pushed off from it and shot through the coil irtie factory. Saw it had almost completely
imploded, quickly wove a net around her and stetregrds the pick-up promised to her.
Landed in the back, and ducked under some clothe wie car with screeching tires raced
from the scene.

The wheels of the bureau had not stood still sithegaid on the sect. Many buildings
and objects were investigated and mapped under paétenses. With the events of recent

days, everything was checked again and the compatespit out a similarity. When she was



delivered in a hangar at the airport, employedb®bureau showed the map. The object was
located on the site of the ancient dwarf city. Spted to apptoach the portal from dwarf
territory, to the relief of the agency, since thegre not really on friendly relations with that

country.

Sitting in a hotel room in an inn in the most asigle meeting place next to the old
city, she sat philosophizing with Lisa, to awak #rival of their companions. The great
dragon lay in his wolf form next to the stove aistieined. Had already told his story, when
she had picked him up and told his master the omssas completed successfully.

A knock on the door from a young dwarf meant nelaaua Jinasin, she took the letter
and thanked the deliverer, waited until he was goreread it out loud. Jinasin had
successfully managed to get invited to study sameetn the famous library of the city. The
notables willingly offered help and housing. Shelagized for the ceremonials, but reported
that Ogrimar and Zagramar were already en roupedpare for her stay.

It took Jinasin a whole day after arrival, withitsgo important buildings and
monuments to cause enough public publicity, socelsd retire to the library to hear tales of
the events in recent weeks. The dwarves knew mangs about the Old City. Previously,
well before the founding of most cities still exigf, there was a dwarf kingdom at the site of
the old city. Half the dwarf world was under théuence of this kingdom. The city, built on
rich veins of gold and diamonds, had found waydigodeeper and come ever closer to the
lava chambers of the volcanoes found in those naimtAn earthquake, however, made one
of the lava rooms come to life. The lava broke tigtothe barriers and a large part of the city
was filled with magma, slaying everyone trappeddi@she city. Many archaeologists and

fortune hunters had tried to penetrate into delgyers of the city, but had always discovered



the passages had through the years become inatabangerous. Also, the Volcano did not
sleep and each year, there were small eruptions.

Jinasin thought to have read an archaeologistdimearby, who had been in the old
city. Ogrimar and Zagramar nodded and would galtoto him.

As expected, the old city was, according to théaeologist, a dreary maze of empty
streets blocked on every corner with walls of baséé had punctured many hoping to find
still undiscovered streets. And the only conclugiercould draw was that most of the city
was impenetrable due to the magic of the ancigntstil holding the doors closed. The rest
was looted long ago. The lava flows also had pafrtke city drawn out of context, making
sometimes the basalt the only reason corridorshatisd still existed. Blindly drilling through
it was dangerous. He had never been deeper thampges two levels of the city. Dared not to
go further because every day he heard somethingaliehim collapse.

If something or someone had provided access ttathe halls, there would certainly
be a complex system of corridors and strut coluneesled. He advised them to look for
those, and begin to look at the south wall of tleeimain.

That night she took Ogrimar aside and asked himWwellvJinasin could handle an ax.
They were going into the lion’s den. Of course peisses could defend themselves, it was
part of their education, but she did not expectstnget urchins or thieves. There were high
mages together strong enough to withstand a drimgdnHe promised he would give Jinasin
a few more lessons during the trip.

She took Lisa and Jinasin shopping the next morfihgy stopped at a blacksmith
who was recommended to her and let Jinasin chbes®tm of a new ax. She tried a few and
eventually chose a short stem with double heads.bldcksmith had to do some tests.
Strength, reaction, speed and speed of actionu@sdcl from these data which head he

needed and finally came up with a richly decorabed relatively small head. He hit a piece



of wood in it and asked the princess to try ifelt good, but the blacksmith was still not
satisfied, measured the hands of Jinasin and tleeddor time. The ax would be ready the
next morning.

Jinasin was slightly disappointed. The ax of hegrtviother had a head that was twice
as big, and he looked majestic with it in his hagig in the test it did not felt like she had an
ax in her hand, but like the ax was a part of ner. &0 she trusted on the reputation of the
blacksmith.

Now it was time for Jinasin to take the other twb for some shopping. They would
venture deep into a dwarf town. It was uselesssmids the ancient wisdom of the dwarfs.
They had to be measured for dwarf clothing. Lisa stme bought leather pants and jackets
wrapped with iron rings. Maybe not elegant, butdhéy clothes for work and life
underground.

The blacksmith had put a richly decorated handléherhead, but two bits remarkably
were ground slightly. Made for the larger handsnale dwarfs there was none he could find
in the size of Jinasin. The solution was as ingen@nd elegant. She grabbed it and tried it
out. The smith asked how it felt and was not safilsivith her answer. He asked the ax back
screwed the weight off and put a heavier knob erhtéindle. Again she tried it out and slowly
they came to the perfect combination. When thekisiagth finally was satisfied she paid and
got a matching belt, ointment for the stem, anchatatone.

On the road during breaks Jinasin and Ogrimar extivith the ax and Jinasins
skills comforted her a little.

They searched the mountain of the old city fromdoutto top and back. Four doors,
they had found. None of the four they could oparedrof searching they pitched camp to

wait for a new day.



She was awakened by a noise. Lisa, who stood gsaireith drawn arrow in the
mouth of the cave, which they used as campsitewshe up the others, tip toed to Lisa and
looked over her shoulder. Two vehicles were driteethe mountain. In her mind she looked
over the mountainside. It hit her and Lisa at @#i@e time, they sneaked back into the cave
and grabbed their bags from the hands of the dwaAvearefully spun web slowly made her
disappear, after which she pushed Lisa and thefghivaniches in the wall, and wove a web
over them. Just before Jinasin completely disaguksine grabbed her hand and placed it on
her ax.

A brief warning from the great dragon said theyewaeght. The first vehicle was
driven into the cave. A long low tone rolled ovieemn, and slowly they saw a portion of the
wall slide away. By the light of the vehicles slagvsa tunnel spiraling downwards, supported
by rows of columns looking too new for this setting

After the door had closed, she crept forward, feethe magic that caused the door to
move. Again dragon magic. Ogrimar lay with his against the floor. The rest remained
perfectly still, waiting for him. Finally Ogrimaptd he heard the cars ride about ten times
around the spiral, after which they drove off te ttortheast. When he finished Lisa warned,
knowing most human languages, the people had siett@ething suspicious outside.

The great dragon came inside the cave and thegetbtd immediately follow the
cars. This kind of tunnels were kilometers long @rgave them time to look at what was
done with the tunnels and this part of the old.city

Zagramar returned with the vehicle, and the greegah began to fiddle with the
door. He shook the wall in a different rhythm uttiié door slid from its place and opened.
With everyone in the vehicle they followed the dmagnto the funnel. The great dragon was

used to crawl through narrow passages and moveaidras fast as the vehicle.



The funnel released them on a large square. Liéuthnels there was a concrete
reinforcement placed against the ceiling. All hejdby concrete pillars of a meter thick. She
ignited a fireball and watched the corridors comiog on the square. Only one was
reinforced with concrete. She looked at the dwarifey believed that these were royal roads.
meaning any corridor was leading to another patthefold town.

Zagramar parked the vehicle in one of the corridm along with Ogrimar he went
further into that tunnel. The dragon chose anadthexplore, and together with Lisa and
Jinasin she explored a third one. The corridorstaeply down, back south. Approximately
one kilometer further they were stopped by a ldnigek of basalt. Jinasin knocked on the
stone, but shook her head. The final tunnel froenstipuare was just like the first one. Slightly
less steep, but eventually ran dead on basalts&aown on the square and waited for the
return of the rest.

Both the dragon and the dwarfs had selected cosrigading to higher parts of the
city, where the aisles were free of basalt, butyetime a door presented itself and passage
was blocked by dwarven magic, which kept the dtigtgly closed.

The reinforced corridor ended onto a small squatie éoors. The vehicles were
turned and both stood against a wall. They walkedligh the only open door onto a staircase
carved in the basalt. In the eerie light they labkethe Royal Hall. Approximately four
meters of stone had gathered on the floor of tiie Fize roof of the hall was not visible
without better lighting. She thought to see a feiddes, but it really could be anything.

Lisa took a lamp from one of the pillars and walketd the darkness. The dwarves
and the dragon used to the darkness could see lemotigthe little light there was. After
some rummaging, she heard the great dragon beairtgs, jump and fly out. A few times
she heard him pass over, until he landed besidartteasked to come with him. She climbed

on his back and felt him take off. Ever more quyckthe saw, more felt, the pillars pass them



by. High in the middle of the room he stopped atdghard platform. It was still intact. The
dragon said the walkways were all passable, anthtarholes in the walls. She scanned the
room and saw a soft glow at the other end of thie ®@a an increase several meters higher
than the current floor was a door through whichtiiyas burning. The great dragon told the
dais of the king was used by the humans. Many shwneye piled up there. The humans
themselves were in rooms behind the dais.

One by one the great dragon picked up her compandimasin first, not yet
accustomed to the adventure, she had quickly retlitmthe entrance. Ogrimar had explored
the hall until its walls. There were small bitstibé majestic doors to be seen pushed open by
the magma, they had endured the heat. About tleerimahe could say she looked passable,
but any opening donned a mushroom of basalt. Zagragarched the vehicles of the humans
and had found maps of the area. The designated rantfrom the old city to small villages, a
few hundred kilometers away, artfully dodging the tsmall towns lying in between.

Lisa had scaled the walls and climbed onto thedmglcwalked halfway around the
hall and had found some free openings. Unfortupdkely were too high for her to climb to.

The humans lit a big spotlight. They had brokeresaiseals by the entrance, so the
humans knew something was inside. Flat on theqgrlatthey heard the group search the hall.
Occasionally, Lisa caught a patch of a conversamhwhispered the translation. Mostly
bats were blamed for the disturbance. Nobody wis gqure, but they could think of nothing
else. After searching the whole room they could gosiclude something was inside with
wings and decided to set a watch to be sure. Afighile they came to the conclusion, the
guard would be difficult to surprise. They themsslget a guard too, waiting for
opportunities.

Slowly they began to recognize a pattern in theentents of the humans. Every two

hours, the guard changed. Occasionally somebodycalse out to talk with the guard. The



talks were followed by the dragon, and some piéeaepeated verbatim, so Lisa could
translate. They wrote down the names and facdstahabout fifteen men, who were bored.
A few weeks ago, at least they got visits from eéfeigs with information to pass through.
However, there was something going on. They hadesstully defended the portal against
the dragon lord, but feared the worst for the offtals. All the time waiting for new orders.

Making the wait opportune, they explored the walksvaonnecting the platform to
the walls. Whispered the possibilities and thougltta number of attack plans. After a while
they had chosen their target. This one was usabilye and had the occasional tendency to
fall asleep.

Shortly after the changing of the guard she floateithe ground and crept to the stage.
Carefully making sure her body did not make shadomvthe pillars. She climbed the podium
and waited. When the guard fell asleep she headisa of wings above her, the dragon made
a bit more effort to make a sound. She gatheredseimd around her and waited for the
reaction of the guard. Who gave a scream and tdew ateps forward, where the flurry of
her wind magic threw him a few meters into thes&itifully caught by the dragon, who flew
away with him in his claws. The group came stornongcursing at the guard.

She felt the dragon came back and looked for avietiin. One of the mages walked
alone to the edge of the dais. Ice brought hinobbialance, a fireball toppled him over the
edge. Again, nicely captured by the great dragbe. @unted the seconds, took a run and
jumped, with a bit of magic, flew a few meters itive air, causing a vague shadow on the
nearest pillar. The dragon corrected the differeama she landed nicely on his back and
hitched a ride back to the platform, leaving theugr stunned.

On the platform she coughed the mage, bound hird had foot and laid him down in
the middle. Lisa was busy questioning the guard] when the dragon landed on the

platform he started talking and told everythingytianted to know and more.



The group was in contact with cells around the dofldwarfs. The plans were
slowly making more portals. He had heard the dwsavwere only one component to achieve a
larger goal, but really had not heard what it v&se had been watching the mage and by his
movements the guard spoke the truth. She expedsedeplot was building to tilt the
balance of power in the dragon world, but kepo ihér selves.

A big bang and lots of flashes silenced them a&le® of the guards ran shooting all
the way to the other side of the main hall. Amusée, looked at them. The survival instinct
of the guards had prevailed. Outside they couldmttthemselves.

Leaving the two men on the platform they walkedrdlie walkways closer to the
stage. The dragon flew them one at the time t@tband. As she floated down herself. They
walked onto the stage, towards the entrance afatwas. A shield of fire kept in front of
them, when they walked through the opening. Theachmade her fly back through the hole,
turned around and landed on her feet just to seethe great dragon breathed fire balls in
reply. She followed him into the room and cauglet iimnants of the volley. The great
dragon growled a bit. An arrow flew past them aitcahmage. For a moment the unity was
broken. Fire from the dragon and ice from hertnt Magi and dispersed them. They were
able to isolate one, the dragon took a leap foraadikilled him. The rest withdrew and
formed another unity. The dragon was now in frartt got the next salvo onto him. With one
man down and a man wounded the sting was out aitthek. Immediately he answered the
lesser strength and cracked the unity now foreéDae by one they isolated the mages and
killed them.

She stepped through the portal, picked up the dstdaosened them from the markers
and wove others through them capable of holdingptr&l, destroyed the markings stepped
back through and countered with the great dragersiibwly dissipating thread on the other

side until the portal was closed.



A great wave of magic rolled into the room. All keal towards the door. The great
dragon had already recognized what it was androan the room into the great hall. She ran
after him. One of the dragon lords stepped thrdabglportal, greeted them politely and
turned to her. I've always wanted to duel the gebatn mage, added act in word and blew a
large fireball towards her. She was prepared, @xpgeanything. Even before the fireball was
gone from the mouth of the dragon lord she hadpgisared, using all her strength, she
bounced around, using the walkways. Ice, fire amatlwghooting at him, testing the dragon
lord where she could strike. Countering each otthery shot through the room. her small size
in comparison with the dragon lord was only an atlvge if she remained in motion. The
dragon did not wait for her and so she shot ic&renfueled fire by wind and sent it back,
avoided the traps laid for her and tore with heorslanets to pieces thrown over her.
Countering the dragon lord earlier and earlier.

Fire Balls splashed out on a display of ice sherhad in front of him, so he was
forced to jump back slightly. Wind made him fly dlugh the hall. Now it was the turn of the
dragon lord to use the footbridges as a shieldllévearound a pillar and tore a trap to pieces
before it could slam shut. It gave her just enotiigie for a firestorm. Small balls of fire shot
toward him, in their thousands. Although the draljwd avoided many he had to take a lot of
impacts.

The last part of the firestorm he blew away andniedl a shield in front of him, when
he stormed towards her. She evaded the shieldy bgrtail, which he wanted to use to put
her off balance, to tie it with ice and air. Thagion turned around, banged his tail against the
floor. The air insulation held. He pulled a shiall lost precious seconds to get rid of the
millstone of ice. She used the time and blew fird e in small streams on all sides along

the dragon lord. He looked around and could oné/fosce breaking through the net.



She dodged the remnants of the net, but the firétetl came after them grazed her
body. She spun through the air, recovered agaipsiaa and launched herself towards the
dragon lord. Fire and ice swirling about her. hefbre she reached the dragon she pushed off
from it, taking a slightly higher route away frormrh He could not dodge this attack either,
fired some fire balls in her direction to regener&he caught them, used them, and made
them explode on the dragons body.

With his wings wide the dragon lord stood tall dmived deeply. "As already said. It
was always a big wish of mine to duel with the ged@en mage Alexandra. My gratitude is
great. | heard you found my activities here anthearchipelago. Around two thousand years
ago, when | was still a young dragon, | becameguéd by the legends of the ancient city in
the world of the dwarfs. If | were to crack the esdf the old magic, | would lie in piles of
gold and silver. | fathomed the ancient magic efdlwarves, it was after all a descent from
the old magic and still contained parts it. Forrgdastudied the dwarves, trying to understand
them, stole and read their books and when my magscgreat enough | even lived a
complete dwarf life. At that time | used the voloan the archipelago to recharge my magic.

Around five hundred years ago, | found the last@sein the puzzle and could open
the door. In the meanwhile | had become dragondotihad little time for archaeology and
sent two of my subordinates under the old cityxice@ate. The lock on the door | had
adapted to keep the old magic of the dwarves tcethys

Eventually this royal hall was found, where thegpmjyed a beacon, and | could come
straight into the old city. | sent the two dragdask to the dragons world and for years
admired the ancient city’s great treasures. Butiisall good things in your life. Eventually
you lose interest in what you already have. Buad tbo much respect and was too much a
dragon lord to share with someone else. With thgienat the Old City, | hid the treasures

and | continued my life.



The dragon lord beckoned her and the rest. Walkeidet podium, put his paws on the
back wall and said an incantation. Slowly the we#ime to life and cracked open, revealing a
wide corridor behind it. The dragon lord showedhas treasures. Artfully carved stone
panels, inlaid with precious stones of all colousned into mosaic, depicting the kings of old.
An adjacent room, stone statues depicting dwadssa#d in ceremonial dress made from gold
and silver. A room full of the most beautiful jewsglou can imagine. Eventually he remained
for a closed door and beckoned Jinasin. "This reofor the princess and her alone to decide
what to do." He showed her an incantation anddeté&peat it. Gave her some clues, turned
her fingers as they should move, and left hent@agrain. The door slid open. A room stacked
to the roof with books, miraculously still intadtex all these centuries. Jinasin understood
only too well what the dragon lord referred to atased the room quickly. It was not the
time for history. She was young and had enough toxgo through the books.

"Now you know why I've been in the dwarven world.t@e two who know the
ancient city is passable, one is a dragon lordtb@dther is a hopeful, fast becoming a
dragon lord. He, pointing towards the great dragoows who | am talking of. If | go after
them all these treasures will be lost. | am suey thave left behind clues, ultimately leading
to the unraveling of a plot, without these treasurampled on by brutes."

The dragon lord walked back into the Great Hallot¥should start by finding out
who lured the drakelings to the volcano. UsualBytgo back to their world as they have
been discarded by their lord. Someone picked theminad used them for private purposes.
"He handed her a piece of paper and bowed, opepedal and went home.

Jinasin was the first to pul herself loose fromblegilderment. Concerned about the
treasures of her ancestors, she walked into the hadlway, placed her hands on all of the
doors and said the incantation. Slowly the doadss$iut. Getting the hallway back in hiding.

She was still staring at her hands when she hiatrararound her. "You are now the keeper



of the old city and one of the most powerful dwarffshe modern world. The library is full of
books on ancient magic. Magic you can use to dgstmlds, or heal worlds. Jinasin looked
at her and made an oath on her father and motmeryas ever to find a way to make the
knowledge usable again for her world.

The great dragon joined them and asked for hentaite He had been in the outer
world of drakelings. Life usually took place in tag. The ground on that world was a place
where even dragons prefer not to be found. If thagted to know something they had to
prepare and find suitable dragons so Jinasin asal ¢could also come to the outside world.
He apologized to Ogrimar and Zagramar, but thisasould only use one representative
from each race. They understood, and wanted tthesttme to search the volcano in the

archipelago.



The great dragon called his peers and togetherfieyher, Lisa and Jinasin to the
great dragons master. She asked audience andreotew later, the dragon lord flew down to
listen what had happened. Jinasin now being thed@graof the ancient city was her secret,
not to be revealed by her. The dragon lord noddeeihvthe names of the two dragons for
their next journey where described, asked for tvessengers and sent them away to inform
the dragon lords of the coming of the great dragéith a slight bow he took his leave.

They were taken to the peak of the great dragoeyevhe left them, to return a few
days later with the two dragons, slightly smallert he. Jinasin and Lisa were presented.
They nodded slightly as she had taught them. Themas introduced, both dragons bowed
low for her. The Dragons had agreed as long as tideir was better than them in at least one
thing.

Lisa chose a goal, far away from the peak and ahatrrow straight into it. Took a
second and third arrow and placed them just abogdalow the first. Then looked at the

dragon with the most brawn she could muster antedaHe looked once at the goal, then



blew a fireball, and enflamed arrows and targeustaimeously. Then turned to Lisa, bowed
and called her an asset to the trip.

Jinasin had not been idle, wove some strands amdttinew them over the other
dragon who then ripped them to pieces. She wasfatimiration for the princess. Each time
he broke a strand from the princess, he drew indaeeb ever tighter around him. The
dragon began to be impatient and asked if Jinaginaimything better than these simple
games. Jinasin tightened the web so the dragoit &tiund him and tried to free himself.
She went on and slowly the dragon lost controlisfiody, just so far until he could only bow
for her. She tore the fabric into pieces and tlagdn bowed again deeply. "Would never
underestimate her." he added. The great dragomjuspered: ‘The dragon lord was right by
choosing her.”

The next day they flew to the gateway to the oetswdrld of the drakelings. She said
the incantation the dragon lord had given her agéther with the three dragons she opened a
large enough portal, for the dragons to fly thraufine portal was located in the air, next to a
tall spire. Lisa gave a signal to her dragon she mady and he jumped up and took a dive
through the portal in front of them. Jinasin hatssaring at Lisa flying through the portal.
Her dragon looked back at her, which startled slee, braced herself and gave the signal she
was ready. Just behind them the great dragon piLimge the portal, made a sharp turn and
continued to circle around it, for her to close plogtal.

Flying next to each other the three dragons hesm#tkir first designation. The world
among them was a big forest with an occasionabkfagant who towered far above the forest.
These often included a few drakelings, diving fribva tree into the jungle and then surfacing
with wood, leaves, a struggling animal and othergs they could not identify, flying back
into the forest giant.

The horizon began to fill with a mountain rangee Tneat dragon gave a signal they had to



be careful. The mountains were the domain of laiggs of prey. For the dragons no
problem, but they would certainly try to extort tietheir riders.

In the distance about twenty birds dived into teemtowards them. All three had
their feet down between two scales of their dragortp have two hands free. She gave a call
she was ready and the great dragon changed cowdskew directly to the group of birds.
Spitting a small fireball on them when they weresel enough. Accustomed to dragons the
birds flew around the fireball, obscuring her dgigfom sight. Twenty fire bullets were fired
through the fireball. Eighteen found their targéie first two were able to dodge the bullets,
skimming over the mouth of the great dragon onliggdorn to pieces by her sword. The
great dragon muttered approvingly, then turnedjaimed the other two dragons. More were
coming.

They came from all sides now. Some went from aftr their dive and spread their
wings somewhere underneath them. The dragons darmayh the air. Scorching birds if
they could, dodging them when they could not. Onth® birds dived over a fireball of
Jinasins dragon and dove with outstretched clawsasin. She sat on her knees, her feet still
between two reversed scales. The dragon duckedhébird had reached Jinasin. Beautifully
timed she swung her ax around and sliced the bitdo pieces. Jinasins dragon now aware
that his rider was far more capable than he haeingner credit for, began to take more risks.
Burning more birds with the downside sometimeswgptowould survive. She did not flinch.

The birds soon got to the conclusion two mages werenuch and avoided her and
the great dragon. Occasionally, they shot a fedshiirom the air, but usually they did not
dare, afraid to hit the other two dragons. Lisa had adopted the same position as Jinasin,
her bow useless in close combat fighting, shehgaiethappily cutting birds to pieces with her
little sword. The great dragon made a huge tuthéother two, gave both ampel time to

caution their rider and Lisa and Jinasin put tikeitapons away and quickly grabbed hold.



Immediately the dragons fell out of the sky, theagrdragon took their place. Both she and
the great dragon made short work of all the biogslate to react. With dozens they fell from
the sky. The few alive fled. Waiting for easieryre

It took a while before Lisa gave her dragon thetisggnal. The three dragons and
their riders now knew each other tactics and wetat attack mode, rather than being hunted.
Even before the birds came close Lisa's arrowgddhnrough the air here and there
extracting a few from the air. She was next, whenkirds came into range, she wove a fire
screen and sent it over the birds. When the dragoulsl join in, the ball of birds splashed out
and each bird went back to its own rock.

Leaving the mountain range behind them, they flm@over the jungle, heading for
one of the giant trees. The great dragon begahngrdownwards towards it, followed by the
other two, and they landed under the canopy ofrdeonto one of the main branches, more
than twice as wide as the great dragon. He walkeah@aking room for the next. Turned when
all three had landed and warned the three ridesterumo circumstances to get off their
dragon.

From branch to branch, he climbed to the top otitbe, always taking her into
account on their way to the actual ruler of theaegThe great dragon explained the arrival
of them six and started rattling off questions alioting drakelings especially sidelined.

The manager said he had thousands of drakelings wodtract. Every day a number were
hired by dragons, and others came back after be@ragvay. It was impossible to keep track
of who was stationed where. He had employees &irj¢in. Eventually after a long lament,
he started talking about a new dragon hiring hdgphad met him once when he was still
working for a dragon lord and he had never expeeitedbecoming a intermediate for
drakelings. Out of contempt he had redirected loim torner in his empire, not willing to

waste good employees on him. The great dragon stwdel he needed to get the rest of the



story from the source itself, and climbed through tree, came on a thick branch and walked
it down. Warned her to tie herself down and jumpedere the branch was broken off, into
the depths. In dive as long as they were withinctioevn of the tree, but beat his wing just
beneath it. Behind she heard the cries of LisaJamakin. Their dragons had never done this
before and were clearly a little less smooth. Quityen the great dragon was circling to climb,
she turned. Both lay flat on the back of their dragnd only relaxed when they were safely
winning height. The dragon took them back to theintains and on the very brink of them
found a great platform. He remained circling abi\ad signaled the rest to do the same.
After a while a drakeling came circling next to tireat dragon. In his own language, they
talked with each other and quickly exchanged sorf@mation, then the drakeling ducked
back out to work, and they climbed a little to laawda grassy slope. He had asked the
foreman about the intermediate who had been hereva$ quite negative about him. The
dragon had asked for some drakelings with magie.liul picked up the contemptuous tone
of the foreman, all drakelings had magic. Evenyydhe dragon picked, it seemed at random,
some drakelings. An intermediate should know thefbam the good workers. Not him. He
had tried to save the dragons face by asking whathstill wanted to see some other,
indignantly the dragon had cried, an intermediiie thim could very well determine what he
needed and what not. He had chosen the best heekadThe dragon went away saying he
already had been somewhere else, and he did eahkkireatment he received and the next
time he would definitely not return here. The gréagon could figure out who the dragon
was out of the description the drakeling foremavegdhe word of a drakeling, however,
against a dragon was not enough.

The grapevine in the drakeling world, however, wa®fficient as in any other world.
They were given a number of places the dragon kad before and after and took flight for

visiting other regions in hope to find out more.



Again the great dragon landed in one of the giahthe forest to question the local
administrator about strange buyers or complaimis frejected drakelings coming back from
service. The administrator let the great dragdneakn though it was clear he wanted to
interrupt him as soon as possible. Then told aairdad just left him. The dragon had
quarreled about trivial things, felt he had recdilitle respect from his supervisors. He was
sympathetic with them, because the dragon realywmeasonable and incompetent, but now
he feared for his reputation in the dragon world.

He had sent the dragon with his second in commaddrestructed him to find the best
reject drakelings there currently were on offertheesdragon thought he did not need to pay
more. Then pointed out where to find them. The tydeagon thanked the administrator and
promised that if he could discover any irregulastivhen he met the dragon, he certainly
would report it to the guild.

They flew the indicated route and circled downhe forest giant. Saw the dragon and
soon heard his curses. The dragon, thought itgtrae was offered bottom seekers. The
supervisor did not really give his best employdesdirtiest jobs? The overseer tactfully
avoided the question and praised the offered dragsehs the best there were available at this
moment. The dragon growled loudly, but kept hisl @sathree other dragons landed in the
tree. Asked with sarcastic voice if the supervisas selling his wares to multiple buyers and
warned the three new dragons on the methods bsexjin this part of the realm.

The great dragon confirmed that he had heard tihem the air, nodded to the
overseer and apologized for disturbing negotiatioils a customer. They were investigating
irregularities in the hiring of drakelings and iarpcular rejected individuals. The dragon was
dead quiet cause he had discovered Alexandra,aook and dived out off the tree, leaving
just hired drakelings behind. The great dragontgrethe overseer and advised him to secure

the money and give the hired drakelings back thidinvork, then they followed the fugitive.



She gave some extra lift and soon they flew higinen the fleeing dragon. With a
dragon somewhat above and two below him, he knewimgpelse than to take a dive into the
jungle. The three dragons grunted at each otheshedtrapped on somewhat more. The
great dragon adjusted his course and cautiousgddifter the fugitive dragon, occasionally
with a deep hum keeping the other two dragons atim/eanopy on track.

She had once read what they were heading in. Lemayel-like creatures, some much larger
than the dragon lords, had their home here. Shiédagn the back of the great dragon and
scanned the surroundings on living organisms. atdatthem to the dragon, who needed all
his attention to avoid all trees and branches.

The flight of the fugitive dragon was erratic, hedmo time to find out what lay before
him and had to swerve regularly as one of the gigptiles crossed its path. Every time they
could come a little closer, until their goal wascét between them and the fauna of this world.
The reptiles made a lunge at the fugitive dragondwdd only narrowly avoid. The great
dragon slowly dived under him and pushed him thinailng canopy, where Jinasin was ready
throwing an array of nets over the dragon. Pulleel of the threads tighter and threatened to
tie his wings as he tried to flee. Tugged againmwiie threat was repeated by her dragon in
dragon language and reeled out again when theviegitagon gave up and slavishly flew
along to the nearest rock outcropping that jutteava the canopy.

The great dragon fired question after question,shonly the accused got back some
of its swagger. Too late, however, because he énashted the majority of the operation in the
drakeling world. The great dragon stopped the guEsg and asked Jinasin to resolve her
nets.

All four dragons rose and they accompanied theopesto a portal, and forbid him to

show himself in this land until the Dragon King hated on the issue.



The portal closed and they headed back up intonttntains, climbing ever higher,
circling until they came to a big hole, flankedfour peaks. The great fragon kept circling
above the hole and consulted her. He was stilkithgnof the volcano and did not like to fly
in directly through the entrance. She wove a lotguting incantations around her and the
great dragon. Meanwhile asking the other fourrnd f quiet place and wait for them.

She tied up her feet well and indicated she wagdyreEhe great dragon pulled its
wings and dived down still circling. Slowly the sgewalls of rock changed to the whimsical
surface of a cave wall, passed a few holes in #ile taut the great dragon kept on falling.
Saw a screen coming, but needed her hands to hoFraying that the protection would keep
they burst through the net. Many incantaties nowevpeilling on her, she tried to remember
those that stuck. Internally fighting the incardas, she waited for the end of the flight.

The ground was getting closer, the walls widened,more feeling than seeing she
looked for a way out. The great dragon hit his sirfgpated into the large cave, and blew a
fireball into the room. The walls sparkled in tight and while it burned she could easily
look around, all the while frantically trying totged of all the incantations. On the ledges
along the walls were dozens of drakelings in adgean

In the middle of the cave, she felt the crystatsdn a incantation still illuding her
skill. Recognized it at last, and countered it. [Daventually tear it away.

Four dragons flew from four of the smaller tunrialgheir direction. She wiggled her
feet free, set off and let herself float to thewgrd. A fireball thrown on the floor, gave her a
safe place to land. One of the dragons attackedshercountered his fire with ice, cut her
parachute loose and fell. Ducked on the groundfalimved the dragon. He was a lot smaller
than the great dragon who kept circling in the riaddf the cave.

The great dragon made an occasional sortie to bieio attackers. The difference in

size meant that soon he drove them, instead of #itaoking him. They shot in narrow



corridors where the great dragon could not follbemn, to surface again at the other end of
the cave.

She had seen some drakelings shifting and feasgdwbre slowly awakened. She
remembered the stories of Jinasin, over how hygneas layered. Ran to a wall and jumped
onto the lower ledge. Sat on it, overcame her aweand felt at one of the drakelings. Ever
moving behind the drakeling because he was inarglsactive. Strand for strand she
searched until she found the right one. Tore thehthe drakeling, and then blew the rest of
the strands to pieces.

One of the dragons came out of a tunnel next t@hdrhit her with the left wing. She
tumbled through the cave, stretched and let mdgie her high into the air. Fire and ice tied
the dragon and made him crash. She let hersekifdlllanded on top of the dragon, her sword
white with fire above her. He rolled over and blawloud of fire to her, which burst on her
screen, used the draft and jumped a few metershetair. Landed a short distance from the
dragon, pushed off, drilled straight through thgtrigeball and hit the dragon full on his
armor. A deep hum proved she had struck home.

She jumped back on one of the ridges, now knowihgtwhread to pull off, and one
after the other, the drakelings were freed fronirthypnosis. The dragon on the ground had
cured itself and tested his wings. With one halfhaf drakelings awakening and the other half
freed from their hypnoses there was now a fulllbafbing on. She, however, had taught the
drakelings how the hypnosis was put together anekrand more of them were freed from
their chains.

With time to worry about the four dragons. She #ange were still playing a cat and
mouse game with the great dragon, who was wisegénoat to enter the smaller corridors,
chasing them. A few ridges higher, she set off lzrthe right time, and landed gracefully on

the great dragons back. He had seen many nete mathower passages of the cave and asked



if there was anything she could do about them.shloek her head. She had enough trouble
with the incantations of the large net at the erdea

The drakelings now had a big enough number for tteedare an attack on the four
dragons. Satisfied she and the great dragon steated difficult course up to the four peaks,
evading nets and traps. He told the other dragdra was going on, who briefed Lisa and
Jinasin.

Both laced themselves, sitting on their knees.&hied a piece of rope from her bag
and followed their example. Following each oth@sely the three dragons dived into the
hole ever circling downwards. Jinasin saw the fiettwell in advance, Tore it at first, then
destroyed it completely. Trap after trap was sdrdgsed, until they finally made it to the
cave. Just in time to see one of the dragons lmiaged into one of the smaller corridors by a
group of drakelings. The great dragon grunted he three dragons adjusted their course
and plunged among the drakelings. She blew somefdhe way. Jinasin and her dragon
dived into the hole between them, and agile slatbtheough the drakeling, every time
passing a net, Jinasin struck out. With such sphectould only tear it. But it was enough for
her and the drakelings to be able to see themgiidwp spread out and all traps were burned
from the walls.

Following Jinasin her dragon they crossed the laltyin a more leisurely pace. Lisa
lay backwards on her dragon and kept an eye oretlre Only after an endless flight through
the corridors and caverns of the complex was Jireaisfied. This was also the moment the
four dragons realized the caves were lost to thleay. appeared near the rising tunnel, to
climb up and flee. The great dragon shot after theii some rising wind she made sure that
they could rise faster and gradually they wereimgeh the four dragons. Knowing what was
to happen she launched herself from the back ofitbat dragon onto a narrow ledge, sat

down to have both hands free and followed the uptgtattle. One by one the great dragon



could grab the four dragons and throw them intodisep. Every time she made sure he could
quickly gain altitude and kept the wind away frdme falling dragon. The Dragons fell to the
bottom where the dragons of Lisa and Jinasin kephtin check long enough for Jinasin to
throw some hypnosis nets over them. The fight agdire nets broke the dragons will slowly,
but gradually Jinasin gained total control ovemnthe

As the drakelings dispersed a few lingered. Folimithem so the great dragon circled
back, and got a request to help them free otherrokembers, had seen the power of the
mages, terrifying powers, thought them more thamagch.

Both the great dragon and she looked at Jinasio,charly had no problem leading
the four dragons. She send pictures of them crgshto another cave filled with drakelings,
then fleeing dragons. The great dragon mumbledoappgly. Thought it the most likely

scenario, and gave the four dragons a possibditgdeem themselves.

The cave turned out to be a whole mountain, asdheshed in. She just calculated the
proximity of the site, thinking it no coincidendebieing in close to the silk trade mountain,
and drake mountain in the dragon world. The ceh@ilwas teeming with drakelings.
Immediately turning into chaos when they steppeduh the portal. The great dragon
looked around, barked some orders and soon a dnaglbn came to him questioning if he
could help. She felt something move in the shad@hecked the area thoroughly and felt
more, warned the great dragon and nodded at thdrsign Lisa. The small dragon continued
to stretch the conversation, was unable to explain.

She jumped off the great dragon and asked fortaitgeriore a mage from the shadows
and asked for an explanation. The hall explodeaeds of wizards pounced on the dragons,
steering the drakelings. The dragons swept awag sirthem, weathered the storm and

jumped to higher plateaus.



On command of the great dragon they assembledyatehsatically stripped all
platforms on the upper four layers of drakelingd arages. Jinasin had captured a little
dragon and used him as shield and weapon. Sheddokerder in chaos, bounced from
plateau to plateau. Found the mages and circlathdrthem, drove them through the room,
got help from some dragons, each time attackingobtiege mages, until they finally tore the
group in half. With wind gusts sent through the Basa group, she broke their resistance and
they were trampled by the dragons.

The drakelings formed a ball in the air to defdmehtselves, which grew as more
drakelings could escape the dragons. The greabdraigd the dragon lord dived into the ball,
spun like a whirlwind around, and let the ball eq#, waited and watched as the drakelings
rallied again, repeating their action, but now thtee leaders of the group and killed them.
The group fell apart. With the dragons in the raaove, successively cleaning lower levels
the floor got ever more crowded. The drakelingseNeoking for a way out, but the Magi
kept the exits closed and tried again to gain cbiver the group. Their effort was hampered
by Lisa, who had found an empty platform and fis¢@nything moving, or failing that
shooting with air arrows drakelings from their fligso they crashed on the already
overcrowded floor.

More and more drakelings folded their wings arotivamselves, as sign of surrender.
The little dragon was sent by Jinasin through #@lédnd tore the fabric wound around the
drakelings to shreds. Lifted off and attacked treug of mages who accidentally strayed too
close to Jinasin. Rose to the platform where Jmnasided, who checked the bonds and then
dived back to the ground in between the drakelings.

The doors opened and the mages fled, saw the dsdgmhcome to the lowest level.

Now lacking the protection of the drakelings, thegre downright panicking.



Jinasin inspected the drakelings, let the dragorisisem by place of birth and then
left them alone, cut the strands from the smal§dnawhen he was near the great dragon and
sat quietly on one of the lower plateaus.

Lisa joined her, had found a strange headbandgdioibbom one of the magi. With the
great dragon she negotiated how best to evacuaiatre under the mountain. He asked for
patient, consulted with the ather dragons, andyewver got ready, in battle formation they
emptied out of the mountain, localized the entrasfabe cave, approaching it from all sides.
Cowered back for the already present predatorkeptcircling at a safe altitude. In one of
the dives she had seen some drakelings and askeget dragon to fly towards them. Freed
from the yoke of the mages in the world of men thag pulled a few tricks to lure predators
here so they would smell the food in the cave arded out an attack. Had not much
sympathy with the drakelings who were still in tteve. Hoped the mages didn't had enough
time to get to safety through the portals, but fiitve tone she understood that hope would be

vain. The cave at least was for quite some timenger usable.

On and around the peak of the master of the gragbd it was pandemonium when
they arrived with the four dragons. They landedtanlarge platform, where the dragon lord
was already waiting for them, and before she whg dismounted she had already started the
story. Knowing more ears were listening she talked and clear, told about the drakelings
and the contempt in the drakeling world for a tngdilragon, their experiences in the cave,
where four dragons attacked her and the great dragal of the hypnosis of the drakelings
which rendered them helpless.

The dragon lord growled about respect and goodeverand invited her to come up

to transfer power over the four dragons. She apkétely whether Jinasin could be bestowed



with the same honor. Surprised the dragon lordedakver to Jinasin and the dragon she rode
on, but finally invited her too.

After an appropriate wait, she followed the dragpd, carried by the great dragon,
who subsequently picked up Jinasin. Dead Silenlzbvileen Jinasin, one by one, called the
four dragons and let go of the hypnosis. Then bawwdbe dragon lord who would take over
and retreated behind Alexandra. A low growl of dnagon lord made his counterpart act. He
thanked her and Jinasin for bringing the four dresgand asked about the allegations which
were raised against them.

She took a few steps forward, nodded to the drémgyoin then to his counterpart again
briefly and told the adventures in the world ofldiings. She closed with the allegations:
discrediting the dragon race, sedition of numeragelings and a non ceremonial attack on
a higher dragon, the last count twice. Both dragotls nodded and the host indicated that
she and Jinasin could go.

After Jinasin was taken away she climbed on thatgieagon and asked if they could
fly around. Practice. The great dragon growled, thedsame idea and floated away from the
peak, dropped down towards one of the mines téedincthe hot wind, rising to greater
heights, felt she had tightly strapped herself dmito and began a dive, followed by
numerous stunts and sharp bends, each ended shsingth she said she could hold on no
longer.

She finally found a place where she could hold d@h wer feet and lower legs. Bound
with some air, she had her hands free. Lying imsbands on her knees if necessary. The
great dragon entered the climb for the last tingk stre urged him to go full out. Without
warning, the dragon folded his wings and with hi§ steered into the depths. Flat on his
back she waited. His wings folded in half the fads now an attack flight. He avoided some

small peaks, rolled through a hole in the rocks labhtlimself fall again. Hit his wings, soared



into the air at full speed and made a perfectlbalp, turned right and made speed, dived
sideways, rolled three times around its axis, dsfanse. Hit his wings and went straight up a
few meters. Dived back down. Startled, droppedlduiout of the sky, after her and caught
her again. Quickly she tied herself again, a fearglturves confirmed she was in the right
position. Satisfied they circled back to the platiovhere Jinasin and Lisa had been watching
breathlessly. She jumped from the great dragoreamalraced Jinasin, wished her welcome to
the select group of non dragons. To be approadhaslia own risk. Where possible avoid.
She told Lisa the part where Jinasin stripped dle dragons of their hypnosis and did not

forget to tell anyone including a dragon lord hae watching with amazement.



IV

More and more cases were linked to each other,h&her not justifiable. A power
was trying to break down existing structures, wofaof a still obscure goal. They sat in the
dwarf capital to report to Jinasins parents.

The earth elf kingdom was standing out, as alloiiteigues were still in the process
of gaining influence. The sects questioned wereggly small. A single sect had managed to
gain influence by breaking into closed guilds, &tilt they were rejected because of their
methods or foolish ideas.

She actually wanted to spend a few weeks in theip)dThe adventure seemed to be
heading for a confrontation with a dragon lord, viiaal lost all grip on reality. Possibly the
collected works could contain something offeringpha the inevitable fight. She had talked
about it with Jinasin and found her match in mifidasin was slowly working on her parents
so she could go look for her friend, who stil hadnirfaced. She had send requests to all
existing dwarf empire's, with her description, e thope she had appeared somewhere,

without regaining her memories. So far in vain.



Eventually she got her permission, but of coursegthivas a catch. Because of her role
in apprehending the sects. However small her shaoarding to her parents, had been. She
now was one of few capable of leading studies herasects in the world of the dwarfs.
Especially accompanied by Alexandra. And as leadkeas official research team they were
allowed to explore the old city again in the hopdéind anything they would have missed,
then they were needed high into the mountainsdio thie kingdoms of heaven, where reports
kept coming in from shepherds and lonely travel@sut wandering dragons along the high

snow-capped peaks of their mountains.

One of the principal archaeologists stood waitmgtfiem when they arrived near the
old city. He had spent years digging in the comsdaf the city revealing the architecture, to
compare them with teachings in schools being ihitas Although the question to come
alone, without large excavators was quite unusarahh excavation, he would not let an
opportunity slide by, seeing lower pieces of theiamt city.

The reports revealing informationabout their travialthe old city only said a few
passages in the old city were opened and he hopgharo find passage to the throne room.
Believed they had found some of the secret passddhs old king.

He went on about the possibilities and how it washsa shame he could not bring
more but his simple digging tools. Because of thieaw corridors, he suspected. Jinasin let
him rammer on about his fantasies. But eventualked him total secrecy about what he was
going to see. He looked at her vaguely. But a pgadraveling in the company of the greatest
mage of the elves, had to know what she was talidooyt. Eventually his curiosity got the
better of him and he agreed, if only she would dive some of the discoveries, however

small, for him to publish. Jinasin smiled and natide



Ogrimar and Zagramar had collected a vehicle arctcbkcked it on magic and
technology. After performing some detours theyaudtiat the cave where they had previously
sheltered. The archaeologist nodded, had beerbkeéres, expecting an exit. Had been
searching for days, however was never able todaitet door exactly.

Zagramar stopped in the entrance of the cave, anel gay to the great dragon,
transformed back into his dragon form. He sangstivgy opening the doors, then led them to
the hall and found on one of the platforms a ptacseep.

Jinasin opened the door to the treasury, tookgelgolden bowl and handed it to the
archaeologist. "This is everything that you cartevabout. Of the rest,” thus she opened the
various safes, "we like to know what it is, whawds, and whether it still has value other than
to show in museums."

It took minutes before the archaeologist did mave bowed low before the princess,
and declared to be her humble servant. Pickedeupdivl and carried it carefully to the
vehicle. Then took place in the room with jewelngdastarted his work.

Jinasin was searching for suitable study subj&itsthink for now she had to stay
close to her expertise, hypnosis or in more gererals, control of another person. Days
went by, and Jinasin found ever better incantatioats which allowed you to, for a short
time, control a person's limbs. Hundreds of incéona to carry out full or partial hypnosis.
Many variants of incantations they already knew,auiants that could reach their goal
faster or just being much stronger.

She had picked up a volume about fire spirits, tailed for fire dragons and hell
hounds. Despite their name they necessitated ainatian of various magic. The fire dragon
was interwoven with fire, air and miraculously iée her world only incantations were used
made from single elements. This type of tissuegwely pictures in museums. Starting of

with a lump of fire, she soon got air and fire wedvogether, to get the shapeless form to



float. The ice, however, was necessary to givalthgon structure. Got wind and ice in the
correct proportions interwoven and then had thetswi to tackle the whole. Fabricated a
creature resembling a bird and started a testtfilgthe great hall.

Each progressed slowly but steadily with their agsle until Ogrimar and Zagramar
had found a passage to one of the other big hatlssi city. Jinasin closed the doors to the
main hall with the aincient magic, while a few athevere destroyed in order to keep open the
corridor. It was enough for the archaeologist fworéas a result.

They watched the vehicle fade, when the archedlogie back to civilization. He had
set them off on a predetermined pickup point feirttransfer to the high mountains of the
empire of heaven, and waited in the capital urishland the other two dragons had found
their way to this incredible city of air too.

Lisa told of her trip through the high mountainshef world, although the peaks and
mountain ranges were eroded differently, the higlumtains in both worlds had stand the test
of time. She had talked with the locals in searclegends and strange phenomena, normally
being classified as fiction. Of course they cameklzn the stories of hairy creatures living in
the mountains. So timid only some people couldhtla have seen them. Altogether, you
could split it into stories of encounters with kggnwvho were not or no longer found on earth.
She had travelled with professional mountain clirebeiewing the most inhospitable parts of
the mountain range, but did not found any activitige had therefore a negative answer to the
question she had given Lisa. If there was sometabmyit spreading its tentacles through
multiple world's, in the human world it was veryeail.

They were flying in low and installed themselvesha snow, on a point with
excellent views on the only mountaintop not covesgti snow. They could even look into

the crater of the volcano. Divided the watch, and themselves in.



The reports indicated there were many activitied stve hoped to catch one of the
dragons just before he went into the volcano drafter he had come out. The hours ticked
away slowly. After dusk she tied her dress arousrddys and began to weave a large screen,
pulled the wires and jumped a few meters to temnhtlgave warning, and leaped into the
abyss. The screen pulled tight and she felt a tulgev shoulders, corrected the screen angle
to the wind and floated towards the volcano. Sasvfeh too fast, and made an occasional
breeze to keep her goal in sight, carefully maldage no pattern could be identified.

a few hundred feet above a small plateau she adjuilsé screen and began circling
while the threads were slowly dissolving. She madagithout too much magic to get rid of
the screen and bounced hard on the plateau, miedand laid dead still, while she scanned
the area. There certainly were dragons in the nadonbut nothing happened.

Satisfied no one had heard anything she climbedrdwhe rim of the crater and
discovered it only partially open. The lava had maldarp downward pointing spikes.
Nothing was broken, nor were there any scratchesaaks in the rocks to see.

After many looks in the crater, she began a lordydifficult descent. Circling around
the mountain ever descending she hoped to finflitteen entrance. One of the cliffs about
halfway up the mountain she looked down, preseateablem. Back and around it did not
work. She hesitated before the jump. The smaliéstf Imagic helped her landing. Again she
was dead still. Within the mountain the dragonsenstartled. Four, she was confident about
that.

One of the dragons broke away from the group, tpdwoss the volcano. She stood
up and climbed further away from the cliff, found@od spot, lay down and began to
regulate her breathing.

She recorded the place where the dragon begay tolfowed him, but remained

dead still. Kept her eyes closed, with her breagtimow very shallow. The dragon remained



circling above the cliff for a long time, then twiaround the volcano, before crawling back
in. She waited until he reached the other threlréalaring to stand up and climb down. The
entrance was hiding behind a large group of rockshead a small overhang, thus also from
above the entrance was hidden. Standing at thareety she could not find any incantations,
pondered about her options and decided she hadkeseegh for now and descended to a cliff
the great dragon had indicated her the day bepailed out a large cloth from her bag and
tied it firmly to her elbows and knees. Stretched drms and pulled the fabric tight. Tied a
rope around her waist, making sure the cloth waslyisecured, looked into the depths and
then plunged off the cliff, stretched her arms bag$ and adjusted to the slope below her.
Many seconds passed, her thoughts concentratgfulihe canvas and her position in the
sky, until from the corner of her eye she saw albflash dive after her. She heard a soft deep
hum, counted two beats off, lifted her head andeputer knees. At the same time the dragon
spread his wings, rose a bit. Slowly they got tbgetshe grabbed hold of the great dragon
who dived further into the deep, followed the slogred only deep in the valley circled up to
join the others.

She showed them where the entrance of the volcaspand told them about what to
expect. She wondered what an eruption of magic avstil inside the mountain. She looked
at the great dragon. The dragons do not feel thneat None of the locals could come here
and in the Dragon's world no one ought to know éxisted. She suggested to capture the
exploratory dragon. She was stronger than the drageen the great dragon was probably
stronger, but there were no tournament rules omtdpe mountains. Lisa, the three dragons
and Jinasin agreed to the plan and long scenagos eveated, then possible solutions were

sought. Eventually they pulled warm blankets arotinaiin and fell asleep.



The next morning they circled several times arailredvolcano to take in the land.
Where they could descent, how fast they couldarsewhere, and especially where not they
could use evasive actions. Jinasin and Lisa rerddiigh in the air while the great dragon
used a normal landing route to the entrance o¥theano, announcing themselves high into
the air and again near the lair, giving clear reotiacdragon was visiting. One of the dragons
came rushing through the corridor, he did not deelk who had arrived and attacked straight
from emptying out of the mountain. Blew a fireballtheir direction, easily beaten into sparks
by the great dragon, jumped up and won height avibihg arch. The great dragon kept circling
above the entrance and waited for things to corhe.altacker was much smaller than him
and would normally not forget to bow before him.

The attacker took advantage of the volcano, prangeadto a diving attack, stretched
his wings and blew a fireball from underneath theiithh something more if she heard it right.
The ball hit into pieces on the protective nethef great dragon which was immediately torn
by the hail mixed in the fire. The great dragom ifeto the hole, sinking lower than the
attacker and made some sharp turns to dodge thdimdalls, came close enough to the
attacker to use his tail smashing his attacker fitsroourse and dived after him, blowing
firestorm after firestorm over him.

She warned the great dragon for the next attackeraame from the corridor and the
one following behind. The great dragon dived insdv@ action, then let her help, to quickly
rise above the four dragons, tugged in his winggtback into the attack, blew over two a
firestorm, while she used air to make the firebaflthe attacking dragons explode. Gaining
altitude and repeating the attack until they haseovithin range of the two dragons above
them.

Lisa's dragon plunged through the group, shootagéds everywhere, made a loop

and enabled Lisa to shoot some arrows. The fogothsdived down, but could therefore not



react at the ice storms she scattered aroundo@dlfell from the sky and it took a few
seconds to rid themselves from the ice. The gneajah waited until they were back at his
altitude, made an occasional bend so she could shall fireballs at the eyes and mouth of
their attackers, just to keep them occupied.

The four dragons all blew a fire storm in the aihjich was easily evaded. The fire
sank, warming the air for one of the attackershtmos high above them, where he turned and
immediately went into an attacking dive. Between fiwes Lisa's dragon had no other option
than take an evading dive. Lost a lot of height @incled away from the volcano to gain
altitude again.

She kept their attackers on their toes while tleapdragon was winning height to get
back into range of the dragon above him. Againctitapulting trick was performed. This
time the great dragon reacted. She jumped up aiabgd with two air leads, one of the
dragons, drew him into a spin and let go again, tsewgreat dragon push off from another
attacker smashing a firestorm with his tail, seselthe dragons had to take a beating too.

She used the falling dragon as a step up and vadly mpécked up by the great dragon,
who, now being sure they were much higher thardthgons below them, again remained
circling, gaining altitude. After a while followdaly Lisa with her dragon. Above them Jinasin
was testing her new found tricks. She had brokesess for her with many small fireballs,
making the four attackers extra sensitive to tlsamiations and the large net thrown over the
attacker who had tried to reach them, was easdwditight. Some strands slipped when she
could not get his wings under control fast enodmy,could with a rapid turn of her dragon
pick up the threads.

The small dragon fought violently against the coltout was still turned left and
right, went into a dive following orders until hewd finally throw off the strains, then got

another push from Lisa's dragon and rejoined therdhree.



The cat and mouse game began again, with all ftackers staying far away from
Jinasin and the great dragon. While still creatin@ll screens Jinasin her dragon saw an
opening and dived through the group, She madebdirexplode among them, splitting the
group. The great dragon got one of them within megcabbed him and threw him into the
abyss. She jumped over a second, leaving a fevogipls and just missed a third. Sucked
the air out under his wings then got a boost froga'ls dragon, lashed out with an ice storm,
wove a screen and let herself float away from thleano. Turned on the thermals and saw
Jinasin steer one of the dragons to her. Her drégtmwed the turns and dives closely, thus
keeping Jinasin within reach of the threads.

With a bit of warm air she floated over the dragehgo and landed on top of him.
Looked at the threads and passed this on to Jihasidragon. Got an image back and pulled
on the wires here and there. Leaped back intoithstegpoping over its tail, when she saw
Jinasins dragon avoid an attack by one of the attegons, just before the great dragon was
whizzing by. Attached a wire on his tail and humg @ be swept on his back at the next
bend. Had just enough time to weave a protecti@n berself, before the great dragon hit a
fireball into sparks. Caught a ball from the dragast behind them, filled it with ice and air
and sent it back.

Both avoided the net, to be blown away when Lideggjon drew in his wings shot
past the ball and made it explode lashing it withtail. Surfed on the pressure wave and
when it faded made a sharp turn, using his spewting up well above the two dizzy
attackers.

Jinasin now had two dragons into reins, let thenthéssame moves, practiced with
flying the two dragons in formation and succeedegdaining altitude, until they hung far
above the battle. Tugged the rest of the threads tightly, reducing the last bit of their own

will until it was just a little flame.



She catched Lisa in open sky and pulled her omaek, so they both hung suspended
on a giant screen slowly circling to the openinghaf volcano. In the meanwhile following
the cat and mouse game now arising. The great dyégger and strangely more agile than
the rest had chosen the greatest attacker anddchasegiving him no other option but
falling out of the sky, to get some space betwasnand the great dragon. Who now with no
one on top of him, turned such sharp bents, evaned room instantly vanished.

Still lower brought the fight them, until the snaldragon had as choices, landing or
giving up. So he stretched his wings and let tleentfals rise him just before the great dragon
and meekly followed the commands given him.

On the other side of the volcano was a totallyedéht battle going on. The two
dragons more evenly matched, used each other tgpgeind. Lisa's dragon turned at speed
on his back and forced his opponent into a divewamting to expose his belly. Folded his
wings halfway and with the resulting speed roséditgpwent into a loop and came thus
behind Lisa's dragon, making him beat his wingswslg down, turned, giving a blow with
his tail, shaking the attacker. This gave Lisaggdn slightly more lift than the attacker for a
frontal attack. Flew just over the attacker anchimit with his tail so hard against the body,
the attacker went into a dive trying to get awagl eecover. Saw two dragons shooting past
him. Felt a web close around him and then couldatbing but follow his companions.

One by one they landed next to her as Jinasin andragon stayed circling. She
junped from dragon to dragon, checked the wiregjrily them on the advice of Jinasin where
necessary. With a gust of wind she swiped thefi@gs under the fourth dragon, when he
thought it necessary to resist the web of Jin&iowled at him, cursing him with the only
curse she knew in his language and helped Jinasiravgust of wind, enabling her to make

all four dragons lift off at the same time, launghgsa to her dragon and then was picked up



by the great dragon. He went in front of the premasto a distant deep valley, he had
calculated, being the closest to the ground intbed of dragons.

She accepted help from the great dragon to makaeon to the dragon world, and
waited several hours until a dragon lord openegtrtal, kicked the four dragons through
the portal and then before leaving again, turnishdethe great elven mage Alexandra he
would raise this issue with the dragon council ®le bowed, answered by a deep bow from
the dragon lord who, after some explanation ofslimalosed the portal.

With the dragons coming along she hoped to findikgover something of substance,
get any clue on the threat hanging over them. Sfieedrand Ogrimar and Zagramar showed
them the paths leading to the opening in the valchiit up camp in front of the entrance
corridor and crept along with the great dragon theemountain. The corridor ended abruptly
onto a large hall. Along the walls many things thai normally would encounter in a dragon
roost. She took on two books: "Art with smoke" dAd with fire" and showed them to the
great dragon, who grumbled it was the reading welodragons. In the ceiling and floor
where two large holes. The sharp rocks she had@etop of the mountain hang in clear
view. The inside of them artfully carved in shapéghe animals roaming around the
mountain. From the hole in the floor the heat @f fdva chambers entered the room. The
great dragon looked over the edge and stoppeddieg the same, because of the heat, even
as high as they were in the mountain right now.

Many items in the room indicated the dragons weaig the guardians of this volcano.
Furthermore, there was nothing interest to findeylwalked back to the rest, told what they
had found and decided to jointly explore the votcarhe corridors leading from the big hall
into the volcano were high enough for dragon lo&tsall three girls climbed on their dragon
to take the steep slopes. Ogrimar and Zagramawell at a distance, knowing the dragons

would pick them up in case of emergency. The ha wmade many centuries ago and the



dragons searched it meticulously, but found notogh reporting. Only items that could
belong to the guards or their predecessors.

From the hall no magic could be noted deeper imovblcano, however, she wove a
camouflaging net around herself and threw one bigar. Jinasin and the three dragons
followed her example, and they cautiously descenledorridor circling into the mountain.
Occasionally they could sit up as they crawledulfoa small room, big enough to contain
two dragons and so devoid of any decorations orstéhey could only be used for dragons
passing each other.

It got warmer and for security she wove guardsreidhe heat of the volcano. A
gleam announced the next hall. The magic was nearlgl notable, but not large enough to
abort exploring the room. Here was the craft ofdharfs on display. Wide columns many
feet thick kept the roof of the hall in place. hetlight of the volcano could be seen the room
was split in many parts, wherein a portion of them was covered with what appeared to be
grass.

The great dragon beat his wings and together tkelpeed the higher parts of the
room, saw a cabinet with many books, however, smded by a lot of magic. Further on, the
room just had the look of a comfortable house, withree corners the thing they had sought
for, the characters to maintain a portal.

Not sure what to do she had a long discussion tivélother members of the group.
she actually wanted to go back, wanted to avoidrdrontation but in the end succumbed to
Jinasin who wanted to know if Ogrimar and Zagraomard tell from what time this Dwarven
artwork could be. They heard them already comirdysanthis time she let her curiosity
prevail. She let the great dragon bring her tditirary to study the magic carefully. Took the
patterns in, formed a disguise and shuffled slawyard the bookcase, felt the patterns

changing and adjusted her disguise accordinglys€2lshe came. Could discern the pictures



and sent them to the great dragon to translate.tey betrayed she was looking at the
studies about the intrigues in the many worlds. gieat dragon translated an intrigue about
the earth elves. It was a book of about half a metge. Carefully she tried the book. felt the
magic adapt, let the book go directly and only petk back up after changing her magic in
the same manner. She could pack it into air ansllglvalk out of the library. With her hands
full, it was increasingly difficult to adjust hersgjuise. It worked eventually.

A wave of magic, however, made sure she couldaka & look in the book. She had
expected it here in the hall, took one look aroand smiled. She would not like a war in her
own home either.

The other two dragons were already in the climla @mped past the great dragon
and launched herself past them. The two dwarfsrigedolls in their clutches. Saw they were
fine and bounced into the now empty corridor, rgpgbing up. Wove ice, air and fire as a
shield above her. made everything whirl when tgetlabove her was brighter and pulled out
the safety just before the entrance. The littlegdraglancing into the depths was ejected by
the explosion. She stepped into the hall and seewalozen small dragons recovering from
the explosion. She gave the images to the thregodsain the hallway and got a warning back
of the great dragon. She reassured him. None weisky hurt, but now shared his concern.
They had to figure out who these kids were. Didfaet like angering some dragon lords
because she hurt their child.

The group mobilized themselves and attacked wHehrak dragons had crawled out
of the corridor. Out of the translations of theajrdragon she made up, this group of young
dragons thought they were still in the dragon'sldvand they had to protect this roost against
intruders. As a group they attacked, not so mucdhjtwe, but rather to get them out of the
mountain. To show them who was in charge. Lisaterddragon slowly drifted back to the

entrance. With Jinasin and her dragon high agé#nesteiling they turned when they began to



feel Jinasins magic. The group blew apart, thrédéek when it appeared their wings did not
want to work. She shot towards them and tied thetim aw. Called and got a lift from the
great dragon and together they swept clean thmgedinasin and her dragon were not
impressed and continued to throw out nets oveydli@g ones. Every time one of the
dragons floated back to the ground to rid of this,rghe jumped on them and tied them down.

Lisa was sitting backwards on her dragon, togetkeping the small dragons from the
entrance corridor and insuring no large groupsatéaim. She got a warning from the great
dragon and renewed the bonds on the captured dsagbay now had a big problem.
Opening a portal to the dragon world and delivealighese young dragons equaled on
suicide, how well thought out their story would B#e waited until Jinasin had resolved the
bonds of the last free dragon, assuming three aldgayons looking down on him would make
him docile. The great dragon rattled off questitlmthe young pup and got his answers. They
had heard that some dragons tried to break intoetsidence of one of the dragon lords, they
were studying at and had conceived the plan togmtethis. Did not believe they were in
another world, till finally one of them took a lagrgook at her and recognized her, bowed
deeply and apologized aloud. The room was suddgleliyt and everyone looked at her,
bowed and waited.

She said a few reassuring words and the great drxgaained in what world they
were and added, in general, dragons and espedralfjjpons as young as them, were not
allowed outside their world. The bonds were albhesd, but the young dragons remained
where they were. One of them came forward withganiarble. It enabled them, according to
the stories, to travel through the shadows in ¢ésédence. He understood now they were just
walking through another world. She picked up thebieaand recognized some strains. Asked
and got some space and tore it slowly to piecekjngaure the magic could flow back to its

owner. Held the marble in front of Jinasin to let deal with the hypnosis strains unraveling



them and eventually burn them in the crater. Tredled the owner of the marble and let him
see some of the strains. He nodded that he saw thérdid not understand. The great dragon
came up beside him and she started at the podathk great dragon hold the strains she
normally could attach to the characters. Halfwag gial the same with the young dragon who
first let slip a thread out of uncertainty. Shel@dlthe thread tight and stabilized the portal,
hung the wire a second time onto the young dragn, now wielded it properly, then the
portal opened and the great dragon stepped thribughe encouraged the young dragon to do
the same. The rest followed. She took leave ofjtkat dragon and began to close the portal
by slowly letting go of the threads, felt the saitmeg happening on the other side of the

portal and thread by thread it faded.



Back in the dragon world, sitting in with the grelahgons master she discussed the
possibilities of drake mountain. All who travel digh the dragon world hear of it, always
implicated with some kind of treachery, treasomulispute. The dragon lord however couldn’t
tell her more than reports would have told heriearThe resident dragon lord however
would be due in court to defend against allegatienst might be time to attend this meeting.

She thanked him, and all got back in the air. Gatchp with the dragon lord of
Drake Mountain after the meeting. He bowed lowédodnd gave a nod to the others, and to
her surprise invited them to visit the drake moimta

When the mountain came into view they landed aedithgon lord asked everyone's
attention. He had the residence and the land alfoastd upon him. Although he was much
weaker, the last lord was at the end of his streagtl had all but begged him to take over the
possession. In the residence he had found manyshmothe previous owners, describing
how the magic of the drake mountain was put togetheto the entering of the mountain
itself. He had seen it as an investment in timeehetation, hoping to unravel small bits of

magic and make it his own.



He knew there were dragons tracking up to the nanbut this always happened
when he was gone to defend himself on some claien drake mountain and its magic.

It had unfortunately only became an investmenimet He walked to a statue of a wood
nymph standing alongside the road. A disclosurantation made a tunnel visible over the
road disappearing again when he stepped back amaythe wood nymph. Then asked Lisa
to shoot an arrow high into the air. A flash ohliging disintegrated the arrow shaft. So far as
the dragon lord could find from the writings thdyoaption to reach the mountain was the
journey over the protected roads. The lightning wasse closer to the mountain, and as they
had seen, protected against everything. No intemfar possible, since the origin of the magic
lay deep in the mountain.

The roads had a wall at regular intervals, youtodateak through. No problem at first
sight, however, it contained incantations causmgcbop more and more weight on you. The
incantation dissipated with time, but then you'ddeeveral days to get to the mountain.
What constituted another problem. The roads wereewed every two days. The tunnel
collapsed and out of the mountain a new tunnelbl@sn along the road. so for a short time
you were unprotected from lightning.

Jinasin had walked to the wall and stepped thraotyghvept the incantation off
effortlessly, shrug off and came walking back, wasvery impressed by the incantation.
They had to wait until the next morning, howevéancs that night, the roads would be
renewed.

The dragon lord took leave, offered to them a lnstitp be courteous, which she
kindly rejected. He promised to be back the nextrimg, bringing reinforcements. Jinasin
climbed on her dragon and walked with him througime walls, then asked him to speed up
on the way back and came smiling into camp, gawees@ferences to ancient magic and

asked the great dragon how long the trip to thenteon would take.



He thought about it, asked if Jinasin could shomv how to remove the strains
because, according to him, that would remove thgdst obstacle. Both she and Jinasin
nodded as if this was a serious question, raisddtive intrigues of the palace. Jinasin walked
to the first wall, stood with her back to the caweaving several threads and learned the
great dragon the simplest form of the incantatwamg then stepped through the wall,
removing the threads with difficulty. Jinasin didtriorget to mention the limits of the
incantation.

The great dragon growled amused and made an apdggyr and let both take a seat.
She wove a protection around Jinasin and her, hegidightly and let Jinasin signal they were
ready. The great dragon stepped through the fiafitam the road, felt the incantation
disintegrate and picked up speed. Using the clawissavings, he flew with great speed down
the road, still felt no pressure on his shouldangl only slowed down when the magic
changed, actually made an emergency stop, expdbismgas the end of the road.

Jinasin and she had to jump off his back and chydksted the magic of this wall.

She felt something pull, but could not find the £od the thread, looked at Jinasin, playing
with some, partially unraveling the weave thenrayit back as she found it. Only after some
time Jinasin looked up, saw that she still coultiget rid of the weave and tore it from her.
Only then she remembered what this fabric remirfgdf, told Jinasin, who nodded
absently, took another step through the wall arrdweied the threads once more, looked up
and said Lisa just had to tell them what was gaingThe great dragon understood they were
going back, let them take a seat and shot downotde back towards camp.

Lisa was surprised to find fabrics, she used terdter arrows, be used in such a way,
but did understand the function. No wonder everyua trouble reaching the mountain.
With enough of these fabrics accumulated you wheldent automatically to a particular

gate of the mountain. Lisa let her see the arraltfiad a similar tissue around them.



Although not all the same. She informed the dragdrmut the incantations, which they had
found and then crawled into her blanket.

Early the next morning the dragon lord appearetl Wit entourage. They were ready,
Jinasin opened the fabric of the first wall, alavith the great dragon, she walked through it
and then beckoned the dragon lord. He walked p@as$id and then nodded to his entourage,
who carefully followed. All were about the sameesas Lisa's and Jinasins dragons. She
looked around and shook her head, just wantedyts@aething when Jinasins dragon roared
some curses over the group. Suddenly everyone dakatly in line. Did not understand
what was said, but the pictures the great dragua ga translation spoke volumes. Everyone
had heard the stories about the four dragons andgbning and closing of the walls had
made the dragons decide Jinasin would not be ahoteal.

The great dragon used a reasonable pace, so Jamkhrer dragon could easily go
from wall to wall without the procession havingsiow down. She stopped at the wall with
the control incantation interwoven and waited fa@a.and her dragon to come forward.
Jinasin opened the fabrics of the wall, after whitda looked at the tissues of control and
shook her head. No possibility to do the same tiidise tissues.

She went to the dragon lord and told him the inatons of the following walls would
have to be burned off. She was willing to do thist, He nodded and put it to his
subordinates. A lot of mumbling about a trap wasrésult. Three-quarters did not want this.
Only the dragon lord and five others were willimgsubmit to the procedure.

She shrugged and burned the tissues from thedfiagions, after which the great
dragon again quickly worked his way to the heathefprocession.

Farther down, the road intersected. On the advitésa they kept to the left, but
stopped when most dragons continued walking straigbad and only with great strength

and effort could stop. She gave them a choice. gsomwithout questions or remaining here.



Much noise resulted in nobody wanting to stay behintook all four to eventually
succeeded to break the far accumulated tissueofihe great dragon and her air weakened
it, then Lisa and Jinasin joint tearing the tisdtiezas obviously a humiliation to be helped by
a human child, but all dragons underwent their ifat&Elence.

The parade now ran smoothly through the tunnetsjgh Jinasin and Lisa needed
some time after each intersection just trying ¢iufe out what the tissues were used for and
where the ends were to be found. The sentinel@idihcantations were easily explained.
Screens changing you into animals, especiallyenittbak form being used, would not

The gate of the mountain loomed before them. Thgalr lord had the tone to open it,
but she stopped him. Asked him to repeat the imtiemt used the day before. They saw a
hole opening in the tunnel roof. The dragon lomped into the hole, beat a few times with
his wings and said the incantation again. Highhearhountain appeared a door. The dragon
lord let himself fall back and jumped a second titmea few times more with his wings,
opened the door and climbed through it. The gressgah followed. As were Jinasin and Lisa,
both on their dragon, but then all tried to pugirtiwvay through the doorway.

She turned to the chaos and could just see whg thiere animal incantations. Large
animals like wolfs jumped out of the gate down lednd remained undecided, watching the
last dragons jump through the overhead doorway.gréat dragon tired of the turmoil,
restored order by sorting the dragons, like sntalticen, by size.

They were in a high hall with openings at regutdeiivals. The direction suggested
they led to the other gates. She put her attetitierefore on the platforms above her in the
hall. No stairs, in a dragon's lair. The great draggreeing with her. Jumped and with a few
wing beats landed on the lowest platform, to watk ithe passage behind it. The corridor ran
straight up to the next room. The great dragon tiseadlaws on its wings to tackel the steep

corridor, and reached without difficulty the cehtnall



Around the crater of the volcano were many platoarved into the walls. She
counted at least two hundred beds. The great drjagoped from platform to platform, all
empty, using the beds as stairs. Still higher gelapening at the top came into view.

On the highest platform he stopped and togethgrwhached the strange arc that was
built around the opening. He felt a strong magid grunted. She also felt it. A powerful
incantation against anyone protected the passagekig®w the spell and had to grope for the
two loose ends, which would make her able to $lipugh the fabric, she found them
eventually, tested the tissue and returned, shanedreat dragon through images, what it
was in front of him and subsequently apologized.

The upper beds were all filled now. Jinasin ané M®re deposited next to the great
dragon and listened to her explanation of the daweas based on people magic, but was so
powerful she would have trouble getting Lisa am@din through it. The great dragon wished
them luck and said he and the dragons would s¢heclair. She greeted the dragons and
wrung Jinasin with difficulty through the gate. aifollowed without problems.

The corridor here was steep. She was resting adltisa and Jinasin were busy using the
stones in the outer wall of the corridor to clinyh &ully fit again she used magic to jump to
them and helped both alternately until they hatvedrin the top hall.

The central sleeping place drew all attention. Skedeton of a large dragon filled it. It
was consumed by fire from the inside, so it lookieel he had died a natural death.

The hall was full of books and writings and the imgre than man high table was full
of magical items. The box with rings was the edsigasa gave them all one. They had the
same tissue as the gate, she warned especially pat them on and then conjured a ball
from the chest in the middle of the table, but smeinrned it back in the box, when she saw a
similarity with the bulb of the young dragons. Opdra book and started reading it. Jinasin

and she finally looked over her shoulders. In &ghendwriting drawings where explained,



at least that reported Lisa. It was written in aniant human language Lisa had cursed when
her parents had made her learn it as a child.

Lisa flipped through the book and stopped at a argwf a sword. It was as described
able to increase human magic. They localizedsbate distance, high on the wall. Lisa tested
it and put it quickly down again, let Jinasin intrgate her on magic tissues. All tissues faded
some time after she had laid down the sword. Wehgfor its intended incantation.

The rest of the time they filled with an inventafywhat was in the room. From the
descriptions they understood now how intrigues @¢@eit a foothold in the other worlds,
since the weird sash found in the drake world wescdbed in the book too.

Lisa has just flipped through the book and therk tmee of the marbles from the box
and put it into her backpack. Sought and foundeatthfor the sword and a skirt made of
thousands of small gold rings, pulled it tight oafyer Jinasin had tested the tissues, then
started searching for the matching belt.

As such, protected from dragon fire, Lisa thougdt® Bad sufficiently lifted her status.
She nodded, time to bring the dragon lord the n&&at an image to the great dragon and
waited until he reported back being in the main, leedfore she took Lisa down. Lisa stepped
through the gate and let the ambient light danckesrclothes. Pulled the sword from its
sheath and let it burn bright red. Then turnedhéodragon lord and told what they had seen
and asked him if he wanted to see with his own .esfesnodded and asked Lisa whether she
could confirm her claim. Lisa settled herself andided, let the fireball glide past her, slit the
firestorm with her sword and sent with deadly psem some arrows at dragons who thought
to dispute her claim. Touching all on the exactesapot on their foreheads, weathered the
second attack of the dragon lord with ease, bpipsteg back when he landed in front of her on

the platform. The dragon lord bowed slightly anceieed a ring from Lisa. She nodded to the



great dragon when the dragon lord had crept throlglyate, who also took a ring and helped
Lisa back up to the top hall.

The dragons bowed before the remnants of theirdobmagon King and let Lisa
describe the objects, located in the room and tixseh were not. All endowed with a
portion of the magic of the ancient dragon. Theteled to some more reports, before the
dragon lord nodded. Lisa stopped abruptly and waif@e dragon lord said he had not much
power in his kingdom. The presence of the drakenten had always given the land a very
low status. If it became known what treasures thene in the mountain and the state the
central hall of the lair was in, knowing his sultgea certainty, the status of the land would
have more than outgrown his power. He was willmgeimain as emissary to the dragon
council if Lisa could teach him some of this stramgagic.

She looked at Lisa, who thought, had heard enonighltulate her upgraded status.
Flipped through the book and showed some drawiMgsgjic which seemed necessary to
resist a dragon lord of any statue. Then accepiedffer of the dragon lord and gave him
some simple fabrics to learn. Gave some indicat#tes the first attempt and noticed that the
first steps, however primitive, were there. Noddegrovingly and showed the tissues ones
more.

The dragons had all gathered in the central haljether with the great dragon and
the dragon lord she opened a portal to the humatu\aad stepped through it, followed by
Lisa. The room was exactly like the one they caramf Waited until all dragons had passed
through the portal and let go of the threads oner®yas they dissolved in the dragon world.
The dragons had already begun to explore the com$lee followed Lisa who again had
climbed into the upper chamber. The slope to thienee laid with iron rails so they could
climb up easily. Lisa had found the war hammer @aible to help her with her air magic.

The little bit she used for steering her arrows famdracking, were now magnified a



thousand times. She took her bow and showed itolhstead of arrows she put air in her
bow and shot twisters. Small and sharp enougha@@ithrough walls. Asked Jinasin to
remove the tissues the hammer had woven over Imerh&ng it on the belt they had
previously found.

Lisa's dragon had collected all the objects andh@dishem through a small portal into
the dragon world. She closed the portal and gaildrom the great dragon. All corridors
were explored. Only machines found and destroyetthe mountain was empty, as in the
dragon world. From the rooms situated on the otitski the lair, however, they heard
activity outside the mountain. She jumped on tleagdragon and led one of the groups.
According to the satellite, the mountain was coslexéh a kind of bamboo grass, which
reportedly gave room for caterpillars to grow thne$t silk cocoons, for sale in this world.

Along with Lisa and Jinasin she flew directly t@thdjacend mine, and plunged into
the main entrance. In the factory were large cwatifstoves, around which some drakelings
warmed themselves. In the middle of the hall wasaed area with high glass walls.
Through the glass, hundreds of small animals wel®tseen, gorging on mountains of
bamboo grass. Food for the drakelings accordirige@reat dragon. Some trucks came into
the hall and a platoon of soldiers jumped from thigmed up and shot their guns empty on
the dragons. Safely hidden behind the armor ofjtkat dragon, she sent a firestorm over the
militia. Who duck behind their vehicles. The draggumped up, spit some fire balls to keep
the soldiers in their shelters and were then altloe, devouring everything in a fire storm.
She got the air in the hall slowly turning, feedingntil the walls were sucked inside
collapsing the hall. Jinasin with her dragon, hedesh out the drakelings, so together with the
great dragon she could devour all in flames, indgdhe small animals that were not of this

world.



Lisa backed out of the mine, her bow at the rehdydragon behind her regularly
shooting fireballs past Lisa. A platoon of soldieigh large shields and guns in their hands
came out from the hallway, adjusted their shietdhe direction of the great dragon, and
continued to walk slowly forward. Occasionally g jet shot water over the defenders. Lisa
got to deflect it so, the dragon was not bothered. A little air brought her halfway. Walked
towards the attackers, swept the bullets to thargi@nd blew the peloton apart, jumped over
it, striking the shields from their hands, thennelied herself towards the water jets. Hit with
ice and fire the metal cars to pieces, walked ahementually stumbled on large metal doors.
The dragons with their weight, forced it easilyeTdpace behind it was empty except for
some vehicles. In the walls some doors. Along Witia, she broke through every door and
explored the corridors and rooms. Got rid of sorinin@® guards and burned the stocks of
elven silk, walked back to the dragons in the Wlb had already weakened the girders. They
picked her and Lisa up and ran through the corsitback outside. Staying in front of the
collapsing stone and the cloud of dust.

The mountain was charred black, in the distancesahiedragons blocking roads and
destroying bridges. One by one they reported batke great hall of the mountain. Finally
the dragon lord arrived. He had checked everythimgjerased any dragon traces, and nodded

to her, the next portal could be built.

Coughing and spluttering they came back into thie Baerything in the room was
covered with thick layers of dust and soot. Theasgpom was clean however and the
valuables that were stored there were hardly aftecthey had opened a few boxes and huge
piles of gold and silver coins were found. Swordd axes neatly packaged in moisture
resistant fabrics, enough to supply an army. Témmstendowed with magic also hung on the

wall here, with Lisa focusing on a richly workeaf§t with its accompanying carrying strap.



All felt the staff take root when Lisa tried it o@Quickly a tissue became interwoven around
Lisa dissipating again, as she lifted the rod. bsald never match her mobility, her weapon
against the dragons and therefore used the otta¢egy gaining advantage over other
dragons. With their impressive bodies and ballsrefit was very difficult to stand still and
aim to shoot. With the weapons she had, she coe&ther every storm of the strongest
dragons while shooting deadly projectiles.

Lisa eventually came to her, had long thought abfmeiposition she found herself in,
found that as a de facto custodian of the drakentadu she needed to spent the first few
weeks in the mountain. Had received from the drdgmhsome scenarios and now
understood enough of dragons society and theirdruiog fame and power.

She saw Lisa's dragon was gathering the itemssiMorld. Had apparently agreed to
go too, took her distance enabling Lisa to makeréapfor herself and the dragon with the
round stone and was then reassured by Jinasirh&hkearned the dragon to burn off the

tissues. Both he and Lisa could thus stay out@irifluence of the hypnosis of the stone.



Vi

She discussed the events very superficial withgtkat dragon when he had came to
fetch her. Got back from him a detailed reporttmmfate of Lisa, which echoed through the
dragon world. A few lower ranked dragons, onceflyridragon lord, visited the drake
mountain and had been defeated by the roads at&l Wédrse, were brought to safety by
Lisa and her dragon. The shame had encouragedf ¢ine lower dragon lords to raise the
issue with the dragon council. The great dragorkemowith contempt, clearly finding action
was the power of the dragon race.

The council now had two cases pending, regardingjaers who upset the balance in
the dragon realm. She was not surprised, thergrta dragon brought her immediately to
the peak of his master, where she was admitteistraway to his visitors platform.
Cautious by this unusual state of affairs she fested the mood. Repeated the experiences
the dragon lord had already heard of her and tetd/arsion of things he certainly would
have heard through the grapevine. Repeated soras, @sked for the version as they went
round in the dragon world and got the dragon landlly to speak his mind. He also only told
about affairs already known to her, as coming to tiirough the channels available to him. It

provided some interesting insight into the dragemdety. Eventually the question of the



drake mountain had to be addressed and she wahéotitagon council was called to a full
assembly, to bring the two pending issues to thye possible solution. Knowing the speed of
the dragon community, this meant at least a momihidvpass before Lisa and Jinasin would
have to venture in a succession battle. Until tinae, the dragons would have the ability to
sign up for the fights.

She told of the progress of Jinasin and Lisa oat#ié dragon world and suggested
that both had the opportunity to fight themselvésw the hundred and fifty. Suddenly
understood the issue of the dragon king and sbeofitagon lord. His power lay partly in the
fact that her land was managed by him and his eageu At the time of her fight in the
dragon council he had always been her contact &tters taking her into the dragon world. It
was therefore a logical step to ask him. A stepallt everyone had already anticipated. She
asked how far his status should rise to managadt#ional lands and understood from his
meaningless answers she could not desire this fiilomwhich meant the fights would go
over, what the power of the additional land coudtivéér for everyone. With Lisa and Jinasin
at her level that could reasonably destabilizestiety. Nodded and asked who had already
asked for an interview with her, Lisa or JinasiheTragon lord grunted and finally came up
with the astonishing answer, everyone in some foawhmade an application.

It long remained silent and fast she counted ddwrdtragon lords, compared their
suitability with their status and came up with tame a list. Looked at some of the
consequences and then shook her head. Looked @aipen lord, thought about the answers
he had given the last time and came to the cormiuse still stood behind her and was
prepared to defend the lands with her. Adjustedobsture and signaled what was a good
place to discuss. Gestured politics, instabilitg affecting the dragon king. Again there was
long pause, he finally nodded and called for hiteaiaited until he had landed and reported

he was invited to pay his last respects to the éoridragon King. That he was asked to



arrange this for all interested dragon lords, savbeld be some time away from home. She
bowed slightly in reply, grateful for the opporttyniSaw the arriving great dragon and
immediately understood they would go now. Suspettteddragon King was already on his

way for his chance to talk with Lisa.

She was deposited on the roads, with the greabdrijjowing his master to the
ceremony at the residence of the ruling local dndged. She ran through the roads, still had
the ring from their trip to the elven kingdom. Aetgate of the drake mountain, made the air
vibrate, like the dragon lord had previously dah@nped through the gate and found Lisa
and her dragon deep into the writings of the desstdsagon king. Greeted Lisa and waited
until she closed the book.

Lisa apologized, but she waved it away. Lisa hamseh to take this route. She
therefore did not need to know everything, of ceurdfered her services and started with
what had happened and especially the events artatipns of the silk trade in the elven
world. Lisa made some notes and collected thethitkof books, waited for her dragon to
put his on the stack,, picked a round stone froentdble and put the books in the bookcase in
the dwarf world. Gave a glimpse to her of the egbibmagical objects and closed the portal
again. Let the tissues burn of her and began kaatadut what she had learned. Had long
anticipated the possibility the dragon lords warttethlk with her. Had even come to a much
shorter list than she, deleted the master of thatgtragon from it and went on with her story
until her dragon looked up at the coming of thegdralords.

Three rings were taken from the box and Lisa askedlragon lord, the great dragon
and his master to enter. Shook her head when shieavid give back her ring and used the
time they had, to quickly fire questions at herwltbe origin of the magic controlling the

roads. Let her see a large box with a few balls smaller than the one she used to open the



portals, about as big as tennis balls. Each hamhitsplace in the chest and Lisa carefully
made sure to touch none of the balls or othermisee them. She read the tissues and gave
Lisa some clues. One was very obvious, had thedssseeded for shooting currents through
the sky, in other words lightning and pointed s to Lisa. Lisa nodded suddenly
understood something more about the controls apdsited the box back into his niche in

the wall and welcomed the three dragons. Explainedfew sentences how she wanted the
arrival of the dragon lords to be organized and f@posed the plan that she and her dragon
had conceived. When Lisa indeed won a place imtahgon council, there were, depending

on her future status, two options.

Low status, which meant the drake mountain remaimgassession of the current
dragon lord, who also would manage her insignifiGaea. Her dragon was already freed by
his master to enhance his status as second in codama

A high status meant she could claim the drake nsunthen basically the same
would happen, except her dragon than would ruldathés as equal with the dragon lord.
Both the dragon lord and Lisa's dragon noddedcatufig they were in agreement.

The master of the great dragon grumbled about jplalas and gave his view on the
issue. Had been busy since the arrival of Jinasihtlae introduction to her dragon to find a
dragon lord with potential in her specific field miagic and although many of them had
mastered the beginnings since childhood, thereonbsone who actually would benefit from
her knowledge being the dragon king himself, busée& only one possible opening to get

this done lying with Jinasin on the dragon courisglf.

Lisa held a firm control over drake mountain. Aladon lords could only enter under
the supervision of the dragon lord and Lisa's dnagamd even the dragon king, had to leave

his entourage behind. Lisa already tested theiozecof the hundred and fifty on plans



forming only in her head. She sat in the large tialbne of the beds busy with some collected
works the dead dragon king had gathered in higrife was now reading his vision of the
elven kingdom, did not come very far because okfteed of the visits, which only became
shorter with the visits of the lower dragon lordsa had ordained she had only one day for

all visits, wanted to go for a trip in the humanriglo



Vi

The great dragon had brought some goods used muthan world and she sat in one
of the caves of his spire reading in the colleetedks, Lisa had lended to her. With Lisa as
well as Jinasin in their own world, she had conseémd stay. Many envoys had stopped by to
catch up, but mainly to get across the views af tmaster. Could therefore now reasonably
guess how the tournament would go. The dragondlsaarticipation of the outworlders as
a signal their world could have changed dramaticatlithe ending of the tournament and all
waited for more information, before committing theatves. Many of the lower dragon lords
had indicated wanting to withdraw, had looked aband used their position to get an
important appointment with one of the mighty dra¢gfmals. Some dragons, including the
great dragon were therefore urged to join the tanment. He had already pledged his
attendance. With his activities in recent timesgyoaving his status, putting the relationship
with his master in serious danger. Could've madmngements with him, but thought it time
to satisfy his ambition with a beautiful spot irtimner regions of the dragon world. She was
not worried about her transport in this world. Alw&new no matter how honorable flying
her through this world was, a dragon, always expeed someone riding on his back as an

insult.



The dragon's world was thus on the eve of dranchimges. The dragon king had
circulated many emissaries, was quite sure of dsstipn and was trying to divide the lands.
Every land was of approximately equal size. Pasiéind proximity of powerful dragon lords
determined the status of a land. Of course there wacanoes, but even the dragon king
could not say whom was blessed with the most. Neah lords simply took over the land
of one of the losers of the tournament. Layingtbatproblem of the dragon king. The lands
with the lowest status circled around his domasnp@werful dragon lords often did not want
to take a detour to their ruler and so the bordéteese lands were continuous violated. The
high officials such as the great dragon, who hagstered would never allow this to go on
and had the power and connections to enforce that.

History had made for some solutions and everyope@ed the dragon king to simply
claim another land for himself and were busy keghiim as far away as possible through
alliances with dragon lords of equal abilities.iddices initially directed against the Dragon
King, who had long anticipated on this. All wasyhhsed on information that was supposed
to be generally known. Each dragon lord also ham) dist of secret motives, which were
linked with specific magic, opportunities in worldsgploited by them or simply personal
vendettas.

The great dragon and his master had started arvatise lobby to get the new land
of the dragon king near the site of the ancientiaithe world of dwarves. The land was
known to be rich in volcano’s, contained some drsstwas far away from their current
residence and most importantly had no mighty drdganin its vicinity.

After finishing a subsequent volume, she closedtiwk and thought about the route
of Jinasin and Lisa during the tournament. Shegtieanuld need to win the fight with her
closest challenger. She then had a choice to clgalene of the top dragon lords, otherwise

her tournament had ended. Jinasin and Lisa, howstagted at the bottom, as she had begun.



First had to determine the hierarchy betweenel nhallengers, followed by a complex
system to again restore the order in the council.

Because you had the choice whether you wantedaiteclge someone, the number of
fights was reasonable when she was a candidatearfibant of newcomers meant, however,
you had to win your first fight in such a way thest did not wish to challenge you. The
dragon king had linked Lisa and Jinasin in thstfilght to high officials, from, of course,
him not favorable minded dragon lords. She doulteether the level of her friends was high
enough, they both had the major disadvantage ofltve mobility.

After many days the report came Lisa had returndti¢ drakemountain. Not long
after, followed by an invitation. She had borroveeet of the higher local dragons and
instructed him only to take her. The new dragonmh#ze entire flight she was busy
analyzing his movements and adjust herself accglgishe was therefore happy when the
drakemountain came into view.

Lisa had quit her job in the world of men, foundttboth were not compatible, had
her assets put under management of the office asdhus freed for the tournament and the
responsibilities coming afterwards. Had picked imasin in her World, to travel via drake
mountain into the dragon world.

She told both about the course of her tournameshindrat she now had learned about the first
two opponents assigned to Lisa and Jinasin. Batheshher ideas about the tournament and
thought to have sufficient arsenal to compensatéhtr shortcomings.

They practiced for the tournament until a bell ammzed it was time to leave. The
indicator of low tones Lisa had brought from thertaun world warned them an escort of the
dragon king was waiting for them. He had sent tlimigedragons and a supporting group,

normally used for such an escort.



With a few stops they collected a number of newasnethe tournament and some
of the lower dragon lords took the opportunitywap an otherwise quiet entrance for one
with at least some noise. The group descendedai@ea lava lake in a volcano. The walls
studded with large and small platforms, many ofolhwere occupied by smaller dragons.
Out of the steep slopes of the lake, plateaus waaneed, almost all of equal size. Only two on
opposite sides of the lake were many times laffegether with the dragon lords her dragon
removed himself from the group and circled dowone of the plateaus. Hers was a little
further and thus closer to the lake than the oftemirely according to her status, turned, after
being set off, to the dragon king and bowed. Tumoecshd, bowed slightly to dragons high in
rank and received with a nod the salute of therailready present dragon lords. Directed the
dragon to a place near the lava lake, so everyoulel see who would serve as a translator
during this tournament.

In the middle of the arena was a rock about the gizhe square of the setting sun,
mostly flat, with on one side a huge pile of bousddwo carved increases marked the
starting points for the fights. She could easilyalethe rock by using some air magic, but the
tournament had never specifically banned outwosldéwas therefore allowed to use aid for
transport to the rock. Her status almost condoned i

On the other large platform opposite of the drakjog the new dragons were finally
heralded. One by one they landed. Some great agitkyras the great dragon, their position
as second to one of the higher dragon lords mam ditgrown. A few, smaller, were using
the situation to become dragon lord and hopeduitk in the allocation of the lands. Lisa and
Jinasin were put on the side of the platform, loated at her actions from out of the sky,
and sent, after their bow to the Dragon King, tlde&gon to the edge of the plateau in front of
them, where they, lay down something to the sideer@&bling their master a clear view at the

newcomers.



The mightiest dragon lords with their entourageentée last to arrive. She also gave
them a bow and now had time to check and memdnizestiatus of the entourage. A long deep
hum of the dragon king drew everyone's attentiamoplened the tournament with a terribly
long argument about the values of the dragon contynuksked everyone to appreciate the
choices of the dragon lords accepting valuablestaskl then welcomed the challengers
facing him. Subsequently indulging in a plead foe servants of each and everyone and the
community as a whole. Paused a for little time #ossh invited the first pair to take their
place in the arena.

The first battles of the group of the challengerisere ceremonialized agreements of
what everyone already knew. After a minimum of@utsi the smaller dragon bowed and the
fight was over. Even in fights, where two at fegjht matching dragons faced each other this
was no different. Had already, determined in atfigho was the stronger, so saving their
strength for the battles which really mattered.

Lisa made short work of her opponent. Weatheredastiagk send to her. Shot
whenever the dragon was preparing for a next agante air, every time making him a bit
weaker. Used the hammer to easily vent off physittacks. Self giving no sign of
weakening, so the dragon quickly stopped his astackl bowed.

Everyone had expected Jinasin to envelop her opp®math a multitude of
incantations, tied indeed a net around her selwegrbtection, but then used it as a catapult.
Shot magic absorbing incantations to her oppormmtied firestorms with screens, used the
obtained energy to make the incantations of thewadr and more effective and ultimately
lost this battle narrowly due to exhaustion. Neestgah after to fight her second opponent.
Started the same way, but this smaller dragon leages, had less responsiveness and

firestorms were quickly becoming fire cages, whstdwly were shrinking and in the violence



the dragon needed to use he had missed a few aticans, felt them gripping and
immediately understood this battle was fought.

The dragon king who had given a value to everydydiegan, after all challengers had
fought two fights, to read out the pairs for the@® round. He had put Lisa on top of the list
and Jinasin somewhere just above the middle. BantgHt a battle similar to their first fight,
with the difference that Jinasin narrowly won.

When Lisa's fight with the former chamberlain of tbhragon King, was won as easy
as the other two fights, a murmur went throughaiena, gave food for thought, likely
prompted some dragon lords to adjust their tacBb rolled into a ball, woke up frequently
to obtain information about current and past battled was woken up early enough to
prepare for her fight. Was challenged by the dragjoectly below her in rank. Thought she
had to show at least once she still had the powfdisefore and started the fight by avoiding
everything, adapted her selves to the rhythm obpeonent and then hit him fast. Fell back
to again avoid as soon as he adapted his pacethedime to get used to it and hit again.
Won with every hit some ground. Weathered somédilte and eventually got her opponent
on the edge of the arena ensuring victory. Accepiéida bow the resignation of her
opponent and then was secretly helped a littledyydhagon, so she could leave the arena with
grace.

The third round was used to fit in the challengerhe dragons council. The dragon
lord with the lowest rank chose one of the chaleagdefeated him, so all challengers who
qualified lower, were just credited below him imkaEvery time one of the dragon lords
came forward, then, depending on the outcome dfighg his opponent was registered just
above or below him. The great dragon made it jutst the top one hundred. The chamberlain,

dragon lord in earlier times, fitted in just outsitthe top fifty.



Only Lisa was left. One of the rising stars, scalsdifteenth had seen an opportunity,
asked for, and was awarded, a pilot fight. Theld#dsted long. The dragon lord had many
tricks at his disposal. Tested all Lisa's attatlsed a way of attacking like the dragon king
also used, but eventually underwent the same fakesgpredecessors, had to bow to Lisa.

Lisa's victory had created uncertainty in the foggof alliances. According to dragons
around her, she certainly had a chance againsiréigon king. She roamed through the
talking dragon lords in search of information. Tedkong with the neighbor of her lands, had
once stood opposite each other in the arena, auiréd about their common neighbors. Just
a friendly start. Got a cryptic answer meaningasweften advantageous to work with your
neighbors. She beckoned the former master of tha&t giragon, talking only with
acquaintances and soon the conversation turnedadntpmine ever expanding towards her
land. The border had been violated, she understsided a ridiculously high price for the
mine to expand and understood, when the talk coetinsomething was deeply wrong. Gave
a nod and left the two dragons to talk in their damguage.

The short translation revealed the dragon lordaraddiim had put him under pressure
to stop his mines, all on the edge of his landeé&ffely he was now dependent on her.
Reasonably informed of what's happening in her donshe knew little was lacking and
therefore suggested to share a few simple minesad$) as coal, fifty-fifty. She saw the two
dragons nodding and got a bid back of ten percefeeafor mining precious metals. She
agreed and closed the deal, giving the former drédgul of the great dragon, managing her
domain, a whole new network of contacts to takeaathge of. Remained talking about the
smaller things in their empire. Had for a very Idimge noted in her reports the huge cattle
herds in her land, crossing once per cycle, theatbaxies of their lands. Of course some of
them where caught. She'd always booked it dowaiapdyment for the use of the green

pastures beyond the border. Now saw a chancenmafty settle the case and got the dragon



lord to prepare a report on it, after which sheenead a signal from her translator, Jinasin had
made several attempts to contact her. She hadamti@odded that he could fetch her.

Jinasin fell down beside her on the rocks. Wasipatvith all the friendly
congratulations. Still had the plan of the formexster of the great dragon into consideration
but had come to her last original excuse to gebbatconversation. Had used the entire
arsenal a dwarf princess was taught, and wantkdwe some time before she would start
from scratch. They talked about high fashion inrthemes and helped each other with tips
on makeup, but they remained the focus of the dragancil. Nodded to one of the dragons
to get Jinasins attention on him. Jinasin agread# time to try. She send him an invitation,
and with a graceful bow, did the new chamberlaithefDragon King land on the plateau to
give the same introduction as Jinasin had alreaayedully rejected so many times. Now
however, she asked for his former masters intanedtange magic. Saw interest and got after
a long meaningless conversation an invitation harge ideas with the dragon king. Jinasin
accepted very shrewd to a meeting over the topic ke minded. The chamberlain and
Jinasin left and everyone prepared for the fighthefday.

Lisa had been dropped off in the arena, and thgodr&ing rose from his terrace to
take his place on the other increase. The dragun\ent cautious into the battle, had
understood Lisa primarily would manifest herselaidefensive way, but still wove nets
hanging them on to screens, being held in theya& previously generated whirlwind. Lisa
responded by slowly moving to one of the nets dgstg it with the hammer. No response
from the dragon king who proceeded to hang neta, liowever, began to shoot air from
where she was. At first little bits, but soon siled her bow with large twisters. It had little
effect on the actions of the dragon king. The mbosyever, on the air around him. Lisa had
apparently guessed the dragon king would reacithisand now had reversed the airflow in

the arena, so the nets slowly drifted towards tiagah king.



A direct attack on Lisa was easily repelled by bet, made sure she was now between
the nets and the dragon lord. She used a fire stbthe dragon lord to easily burn off the
nets, put her staff into the ground, pulled thengtof her bow very far back and shot giant
twisters to the dragon king who jumped through stimeen into an attack on Lisa, dodged the
hammer without problems and left some fireballsalstepped a few paces back and shot the
fireballs into sparks, used the hot air, but halétgo of the incantation because of a diving
attack from the dragon king who took it in, weawetne threads through it and poured it
back over Lisa. She was still not ready tearingniéies when a huge fireball hit her, well the
fireball split in half when it hit Lisa, crashingmless on the rocks behind her.

Faster and faster were interwoven fire screendiemballs shot at Lisa and always
she adjusted the tissues so they would help harotect herself. But the air bullets she shot
away were not without effect, shown when the Dra§org dived through one of his own
fire screens to burn off some incantations. Thentwown to the middle of the arena and
shot small fireballs at Lisa, who kept destroyihgrh with air until one of the fireballs
exploded. The explosion was transformed into thgelst firestorm the dragon king had made
in the fight. Lisa weathered the storm, but theegenobvious signs she had trouble with it,
could not misuse any incantation. The followinglhiall passed Lisa intact, but kept hanging
in the air and eventually, in very rapid successiba shot them back. The dragon king could
not escape them all, warded them off, destroyiegntivith his tail and was just too late to
react when a huge vortex behind the fireballs thmewa few meters off course. Stabilized in
the air and landed next to Lisa. poured fire amebeer her, took her counters, continued, the
fireballs coming back, smashing on his armor, imiattedly using for a firestorm. Saw Lisa
changing the airflow again, so he had to weatheshhui the firestorm himself. Stepped even
closer to Lisa, creating a swirling mass of air &relaround both of them, both taking

significant hits. The dragon king stepped evenariododged the hammer, but now felt the



pressure of the storm swirling with the hammer, wad forced to use the storm to move to
the other side of the arena.

Drawn into a defensive position he protected hifresghinst a volley of quickly shot
small air arrows, created a fire screen for bgittetection, who, however, hindered his sight
on the twisters put between the arrows now pousireg him. Could eventually move slowly
forward until he could throw the fire screen ovésd, who quickly switched to the hammer,
hitting it, with difficulty, in pieces, but had teeather the resulting storm.

Looking difficult she built a twister around herfsgdreparing for the ever approaching
dragon king who pushed firestorm after firestormvdads her, in between frantically pulling
on some tissues, and again fire and air thundewadd Lisa and the dragon king, both still
had to take a lot of hits. Incredibly the dragongkmanaged to come closer. Dodged the
hammer several times, but was now unaffected bytiee. Again he stepped closer, but, to
everyone's surprise, then bowed to Lisa tellingthisrwas the most dangerous, but effective
direction incantation he had ever have to expegenc

Together they blew apart the storm and waitedHerarrival of the chamberlain, after
which the dragon king offered Lisa the staff, syiniifdhe dragon kingdom. Lisa bowed, was
handed a small book, by her dragon, but refusedtept the staff. Asked the dragon king
first to read a piece and handed him the old b@bk.dragon king took the book, opened on
the first page and read some pieces in silencey éwee flipping over a few pages, flipped
back and greeted all the dragon lords in the nantfeecdeceased dragon king. Told of his
ordeal, many years ago. About his vanity to fingeg for its magic to live forever. About a
trap that eventually cost him the throne, and fdtuien into seclusion, enabling a mysterious
group of well-organized little dragons to work unties protection, further developing their
plan for democracy in the world of dragons and étyuir all sizes. Only by continuing his

experiments he hoped eventually to get his revenge.



The fact a human now stood before them as winn#reofournament, was the only
proof that he could deliver of his truth, then addist of dragon names were called. Dragons
who would have participated in the conspiracy.

The dragon king looked up and said there were ®vg vld documents in the book.
Opened the first and read a ban for the entireafragprld for a spell that could link the
power of dragons. Turned some pages and readeanstat from the days when dragons still
lived together with dwarves, elves and humans énstome unbroken world. Although
dwarves, elves and humans, it declared, couldgyzate in the dragon council tournaments
for personal gain or for the protection of themdki they could never get the opportunity to
become dragon king. This way making sure the weatadlmost destroyed the world would
never rise again.

The dragon king closed the book and gave it badksa, bowed and asked if the
dragon council wished to reinstate the deceasegbdriing in honor. Then slowly all, the

mightiest dragon lords first, got behind the pradgmitting the tournament to an end.

The End



