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				Every year since I was very young, as soon as the school year was out for the summer, (and sometimes before it was out), my father would plan an adventure for just the two of us. Dad believed that life was about broadening your horizons, and learning as much as you could in the time you were granted.

			


			

				To see the life in all things and feel the life that surrounds you is to know real magic.

			


			

				We are all Annie Abbott in one way or another.
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				The Dungeons of Rognap Nar

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				To see and feel the life in all things that surround you is to know real magic.

			


			

				That is what Annie Abbott has come to realize. At first it was a gradual awareness, of certain things that had begun to happen around her that at first she had thought queer or odd, at the most coincidental. But as these events began to increase, she had begun to see patterns in even the simplest of things. Things and events that she had once seen as mundane or routine, suddenly took on colors and hues that she had not previously seen. What was even more disconcerting was that they began to exhibit signs of individual life.

			


			

				She started to meet people who exhibited extraordinary powers and an incredible depth of emotional strength. They showed her that her true self embodied a powerful witch within. With their help, she began to investigate and expand her own gifts. Slowly at first and then increasingly, her own strength and control of her gifts helped her to see the magic in all things around her. She saw life for the magical gift it actually was, and the power that it manifested in everyone and everything’s life as well. As that began to happen Annie embarked on a journey of self-awareness. At first, Annie is almost in denial of what she is shown. After, she is awe stricken by the reflection of magical power that she can begin to control.

			


			

				As her power begins to manifest, another side, one of evil appears. These evil forces hope to capture her and enslave her gifts for their own purposes. They begin a relentless pursuit of her wherever she goes. While others, including her father, swear to protect her under any circumstances.

			


			

				As Annie begins to hone her skills her journey to escape the evil ones takes her to many new places. Along the way she meets many creatures both human and magical. Each one of these new encounters enhances her knowledge and skill in one way or another, and Annie is up to the task as she learns her lessons well. But eventually, she and her friends are confronted by the forces of evil in great numbers. They are all forced to stand their ground and defend her.

			


			

				The result is a battle of epic proportions, pitting the brutal strength of the evil ones against the will of those magical creatures that inhabit our earth. During the battle Annie too realizes her own strength to defend herself and to help her friends. As the fight begins to go against the allies, Annie’s power crescendos into something incredible both powerful and terrifying. It tips the scales of the battle and the defenders emerge victorious. But the cost is high—too high. In her efforts to help, Annie is struck down by the very power that is contained within her and now she lingers in a coma, neither alive nor dead.

			


			

				In this last chapter of this great adventure, it is up to the defenders, the protectors of Annie to bring her back to the living, if possible. They must succeed before the evil doers are prepared for a last battle of our time, and the chance that could end the world of magical creatures and magic. Such a dire event would eliminate magic in the mortal world. If that was to happen then all imagination and creativity would die.

			


			

				Every effort of the alliance and hopefully that of Annie will be strained to their utmost to stop such an event as the adventure continues.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				Forward

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				“Much to be decided. Who will win, who will lose? There are many chess pieces in motion. But in the end, the conflict, the last battle of the fey and the magic that is life, this last battle will be only some few. Those that stand before the Sentinel right now, the allies of the Red Queen, and an ally unlooked for. It is the threshold of the last battle for the race of men.”

			


			

				“What about The Three?”

			


			

				“In the end, they assist, but the battle for man and this earth is for you to fight, not them. As it has always been. Their battle is fought as we speak. They fight for the souls of those who believe in the magic of life. That is their mission; that is their pledge. They are the Guardians.”

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				Rise of Leo

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				The prison cell was almost a perfect circle. Smooth stone walls that rose straight up above them for over one-hundred feet. The floor was rough cobble stone and sand. At its top, in the circle of light far above them the starlit skies began to lighten. Soon small dusky clouds could be made out against the grey sky of morning. Shadows on the high walls darkened with the oncoming light in contrast to the sameness of the stone. Far below, on the floor of their stoney prison cell two bodies began to stir. One pushed herself into a sitting position and stretched. She leaned back against the rough stone and took several deep breaths before scratching and pulling her wild hair back into place and rearranging long grey robes.

			


			

				Her once white robes had torn and now hung in tatters from the sleeves. Elspeth scratched, stretched and yawned as she leaned back and gazed up the long cylinder of stone at the sky, her only connection to the outside world. Next to her, Olivia stirred and rolled onto her back groaning. Like Elspeth, her robes once scarlet red now showed the dirt and grime collected on their long journey to this most recent prison..

			


			

				“I’m afraid they were particularly diligent yesterday Sister, I hurt in a number of new places, and I hadn’t stopped hurting in the other ones yet.” Olivia winced.

			


			

				“Sleeping on this stone floor probably didn’t help either. There has been a change, I can no longer see Orion in the night sky. But Leo rose last night.” Elspeth said.

			


			

				“So March has passed and April has begun.”

			


			

				“Yes, and six weeks, maybe seven is long enough for us to be here. We must escape.”

			


			

				“I’ve lost track of how many places they kept us before we got here.”

			


			

				“Yes, but those were obviously all temporary.” Olivia stretched and peered up the long smooth shaft of the cell walls. “They were temporary for certain, but this one has a feeling of permanence.”

			


			

				“Do you think any of our friends will be still looking for us, or do they presume that we’re deceased?”

			


			

				“The Three will continue the search, but their first priority is Annie. They won’t have abandoned her to search for us.”

			


			

				“In that case, we are on our own and it’s time for us to try and get out of here.”

			


			

				“I think I’m ready.”

			


			

				“Are you sure? If you need another day or two to get a little more rest we can wait.”

			


			

				“No, I think I’m as ready as I’m going to get.”

			


			

				“It’s time then, he’s coming.”

			


			

				“I know, are you ready?”

			


			

				“No but yes. We need to convince him that he’s seen all the strength that we can muster.

			


			

				That way he won’t be prepared when we do show him what we can really do.”

			


			

				“I know, but he will retaliate in any case and it grieves me to see them treat you so harshly.”

			


			

				“We shall see,” Olivia pushed herself up, and then using her hands on the rock wall she pulled herself up onto her feet. Ellspeth too struggled to her feet. With their backs against the wall, they faced the doorway together as jangling keys and the sound of the door locks being thrown announced the arrival of Hargoff their jailer. The two women clasped their hands and waited, with a final thump, the heavy door swung inward.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				Those That Wait

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				The glory of the battle that had been fought and won had slowly faded. The excitement of the moment would be told as legend someday in the future, but as the insidious heat of the desert crushed spirits and each day became just another sweltering day like all of the others the enthusiasm of the heroes had faded. The withering desert heat shimmered in the bright light of the sun, shrinking distances, making a mockery of anything that dared try and survive its bitter environment. The days had stretched into a week, the week had become two, and still there was no promise of a change. Inside the cave the armies of the allies moved in a desultory pace, rendered frustrated and impatient by the sameness of every day. After the great battle and the loss of Annie the forces of the elves and dwarves had collected their resources and tended to their wounded, but as time had wound on and Annie had not shown signs of recovery and the days had rapidly become weeks. Now they chafed at the inaction, anxious to press their advantage, but also knowing their need for Annie at the forefront. Annie had not recovered, neither better nor worse, instead she lingered. Hanging on the edge between life and death.

			


			

				The days bled together. Heat. Sand. Silence. Every morning they checked Annie’s breath, every night they whispered for a sign. Hope thinned, but no one left. They waited because there was nothing else to do. Often their eyes strayed to the bower of fresh pine boughs and what lay inside. They waited for a sign, a sign of life. They waited to hear what fate had in store for them—they waited for Annie.

			


			

				 

			


			

				As the sun began to descend into evening a dark shadow swooped in through the cave opening. First circling the high ceiling attracting all of the eyes in the great room it dropped down sweeping across the level sandy floor, its magnificent six-foot wing span spread wide. Skimming just above the raised heads of those gathered in the great room, it soared up and around the very perimeter before rising at the last moment and gently landing on a rocky shelf near the gathered warrior leaders. Ruffling its feathers it swiveled its head looking first one way and then the other; blinking great yellow eyes.

			


			

				“Archimedes!” Colm McQuinn rushed forward, “Where have you been my friend. Have you found them?” He stepped back and regarded his old friend, “You look a bit bedraggled. It has been a rough journey for you it seems.” The last not being a question but an observation.

			


			

				“It has been a long journey, and not the easiest that I might have hoped for.” The great owl ruffled its feathers and then surveyed the group slowly before turning his gaze back to the druid. “I have found them wizard.”

			


			

				“The witches? That’s fantastic news!”

			


			

				“Not so fantastic you might say. The Red and the White are imprisoned in the dungeons of Rognap Nar.”

			


			

				“Rognap Nar!” The sound of dismay and surprise came from more than one voice.

			


			

				“Rognap Nar rises five hundred feet above the sea, a sheer column of volcanic stone. Its upper levels were carved long ago by the ancients, but the dungeons lie far below, hollowed into the lowest hundred feet of the pillar. The witches are held in one of those shafts — a vertical well of stone that opens to the sky but hangs a hundred feet above the crashing sea. Beneath even that, tunnels and sea caves riddle the base, accessible only from the water. No one imprisoned in the lower levels can ever escape.”

			


			

				“Of course, but that is the worse news for those that would rescue them.” Said Colm McQuinn.

			


			

				“It is an impenetrable fortress always, but they are guarded three times deep as well. I barely escaped myself and only because I could fly over the great walls of stone.”

			


			

				“Did you see them?”

			


			

				“I spoke with them at great peril,” Archimedes ruffled his feathers again, “but if only to give them hope.”

			


			

				“You spoke with them!?”

			


			

				“Yes, they send a message for the Seeker.”

			


			

				“I’m afraid that is no longer possible my friend.”

			


			

				“What is this?”

			


			

				“She cannot respond my friend. The Seeker has been struck down and is weakened beyond our reach. The fact that she is still alive is a true wonder. For one so young she has witnessed great sorrow and grief; and death. Perhaps you can share your message with those that wait in the hope for her recovery?”

			


			

				“As you wish wizard. The ravens speak the rumor of an epic battle. It is said that a great host of the unclean was defeated by an army of the alliance of old and that the mighty Tam Lin rode again to battle.” Swiveling his head he bowed and addressed the Red Queen, “I see you arrived in time to turn the tide Lady Garnet, Queen of the Smoke Mountain. Greetings, it is long in memory since last you walked again in the mortal world.”

			


			

				“Arrived in time yes, but the victory was not entirely our doing in the end.”

			


			

				“Truly? What has happened then?”

			


			

				“The Blue Witch showed her power at last.” Colm looked sternly down at the owl.

			


			

				“Blue Witch? I know of no Blue Witch, what or who is the Blue Witch?”

			


			

				“The Blue Witch has joined the Red, the Green and the White. It is Annie, our Annie who claimed her power from the ages. The forces of the elves of the Smoke Mountain and the mighty dwarves of Gunther, King under the ground, provided the shield and Annie became the spear. The strength it took to perform such a feat robbed her of her life force. Now she languishes in a coma, neither alive nor dead. Although we wait in hopefulness, the time has grown long and we fear the worst. Please, tell us your message old friend.”

			


			

				“It appears you have a tale to tell Wizard, I must hear it in its entirety. Let me share what I know and we shall see if the pieces fit together.

			


			

				“The White Witch continues in strength even as the Red Witch is diminished under daily torture. They are both greatly distressed, shackled in chains of pure lead, and fed sparingly, but this they said together; “It is time; tell the Raven she must not fly, but to come to us she must by other means.”

			


			

				“I agree my friend, but first the Raven must live.”

			


			

				“What is this Rognap Nar?” Gunther the dwarf king asked, “Can it be taken?” "Not if your army and those of the elves was twice its size.” Colm frowned. “It must have a weakness, all do.”

			


			

				“The meaning of its name is lost beyond the limits of our history. Rognap Nar was once a great citadel of wisdom. Great minds in ages long past lived there to meditate and direct the affairs of the world long before the history of the world began to be acknowledged and mortal man had only just begun to first walk upright. It is believed those that lived there were beings of stunning intellect and stature. They directed the great undertakings of a young world. Through their wisdom and teachings, the blueprints and calculations were set down for the beginnings of mortal civilization. The great pyramids of Egypt, Central America and the Far East. All the great ancient architectures were designed from their unfathomable minds. The Lighthouse of Alexandria, mathematics, cartography and most of all astronomy. All sprang from Rognap Nar.”

			


			

				“What happened to them? Where did they go?”

			


			

				“No one knows. They simply disappeared leaving little evidence that they were ever here.”

			


			

				“They just vanished into thin air?” Micah the elf asked incredulously.

			


			

				“That is actually one of the theories, yes. But they first created an impregnable fortress that could not be assailed by any known means. Rognap Nar is a pinnacle of stone that rises from the sea level a full five hundred feet straight into the air. The jagged stone on its surface was formed in the fires of the very center of the earth and is as hard as foundry iron. It is surrounded by hundreds of miles of deep open sea fully a mile deep in every direction. It cannot be approached without alerting everyone inside. There are only two possible points of entry. One is through the air and into the open crater at its very highest point, which is how Archimedes must have been able to escape. The other is through a harbor cave at sea level that is the entry point for supplies and reinforcements. According to Archimedes it is triple guarded and probably will be for as long as the two witches are held as prisoners.

			


			

				“When it was discovered as abandoned, the underworld commandeered it and it has been in their possession since that time, at least for the last three or four thousand years. The underworld is able to accesss it from the very depth of the sea which is where they sprang from originally. Holding the Red and White Witch at Rognap Nar renders them beyond our reach. We cannot hope to rescue them from such a place. It has become a place of unspeakable evil and despair.” Colm rubbed the long scar on the back of his hand, “I know, because I have been there myself.” His shoulders slumped and he regarded Gunther, “There can be no escape.”

			


			

				“If we are to have success in this last endeavor, we will need the women of power.”

			


			

				“I agree, but first we must try and save Annie. We must pull her back from the brink that she is currently balancing on.”

			


			

				“She sleeps and refuses to awaken, barely breathing never stirring.” Patch had taken a seat near the owl.

			


			

				“What is this?” Archimedes turned to the druid.

			


			

				“I don’t know what it is Archimedes. I have never encountered anything like this. “Her magic isn’t gone,” Allegra murmured. “It’s locked behind whatever shock broke her. Until she chooses to face it, none of us can reach her.” She stood against the great multitude and won, but the power that she summoned from within herself, was too great for her fragile young body. She has almost no pulse, she takes less than six or seven breaths per minute, for all practical purposes she is dead, but she is not that either.”

			


			

				Colm continued, “I cannot reach her, either here or on the other side, although I have tried. It is like she wants to cross over but cannot, something is holding her back on this side of the veil refusing to let her go, but she shows no sign of recovering. When Fear-giùlain a’ Bhàis barred her passage across the veil, he bound her magic behind a shadow-wall. She walks the mortal world with mortal memory, but everything of power — sight, memory, and name — lies sealed beyond her reach. She’s trapped in between, not alive but not dead, like the trance that held the captives of Lilith.”

			


			

				“Say not the name!”

			


			

				“Friend, during your long search for the Colors, you were not here to witness the ultimate defeat of Lilith. She is defeated and banished beyond the veil to depths beyond. Lilith is no longer the threat she once posed.”

			


			

				“How? How is it possible to defeat something like Lilith, when none has succeeded over the millenia?”

			


			

				“You will have to ask Annie.”

			


			

				“You cannot be serious! Annie?”

			


			

				“Not only did she defeat Lilith on the Paths of the Dead. She did it before she even became the Blue Witch! She is far more powerful and dangerous now. That is if she is to survive.”

			


			

				“At last!? At last has the power of righteousness returned to our side, but what of her current fate? Is there an answer?”

			


			

				“I suspect it is the last gift of Thomas, Fear-giùlain a' Bhàis. He refused to accept her death, and would not allow her to cross over.” He frowned, “Even if we could get back to Nashville, I cannot get into the library without her. I’m sure the answer is in that archive somewhere.” The druid crossed his arms and looked down at the ground, “As it is, we are between a rock and a hard place old friend.”

			


			

				“Fear-giùlain a' Bhàis! Apparenly I have missed more than one chapter of this tale. I am woefully behind on my gossip. But back to Annie, is there some medicant that we could possibly revive her with?

			


			

				“The witches are the masters of spells and potions Archimedes. Although I can dabble, the subtleties of the ingredients are not my skill. I understand how they should work, but the amounts and strengths are only contained in the minds of the women. I think we are rapidly approaching a moment in time where I must try to concoct such an administration. I know the ingredients, but I do not know the exact amounts of each to make it effective. Allegra herself was not a student of potions, and chemistry in her upbringing. She studied more astronomy and the physics of energy. Although she houses the wisdom of Circe’, she does not retain all of her knowledge. Her understanding of the ingredients is hardly more specific than my own. I think we have finally agreed on all of the components, and have somewhat an appreciation for their amounts, but the balance would be delicate.”

			


			

				“Then we should try it.” Garnet spoke up, “we cannot linger here in a limbo of inaction while our enemy grows stronger.”

			


			

				“With the help of Allegra we are going give it a try. But it is a serious undertaking to make the concoction.” The druid said reluctantly.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				Bubble Bubble

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				“This can’t be right! Are you sure Allegra, this is about the worst smelling stuff in at least three separate counties. I’m actually getting slightly sick from it.” Colm stood back from the steaming kettle waving his hands at the fumes while Allegra added the last ingredients.”

			


			

				“Just breathe in those fumes, they’ll clear out your sinuses. Smell that, it’s so earthy beautiful. I love that smell! It’s magical”. She took a deep breath and fanned the fumes toward her face, “It might have helped if the ingredients were fresher. The dwarves and elves have done a marvelous job of gathering them, but they were not schooled in the best ways to preserve them.

			


			

				Some have dried beyond usefulness, and others were not the ripest that they might have been.” She chewed on the inside of her lip, and looked across the kettle at him, “We might have the combinations wrong as well. What little I could draw from Circe’ was not specific.

			


			

				“This elixir was used in ancient times to keep warriors alive after grievous wounds. It gave the healers time until they could be properly mended. It was a delicate balance to be sure. Too little of one thing and the warrior perished, too much of another and the warrior became a golum. A zombie fighter, dead but deadly, with no allegiance to either side. The potion was deemed a banished concoction for that reason, and the exact recipe has been lost to the lore that is passed down through the sisters. I am certain though that it is properly preserved somewhere in the books of wisdom.”

			


			

				“Well, we couldn’t have gotten there in our current state. Besides, I don’t know if Annie has to be conscious in order to open the doorway inside of Vaughn House. We’ve got to try this.” He looked at Allegra, “Annie is not wounded, she is unhurt physically as far as I can discern. I don’t think she will die, and I’m pretty sure that she won’t become a zombie warrior. In fact, I think that might be in our favor. She’s a gentle spirit in a young girl’s body, she doesn’t have any meanness in her anywhere.

			


			

				“Personally, I think the shock of so much killing, and the fact that she was responsible for much of it, even if they were creatures of unspeakable evil, is what ultimately brought her down in the first place. It was too much for her to bear and her body shut down to avoid the realization, but that is only a theory. Fear-giùlain a' Bhàis somehow was able to keep her on this side, hoping that time might heal her gentle heart. I don’t know, if we can save this child then we must try, but what she becomes on the other side we will have to wait and see.”

			


			

				“It is ready. For full potency we could wait a few days for it to boil down into a more concentrated dose, but I have no real confidence in our chemistry. Shall we try it now?”

			


			

				“By all means, but perhaps not too large an amount to start off?”

			


			

				“I don’t know how much a dose is, it is a guess at best. This is a person of incredible value, whom I love Colm, are we doing the right thing?”

			


			

				“She shows no sign of recovery. It could be weeks, months, or years. Maybe even never that she does recover. Michael agrees that we should try. I love her too Allegra, we must try and save her.”

			


			

				“Should she return to us as a golum of evil instead of the Annie we love, what then?”

			


			

				“We must be prepared to react. She is incredibly powerful now, we will have to react quickly and with certainty” He looked sternly at her.

			


			

				“I cannot bring myself to dispatch such a dear thing.”

			


			

				“If it must be, then I shall perform the evil task.” Garnet spoke over their shoulders, “It will be yet another great victory for the enemy. I will not do it lightly to be sure.”

			


			

				 

			


			

				They gathered around the bower that the fairies had built for her inside the great cave.

			


			

				Fragrant grasses and ferns from distant places had been carried in and were changed regularly. Warriors both dwarf and elf, guarded her day and night. Above her, and around her fairies flew in and out, bringing precious water to her lips, and fanning away the blistering heat of the desert. They had dressed her in her swallowtail coat, breeches and knee-high boots with their bright steel toes. Her hair had been combed to perfection, and had been arranged to lie about her silent face. Her vibrant beauty in life in no way diminished in sleep. “The fairies’ magic kept her body from wasting away, preserving her as if she had slept only a single night.”

			


			

				Carrying a cup of the potion, Allegra approached while the others drew close. Michael stood next to Annie’s bed watchful, while worry etched his brow. Behind him stood Rafer Tate and Gabriel McDonald. Garnet, the Red Queen with one hand on her sword and Gunther, king of the dwarves stood shoulder to shoulder at her feet, their faces grim with hopeful determination. Patch hovered above her, her expression wide eyed.

			


			

				“How long will it take before we know if it worked?” Garnet asked no one in particular.

			


			

				“I don’t know.”

			


			

				“Will she know what happened to her?”

			


			

				“Again, I don’t know.” The tension in Allegra’s voice was palpable. “We will do a small amount and see if there is a change. If not we will increase the amount until something happens.

			


			

				We must hope that she will respond quickly I think.”

			


			

				Colm looked across Annie at Allegra and smiled at her, “Do your worst—witch”, he whispered

			


			

				She gave him a weak smile and tipped the cup up to Annie’s pale lips.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				The Witches Cell

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				The stench of the jailer reached the women long before he entered their cell. His corpulent and odious form barely fit through the cell doorway. Waddling forward he brandished a long pike held out in front of himself and pointed at the two women.

			


			

				“Good morning ladies. I trust you did not sleep comfortably.” He croaked above the buzzing of the flies that surrounded him. “What is this?”

			


			

				Standing before him the two women were identical, both dressed raggedy white robes and extended their clasped hands at him and a sharp blue spark flashed from their fingertips striking the jailer in the chest with the sound of a loud ‘crack’. He was knocked backward and landed flat on his back. Lead smothered their deep magic, the ancient power that could shatter stone or bend the world. But the smallest sparks — instinctive, reflexive — leaked through like breath through a closed fist.

			


			

				Immediately, they both sprang forward clawing for the ring of keys on his belt. But their lead chains were too short and they were stopped within inches of the prize halfway across the cell floor. Then in desperation they both clutched an ankle and dug their nails into his soft flesh.

			


			

				Pulling the leg with all their might was not enough, they could not budge him.

			


			

				“Oof! Enough of your illusions witch, it matters not to me which of you shall pay for this. But pay you will, that really was quite painful. I’m going to have a scar from that one. I was told the lead of your chains would prevent any of your magic.” The jailer pulled himself into a sitting position. “Seriously, that was exceedingly uncomfortable,” he rubbed a spot on his tunic that was still smoking, “I think I rather enjoyed it. A real eye-opener so early in the morning. How is it that your power seems to be growing? Perhaps we are treating you too kindly— lesson learned I believe. Thank you ladies.”

			


			

				Both women recoiled, quickly returning to the opposite wall as he rose to his feet. Olivia once again appeared as herself.

			


			

				“Unfortunately, that is not allowed behavior. You must be punished yet again.” He smirked, “I rather think you two enjoy it, or am I wrong? What’s it to be Red or White? One to suffer one to watch.”

			


			

				“We will escape eventually you know”, Elspeth ground out between her teeth.

			


			

				“Do you know where you are?” He roared a laugh, “No one; no thing can escape Rognap Nar. Even if you got out of this hole, there is no place for you to go. Here you will stay, until the master wishes you dead. And today, you will do it without rations once again. No breakfast, no lunch, no dinner. I trust you will enjoy the rest of your day.” He cocked his head to the side and looked up, “The sun promises to be exceedingly hot today.”

			


			

				With that he turned and waddled out the door pulling it shut behind him. The stench of him still hanging in the air as the locks could be heard sliding back into place.

			


			

				“Rognap Nar!” Elspeth slid down the wall and sat on the floor, “I’m afraid I suspected that to be the case. We must be rid of these chains of lead if we are to do any true magic. Sadly, this indeed is going to be a challenge sister.”

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				Alone in a Crowd

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				Drop by drop, the contents of the potion were administered to Annie. After each one, Allegra paused and waited for any response ticking off the minutes. So far there had been none and the cup was almost empty. With each new ministration the gathered group leaned up on their toes and the crowd of warriors pressed in from behind, hoping for a sign; but there had been none.

			


			

				“This isn’t working.” Allegra’s whispered voice was strained.

			


			

				“It’s only been a little while Allegra, we have to be patient.”

			


			

				“I’m being patient, but I’m terrified that the combination is wrong and I could be doing her harm. I tried to feel the correct amounts, and I think we’ve gotten the elixir close to its intended result, but now I’ve lost all confidence. Should we concentrate the amount we have left in the pot, or should we start again from scratch?”

			


			

				“I think we might do both. Let the concoction simmer for a while more, but go back and revisit the ingredients in another mixture.” Colm’s shoulders sagged as he acknowledged that there was no change in Annie’s appearance.

			


			

				“Let’s start over again, but let’s do it immediately. I think I have enough of the ingredients left over from the first attempt.”

			


			

				“She stirs!” Patch exclaimed.

			


			

				Everyone’ attention was immediately riveted on the still form. Garnet stepped forward, and drew her sword. Beneath Annie’s closed eyelids, movement could be seen as her eyes danced beneath them. This was the first movement any of them had observed and the anticipation swept across them all. The movements beneath her eyelids continued, first rapid then slow but continuously.

			


			

				“Where are her stones?” Allegra asked the group. “Maybe they can give her a little boost.”

			


			

				Michael reached up to a small leather pouch that hung around his neck. “I have kept them safe for her, until she wanted them again.”

			


			

				Shaking the five polished agates out into his hand he handed them to Colm McQuinn who placed two over her eyes, then one over her lips and one over her heart. Then taking the last one in the palm of his hand, he placed it on her forehead.

			


			

				“Annie? Annie wake up please.” Colm leaned close and whispered in her ear, “We’ve missed you.”

			


			

				But nothing happened. The stones did not glow or vibrate as they had in the past. The rapid eye movement beneath her eyelids slowed down until it was barely perceptible. There was no other discernable change.

			


			

				Michael stepped forward and put his great hand on her head. “Annie, it’s late, we’re waiting for you. Please wake up.”

			


			

				Annie’s eyes slowly fluttered.

			


			

				“Annie dear, it’s time to wake up.” Michael leaned down to her face and smiled.

			


			

				Slowly her eyes opened and she stared straight up with no sign of focus for a long moment.

			


			

				Garnet raised her sword above her head, behind her Gunther hefted his heavy hammer both ready.

			


			

				“Annie! Oh my goodness. Annie, can you hear me?”

			


			

				Annie turned her head towards Michael, “Hi Daddy”, she spoke sleepily.

			


			

				“Are you alright, how do you feel. You’ve been asleep for a long time my love.”

			


			

				“I’m fine Dad, were you worried?”

			


			

				“Yes, we all were.”

			


			

				“We?”

			


			

				“All of us.” He swept his arm out over the cavern.

			


			

				Annie looked around the great room. “Oh hi Mr. Tate. Hello Mr. McDonald. I didn’t see you at first. Hello Allegra, how did you get here? Have I been sick?”

			


			

				Annie struggled to sit and Michael helped her. Once up she swung her legs over the side of the bed and looked around.

			


			

				“What a strange place. Am I still dreaming, where are we?”

			


			

				“That is a long story,” Colm smiled. “Maybe more than one”.

			


			

				“Who are you?” Annie asked curiously.

			


			

				“He’s uh…This is Colm McQuinn. He’s been your um,…doctor, we asked him to check on you when we got so worried about you sleeping so long.” Michael tried an alternate explanation. “Can we get you anything, are you hungry Annie?”

			


			

				Annie did not respond to the question, “It’s hot in here. It feels like we’re in a desert.

			


			

				Are we in the desert or something Dad?”

			


			

				“Yes, after a long journey. This is where we stopped. Do you not remember Annie?

			


			

				How we got here?”

			


			

				“Remember? Remember what?”

			


			

				“Michael! Michael, she can’t see us. Any of us, she can’t see the life that surrounds her.” Lady Garnet voiced what they all were just realizing. “ I don’t think she can hear my voice, or see Patch or any of the others.”

			


			

				“Annie? Not very long ago, this great chamber was a very busy place, bustling with people and activities.”

			


			

				“Where did they all go Dad?” She looked around and mused, “You mean like a rock concert? I would have liked to see that.”

			


			

				“Hopefully we’ll find a way to bring them all back. Why don’t you rest for now, and we’ll rustle you up some food. Okay?”

			


			

				Without argument, Annie laid back down on the bed and closed her eyes again. Michael walked around to the druid.

			


			

				“She doesn’t remember. She has returned to the mortal world, but not ours.”

			


			

				“I’m starving!” Annie jerked upright, looked around, sighed and laid back down, asleep in seconds.

			


			

				“What are we going to do now?” Allegra looked across at Colm.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				Shiny Things

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				Above the chimney of stone countless gulls and other seabirds slowly wheeled back and forth across the opening above them. One of them separated and slowly spiraled down into the narrow channel. The two women, had both noticed it almost immediately, but waited patiently for its’ arrival. The floor of the chamber was blisteringly hot, and the air fairly sizzled. The two women sat with their backs to the stone trying to extract any coolness that might still remain. Their hair clung to their face and forehead and sweat dripped down in rivulets. Robbed of food and water they were too exhausted to do anything else. They were content to wait.

			


			

				Eventually the bird swept in on surprisingly wide wings and settled on the floor in front of them.

			


			

				“Well?” Enquired Elspeth, her eyes half closed.

			


			

				“There has been no news of the owl. His journey and search were destined to be long, but we have no word of his demise either so we hope for better word soon. The crow Percy sends his regard, but the distance is too great for his abilities, he wishes to be useful.”

			


			

				“Oh yes!” Olivia sat up straight, “Thank you, friend, please tell Percy that we need something. We need a shiny thing. To be exact we need the one shiny thing. Could you ask Percy to collect the shiny ring that hangs on a hook in the fireplace of the cottage back at home? Then have it brought to us? That would be grand. We would greatly appreciate it if you could have them bring it here to us. Have him bring us the shiny ring—please.”

			


			

				“As you wish, both Red and White, as you wish. Can we provide any other services.”

			


			

				“Do you know what sushi is?”

			


			

				“It is food.”

			


			

				“Yes, bring us some of that.”

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				Where to? And when?

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				 

			


			

				“Where to? And when?” Allegra asked the question that was paramount in everyone’s mind. They could not stay forever in the cave and they had to get Annie to a safe place.

			


			

				Since awakening Annie had wandered around the cave, exploring, even venturing down into the tunnels. She seemed unfazed by the bodyguard of escorts that followed her everywhere neither speaking with them or acknowledging them in any way. Patch was never more than an arm’s length away from her, and Bracken’s eyes never left her.

			


			

				She ate with a voracious appetite and spent long hours sitting with Rafer and Gabe while they told her tales from ancient and distant folklore.

			


			

				When it came to sleeping however, Annie’s nights had become a string of horrifying nightmares that caused her to awaken screaming into the surrounding darkness. She could never recall the substance of the dreams, only the enveloping darkness of them and the suffocating sense of oncoming conflict. Afterward, she would sit up the rest of the night, unable and unwilling to attempt further sleep. The three guardians took turns sitting up with her and telling her reassuring stories of heroes of long ago. One that became her favorite was the one of a warrior queen who was only a teenager but a powerful leader and fearsome warrior.
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