
  
  [image: ]




  
  
The Shadow of Cáelunárra – The Prophecy Unleashed 

© 2025 Scott Hatfield Jr.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be copied, stored, or transmitted in any form—electronic, mechanical, audio, or otherwise—without written permission from the author, except for brief quotations in reviews or scholarly works.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or real events is purely coincidental.

Unauthorized use of this work—including AI-generated adaptations, derivative content, or use in machine learning, training, or synthetic media—is strictly prohibited. All characters, worldbuilding, lore, names, and settings are the sole intellectual property of the author and protected under U.S. and international copyright law.

Violators will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.

For information contact: scotthatfieldtheauthor@gmail.com

Development Editing By: Jessica Streibel (JSH Proofreading and Editing Services (jshproofandedit.com))

Line Editing By: Jessica Streibel (JSH Proofreading and Editing Services (jshproofandedit.com))

Copy Edited By: Steven Moore (Condor Publishing)

Secondary Copy Edit By: Jessica Streibel (JSH Proofreading and Editing Services (jshproofandedit.com))

Proofread By: Steven Moore (Condor Publishing)

Secondary Proofreading By: Jessica Streibel (JSH Proofreading and Editing Services (jshproofandedit.com))

Book and Cover Design By: Daniel Schmelling (Schmelling Designs | scmellingdesign.com)

First Edition: August 27, 2025

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1







  
  




















































To my daughter Lillian, thank you for inspiring me to write again. Also, to my wife Jessica, for always supporting me in all of my endeavors.














  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Departures
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Unexpected Event
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Shadows on the Shore
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Andronius
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Pinemarsh Manor
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Things Left Unsaid
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        The Journey Begins
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Salamander Snail Stew
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        No Way But Forward
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Willowdale
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        The Ballad
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Valoria
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        The Hall of Mages
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        The Cathedral of Life
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Drangoon Weed
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        The Market
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        The High Mage Council
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        The Tests Unveiled
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        The First Farewell
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Soulrend
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        A Visitor In The Night
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        The Coliseum
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        The Grand Barracks
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Lord Radcliffe
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        The Secret Package
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Into The Den
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Emily's Test
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Heroes of the Past
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Ryan's Test
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Elara's Visit
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Jake's Test
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        The Storms Within
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Callirysis Elumirae
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Thexaumillier
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Ethan's Test
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        The Morthylites
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Hannah's Test
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        The Sewers
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Glossary
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Airrma Spells and Incantations
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Kha'zo'gul Translations
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Luthellon Translations
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Future Works
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Departures




It was a cool spring morning, and the grass glistened with frozen dew as far as the eye could see. A biting chill lingered in the air after a storm had swept through the high country, leaving Mount Nebo as white as a cloud in the sky. 

The morning unfolded in stillness at the local high school. Remnants of the previous night’s state championship baseball game—black and red confetti, tangled streamers, and weathered banners—lay scattered across the grounds. The maintenance crew had made little effort to clear the mess, aware that today marked the last day of the school year with the graduation ceremony set to follow.

The small class of one hundred twenty-seven would soon throw their caps in the air, marking the beginning of their adult lives. This proved pivotal for many. Some returned to family farms, others pursued higher education or careers, while still others began new lives through marriage and family. Though their journeys would take them in different directions, this moment was one they all shared—a celebration of the years that had shaped them.

Families would gather in the parking lot, filling the gymnasium as they lined up to find their seats for the commencement ceremony. The air would fill with jubilation—smiles, laughter, and the eagerness of students who had reached a momentous milestone in their lives.

As the day carried on, the gymnasium buzzed with excitement. The ceremony proceeded with speeches into the latter hours of the afternoon from teachers, the principal, and the valedictorian. As the final orator concluded, the students stood up, clad in their black and red gowns. The speaker’s words echoed through the space: “Class of two thousand twenty-six, you may now toss your caps!”

With a unified cheer, caps soared into the air, the flurry of black fabric catching the afternoon light. The gymnasium rang with laughter and applause. The sound mingled with the complex feelings of four years of shared experiences; friendships formed, lessons learned, and life-changing moments not yet fully understood.

Among the sea of elated students, Ethan Johnson stood out. His semi-muscular build and thick brown hair, effortlessly tousled, gave him an air of confidence, while his hazel eyes reflected the energy of the moment. Charismatic and well-liked, Ethan had earned the respect of both classmates and teachers alike. Yet, like everyone else standing beneath the fluttering caps and stage lights, he was just one of many stepping into an uncertain future, their stories still unwritten.

Ethan caught his cap, grinned, and turned to his friends nearby: Jake Miller, Ryan Davis, Emily Carter, and Hannah White.

Jake was a simple young man from humble beginnings, having grown up on a farm with one hundred fifty head of cattle and four times that of sheep. He spent most summers in the High Uinta’s with the sheep herd his father would push. Towering over his friends, he had a scruffy beard, piercing blue eyes, dirty-blond hair, and a husky frame.

Ryan’s deep brown skin and wiry build gave him his own presence among the group. Having just secured their school’s third state championship by beating Carbon—their rivals—for just the second time, the catcher was still elated.

The shortest of the group, Emily had short brown hair that grazed her shoulders, freckles, and square black-rimmed glasses that outlined her intelligent green eyes.

Hannah was a classic Utah girl, with fair white skin, blonde hair, blue eyes, and a can-do attitude. Well-liked by almost anyone who met her, she balanced out Emily’s sarcastic quips with smiles and kind words, bringing lightness and ease to their group.

As the crowd dispersed, Ethan motioned his friends closer. “Guys, I’ve got something amazing to tell you,” he said, his eyes sparkling. “My dad has a surprise for us—your parents even agreed to it. You need to pack for a two-week adventure! Here’s a hint: plan for tropical.”

His friends’ eyes widened, and they all started bombarding him with questions, causing quite the scene.

Hannah exclaimed, “Are you serious, Ethan?”

“And where exactly is ‘tropical’?” Emily added.

Jake chimed in, “Are you sure my dad is good with this?”

“Dude, is this for real? How did you pull this off?” asked Ryan, barely containing his excitement.

Rolling his eyes, Ethan threw his arms around Hannah and Emily. “Guys, guys, chill… It’ll be fun. This will be a nice break before Hannah goes to Switzerland, Emily starts med school, Jake works for his dad, and Ryan goes to college and plays baseball in Minnesota. My dad and I will be by each of your houses before six tonight to pick you up.”

“This is unbelievable. I can’t believe we’re doing this!” said Hannah incredulously.

Emily nodded. “Yeah, Ethan. You’ve outdone yourself this time.”

“This is going to be epic!” Jake said, grinning from ear to ear.

Ryan clapped Ethan on the back. “Man, I knew you had something up your sleeve, but this... This is next level!”

Ethan laughed. “Just wait until you see the plane. Now c’mon guys, let’s get out of here.”

The five said their goodbyes and headed to their cars. They left the jammed school parking lot.

***


A few hours passed, allowing each of the friends to take photos, say goodbye to their families, and share a few warm embraces. At the appointed time, Ethan and his father, Lucian, went to the graduates’ homes to collect them and their bags. They then transported everyone to a secluded airstrip near Nephi, nestled amid farmlands. A small parking lot and three white hangars, along with a small air traffic control tower, were located near the field. Lucian, using his immense authority and privilege, drove to the airfield security checkpoint, presented his identification card, and proceeded directly to his private plane’s hangar. The oversized and bulky vehicle came to a screeching halt, the engine shutting down, and everyone hopping out.

Jake took a deep breath, looking around the tarmac. Letting out a low whistle, he said disbelievingly, “I never thought I’d be flying on a private plane.”

Emily smiled, almost skipping as her excitement bubbled over. “It’s like something out of a movie. I can’t believe we’re actually doing this.”

Exchanging unsure glances with one another, they approached the aircraft, doing their best to not show their enthusiasm too much. The white plane, emblazoned with Lucian’s Blackwood Real Estate emblem—a black palatial manor with cursive font—waited audaciously on the concrete between the hangars and the runway.

Behind the teenagers, Lucian stepped out of his imposing black F-650, the massive vehicle towering over everyone, much like the man who emerged from its depths. Planting his feet on the ground, he swung the truck’s heavy door closed behind him with a thud. The vehicle’s polished surface reflected the world around it, but nothing could outshine the figure that now stood beside it.

Tall and commanding, Lucian instantly dominated the space. Long, golden hair cascaded down his back, shimmering faintly in the fading light like molten gold, a stark contrast to the deep, inky blackness of his attire. His enthralling blue eyes, sharp and cold, scanned his surroundings with a calculated gaze, like a hawk surveying for prey. They were eyes that held secrets and a depth of intelligence and cunning that left no room for doubt—this was a man who saw everything and missed nothing.

A thin scar ran just above his upper lip, a faint, almost imperceptible line that added a rugged edge to his otherwise flawless features. It was a mark of past conflicts, perhaps a warning to those who might think to challenge him, though few would dare. His clothing: tailored black trousers, a sleek coat, and mirror-polished boots perfectly complemented his aura. Each step he took resonated with authority.

The blackness of his outfit seemed to draw in the surrounding light, creating an aura of shadow that made his golden hair and piercing eyes even more striking. Lucian commanded attention effortlessly. Darkly elegant and undeniably powerful, he smiled in satisfaction at his son’s friend’s reactions, even in his relaxed state.

“Come on, kids, gather up in front of the plane. We should take a group photo. It will be a great way to commemorate this day.” Lucian’s voice was smooth, almost hiding his slightly odd accent; though barely noticeable, it was enough to know he had other roots than American. Brandishing his sleek smartphone from his coat pocket, he opened the camera and prepared to frame this moment within the lens and screen of the device.

The five friends gathered near the stairs up to the plane to pose for the photo. He tapped his phone screen, capturing the photo. This preserved the day, not just in their memories, but as long as the photo exists.

“Are you all ready to hear where you’re going?” Lucian said, winking.

They all exuberantly replied, “Yes!”

“Given your academic achievements and upcoming separation, I thought a two-week Fijian vacation would be the perfect send-off.” Lucian declared, a wide smile stretching across his face.

Cheering, Hannah and Emily jumping up and down while Jake and Ryan high-fived, ecstatic to have an all-expenses-paid visit to another country. Lucian hugged them all and then introduced who would take them to their destination.

Mark, the pilot, was a rather tall man with glasses, a military haircut that was slightly graying, and a sharp pilot’s uniform.

Following Mark, the friends climbed the stairs into the main cabin of the plane and its breathtaking opulence overwhelmed them. Plush, cream-colored reclining leather seats outfitted the cabin; each had its own small, high-resolution flat-screen television affixed to the chair in front of it. Elegant wooden paneling and ambient lighting added to the sophisticated atmosphere.

A state-of-the-art entertainment system, with gaming consoles and surround-sound speakers embedded into the cabin walls, sparked animated chatter among the boys. The cabin also featured a cozy lounge area with a large, comfortable sofa and a sleek glass coffee table. A private sleeping area at the rear offered luxurious bedding for those who wanted to sleep. The flight attendant, dressed in an immaculate uniform, greeted them with a warm smile, ready to cater to their every need for the duration of the flight.

Following them onto the aircraft, Lucian hugged each of them again before heading off to the captain’s cockpit. Passing through the compact yet fully equipped kitchenette, he stopped to briefly greet the personal chef, already preparing some gourmet snacks before continuing through to the front of the aircraft.

Lucian shook the pilot’s hand firmly. “We’ll see you in a few weeks. And, Mark, take care of my kids, will you?”

“Will do, Mr. Johnson. Will do,” Mark replied. Nodding briskly, Lucian turned and exited the aircraft.

Back in the cabin, the five friends had all settled into their luxurious seats, relaxing and soaking in the experience. The flight attendant, attentive and professional, brought them an assortment of snacks and drinks while they waited for flight clearance. Ethan opted for sparkling water with a hint of lime, while Jake and Ryan indulged in freshly squeezed orange juice. Emily and Hannah shared a plate of artisanal cheeses and crackers, marveling at the quality of the spread.

As the plane’s engines hummed to life, the friends couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation. The pilot and the few crew members there conducted their last checks, ensuring everything was in perfect order for their journey.

A voice crackled over the intercom.

“Good afternoon, folks, this is your pilot. We are about to begin our journey. Ensure your seat belts are fastened. In a moment, our flight attendant Jane will begin the pre-flight safety demonstration.”

The presentation was over quickly and Jane efficiently gathered the few loose items scattered about before stowing the leftover refreshments. Then she carefully ensured everyone’s seatbelts were fastened.

Making her way up the cabin to the cockpit, she leaned in and informed the pilot, “We’re all set for takeoff,” before strapping herself into her chair.

With a slight jolt, the plane taxied down the runway, stopping briefly at the north end before gaining speed rapidly as it raced along the tarmac.

“Here we go!” Ethan exclaimed, his eyes filled with anticipation.

The friends traded eager glances, their excitement overflowing as the landscape outside blurred.

“This is it, guys,” Jake said, gripping his armrests with a mix of nerves and thrill.

As she glanced through the tiny window near her seat, Hannah murmured softly, “Goodbye, Nephi,” a tinge of sadness coloring her tone.

The plane lifted smoothly into the air, a gentle pressure pushing them back into their seats. Gaining altitude, the landscape diminished. Below, their high school, homes, and other beloved Nephi landmarks faded.

As they climbed higher, the sun cast a golden glow over the Wasatch Front. Mount Nebo, majestic and snow-capped, stood tall in the distance, its peaks bathed in the soft evening light as the aircraft veered southwest.

Offering an unparalleled view of the rugged terrain, the plane soared around the mountains. The friends could see the highway winding through the valley and the patchwork of fields and towns below. The sight was mesmerizing, and they couldn’t help but feel a sense of wonder at the beauty of their home state.

They leveled off, heading toward the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean. The flight attendant brought them another round of beverages and snacks, and they settled in comfortably, chatting about the adventures that awaited them in Fiji. With the fading evening blue sky stretching endlessly before them, they felt a sense of freedom and possibility, and were eager to embrace whatever this journey had in store.

Static crackled through the intercom, followed by Mark’s voice. “Alright, kids, sit back and relax. Tonight, you’ll enjoy some fine dining from our chef, Michaud. We’ve got about seven hours to Honolulu, with an expected arrival around nine o’clock Hawaii time, where we’ll land and spend the night.” The intercom clicked as he hung up.

Menus were handed out by the flight attendant shortly after takeoff, and on her next rounds, they eagerly ordered food, gleefully anticipating the gourmet meals. Chef Michaud’s culinary creations filled the cabin with rich aromas. The friends indulged in dishes of coq au vin, truffle risotto, and chocolate soufflé. They watched movies, played games, and laughed together, reveling in the surrounding luxuries. They were living the good life, if only for a few weeks, and for tonight, they wanted it to last a lifetime.

Many hours passed, the energy levels waning until all of them eventually fell asleep. It wasn’t until the aircraft began its descent into Honolulu that they stirred. The lights of the city sparkled below in a vibrant contrast against the dark ocean. The plane landed smoothly at Daniel K. Inouye International Airport, and the friends gathered their belongings, their enthusiasm filling the air despite the long day.

A black luxury sport utility vehicle awaited them on the tarmac; though not a standard practice at such a large airport, Lucian had spared no expense. They all entered the immaculate vehicle with ease, sliding in and securing themselves in their seats. The driver turned the engine on and departed the airport, escorted by another vehicle across the tarmac.

They drove through the streets of Honolulu, soon arriving at the elegant Halekulani Hotel, with its serene courtyards and impeccable service.

Upon checking in, the staff showed them to their spacious, beautifully appointed rooms, each with a stunning view of the Pacific Ocean. The beds were plush and inviting, with crisp white linens that promised a restful night. They were all jittery and ecstatic, knowing that tomorrow they would be in Fiji, enjoying the sun and the beach.

Their untamed excitement, combined with their naps on the plane, made it hard for them to find sleep. The events of the day caused their stomachs to swirl with elation, keeping them awake, talking and laughing until the early hours in Ethan’s room.

Eventually, exhaustion caught up and overtook them. They all said goodnight before departing for their own rooms in the same hallway. After completing their nightly routines, they succumbed to their tiredness and laid down in their luxurious king-sized beds. One by one, they drifted off to sleep, the sound of the ocean waves pouring through their open windows providing a soothing backdrop to their dreams.








  
  
The Unexpected Event




The next morning, various alarms awoke them at eight o’clock. After going through their usual routines—showering, brushing their teeth, dressing, and packing their bags—they prepared for the second leg of their trip. Today, they would land in Fiji, ready to enjoy the pristine beaches, crystal-clear waters, and lush South Pacific landscapes. Chatting excitedly over breakfast, they anticipated snorkeling and diving. They envisioned the warm sun on vibrant coral reefs and immersing themselves in the local culture. 

After breakfast, Mark and Jane met them in the lobby. They entered what they assumed was the same black sport utility vehicle that had brought them to the hotel and headed back to the airport.

They navigated through the bustling security checkpoints, filled with the sounds of announcements, the chatter from the many conversations, and the occasional clatter of luggage.

Eventually, they reached their terminal and boarded the familiar plane from Utah. Each of them cozied up and settled in while the flight attendant cared for them during the flight to Nadi International Airport.

As the plane took off, they watched the vibrant cityscape of Honolulu recede below them. Gently humming, the engines soon had them soaring above the Pacific once more. The friends talked animatedly, their late night and early rise doing little to diminish their energy. The clinking of glasses and the rustling of snack wrappers added to the surrounding atmosphere. They could see the vast expanse of blue ocean beneath them, occasionally dotted with tiny islands.

Hours passed, and they were enjoying their lunch and a movie when, suddenly, the plane jolted abruptly. Glasses toppled and dishes jostled, sloshing drinks and scattering food across the furniture.

Here is the revised version of your sentence, refined for grammar, punctuation, and flow:

Jane rose from her post and rushed up to the cabin, assertively instructing the friends to return to their seats. A second, more emphatic jolt caused not only her but also the five friends to struggle to remain standing.

Mark’s voice chimed over the intercom. “Kids, it looks like we’re heading right into a storm, and unfortunately there is no way around it without turning back to Hawaii. We’ll be hitting some rough patches. So, sit back in your chairs and buckle up. Remember what Jane taught you to do in case of an emergency. But don’t worry. I flew under much worse conditions when I was a pilot in the military. We will land safely in Fiji.”

The intercom clicked off with a loud screeching noise, causing the passengers to cover their ears.

Ethan, Jake, Ryan, Emily, and Hannah all frantically rushed to get secured in their seats. The girls were tense, their eyes wide with anxiety as the plane rumbled louder.

“Not like we’re going to crash or anything,” Ryan said with a laugh, high-fiving Ethan as they both chuckled, although they followed the pilot’s directions without argument.

Meanwhile, Jake was hyperventilating at each toss and jolt of the aircraft, having never flown before this trip.

Occasional flashes of lightning illuminated the darkened sky outside, casting eerie shadows within the plane. The turbulence grew more intense, causing the plane to rock and sway. Metal creaked as the wings flexed, engines groaning and the contents of the overhead compartments rattling. All the while, the friends held onto their armrests, trying to steady their nerves as the plane continued its turbulent journey.

The girls became more worried as the storm continued, letting out whines and shrieks with each jolt, fervently holding onto the pilot’s promise that they would land safely. Ethan and Jake exchanged worried glances while Ryan vomited in his lap because of the nauseating experience as adrenaline pumped through his body, instigating Jake’s reflexes to do the same.

Jane moved swiftly and calmly down the aisle, helping everyone don their flotation devices from under their seats while offering comforting words. Despite her reassuring demeanor, the tension in the cabin was visible. Despite their efforts to stay calm, concern showed on everyone’s face.

There was a deafening crack, followed by a series of wrenching, metallic groans. The goods in the overhead compartments overflowed, sending bags and personal items flying. Distressing cries filled the cabin as a result. The plane lurched violently to one side, throwing loose items against the walls. During the commotion, a small luggage bag struck Jane in the head and lay lifeless on the floor.

Suddenly, a strange and unsettling sound filled the cabin, audible even over the moaning shudders of the plane. The teenagers looked around frantically for the source. It was as if they were hearing echoes from another time—men shouting, the clash of swords, the bellowing of horns, and the distant roar of battle. The sounds grew louder and more intense, as if an unseen war was raging around them. The friends exchanged frightened glances, unsure if they were imagining things or if something truly bizarre was happening.

Through the cockpit windows, Mark saw what lay ahead—a massive, rugged cliff face, towering with the raw power of nature. Dark basalt columns rose sharply, weathered by relentless wind and sea. Granite outcrops jutted out proudly, adding to the cliff’s imposing presence. The entire facade shimmered with veins of quartzite, reflecting the lightning’s luminous cracks in a dazzling, yet ominous, display. This awe-inspiring sight, though beautiful, was an unforgiving and immovable obstacle in their immediate path and Mark desperately performed evasive maneuvers to keep them alive. Mark did everything he could to navigate the plane, narrowly missing the cliffs.

Without warning, an intense flash of light flooded the cabin, blinding everyone momentarily.

Screams erupted throughout the cabin, a chorus of terror that matched the cacophony of the storm outside. The plane plummeted, the wind catching the wings as it turned. All the while, the force of the descent pushed everyone back into their seats. The engines whined and groaned loudly as they struggled against the wind. Cracks started spider webbing across the windows under the pressure.

The aircraft bucked and twisted as if caught in a giant’s grip; the wings flexing unnaturally. Another violent shudder and one wing tore away with a gut-wrenching scream of metal, sending the plane into a spiral.

Everyone in the plane could hear the frantic beeping of alarms from the cockpit mingling with their cries. Ethan clutched his jeans, his eyes darting around to his friends. Jake was hyperventilating, tears streaming down his face, while Emily and Hannah clung to each other, their faces pale with fear. Ryan, usually calm and collected, wore a look of sheer panic.

The ocean looked closer than it should through the fractured windows, a vast, dark expanse churning with restless waves. It was a heaving mass, illuminated sporadically by lightning bursts that split the stormy sky, casting eerie, flickering light across the tumultuous water below.

Mark’s voice crackled urgently over the intercom, “Brace! Brace! Brace for impact!”

The last moments before impact seemed to stretch into an eternity, filled with the sounds of wrenching metal. With a bone-jarring crash, the plane hit the water, skimming violently across the surface before breaking apart.

With the fuselage torn open, icy seawater flooded in, engulfing the passengers. The force of the impact tore the plane’s occupants from their seats, plunging them into the freezing darkness. What were once mighty engine roars were now gone, supplanted by the cacophony of churning water, contorting metal, and survivors’ muted cries.

In the pitch-black night, the remains of the plane bobbed on the furious waves as the sea tried pulling it under with its terrifying grip. The sky above was a relentless storm, with bursts of lightning illuminating the wreckage for moments at a time.

Heads bobbed at the surface. The survivors gasped for breath; the saltwater stinging their eyes and throats. The debris of the plane and its contents scattered around them, the once luxurious aircraft now a twisted, sinking ruin.

The friends clung to their flotation devices. They shivered in the cold water, disoriented by the impenetrable darkness around them. They did not know where they were, only that they had survived the crash. In the distance, the outline of a mysterious land stood, barely visible against the stormy horizon.

They struggled to make headway toward one another. They were guided only by the distant veins of lightning in the sky, the brief reflections from their life vests, and an occasional scream of: 

“Ethan!”

“Jake!”

“Over here!”

“Hannah!”

“Emily!”

“Almost there!”

“Ryan!” 

Eventually, they were able to lock arms to help keep each other afloat.

The storm raged on, and after what seemed like hours of being thrashed about in the frigid ocean, Ryan shrieked, “Guys, my foot touched something!”

All but Ryan popped their heads up and saw a large orange floatation raft. They started cheering hoarsely, exhilarated as they beheld this life-saving miracle. It was a glimmer of a chance at survival. Ethan helped them to get in one by one. Ryan and Jake then pulled in him.

While it seemed unwarranted because of the entire ordeal they all had just endured, they all fractured with laughter despite the deafening sound of waves slamming into the raft, incredulous that they had somehow survived this catastrophe.

The night pressed in as they floated, the reality of their situation beginning to sink in. It was cold and unforgiving as they awaited dawn, bobbing like a loose buoy in the sea. They were stranded far from any civilization that could save them.

Huddled together for warmth on the small raft, their teeth chattered uncontrollably.  The only light came from a blinking orange beacon and their life vests. The rain pitter-pattered and thunder rumbled low. Waves crashed and water sloshed against the raft, a hypnotic combination of sounds.

The storm finally abated, the water calming until it gently lapped at the edges of the raft. Exhausted, the teens succumbed to their heavying eyelids.








  
  
Shadows on the Shore




Hannah woke with a gasp, jolting forward, flashes of the crash playing through her mind. The cold had seeped into her bones, her clothes offering no warmth as they clung to her wetly. 

Hannah began trying to rouse her friends, but none of them stirred—still too exhausted from their ordeal. Panic rising, she checked their pulses. Though weak, she was relieved to feel the faint, steady rhythm of life beneath her fingertips. Like her, they had torn clothes, and scratches marred their faces and limbs, but nothing seemed life-threatening. Closing her eyes, she whispered a thankful prayer to God for their survival. Slowly, she crawled to the opening of the raft, where the vinyl door flapped gently in the ocean breeze.

Peering out, she saw a vast, seemingly endless sea stretching on the horizon, encapsulated to the right and left by two never-ending landmasses. In the distance, she heard the faint cry of seagulls. Hundreds of fish teeming in the bright blue depths surprised her as she gazed down into the water. Idly, she noticed the raft was snagged by a tether to a coral reef far below, anchoring them like a marker in the now gentle, forgiving waves near the coast.

Groans made her look back. The rising sun painted the sky in vibrant pink and orange, replacing the black and blue.

Hannah sat still, her breathing shallow as she watched Ethan, unnoticed.

He rolled over, his movements slow and stiff from the night spent on the raft. When his gaze fell on the landscape, his eyes widened with a mix of awe and confusion.

The majestic green cliffs formed a vast shoreline; an alien sight compared to the tropical scenery he’d expected in Fiji. Farther down the beach, a plume of smoke curled into the morning sky, its blackened tendrils standing out against the golden sunlight that danced across the glistening white sands.

Ethan called out for his friends until Hannah crawled over to him, placing her hand on his back.

He looked back and smiled weakly, saying in a hoarse tone, “Glad you’re okay.”

He took a deep breath, coughed, and continued, “We need to get there.” He made a vague gesture toward the distant beach. “I think that’s the plane, or what’s left of it. Maybe we can use the communication devices on there to reach someone and call a mayday out.”

With the others groaning in pain as they awoke, Hannah nodded in agreement.

Many frantic questions wrought with confusion and coupled with groans of displeasure and coughing fits ensued. Ethan and Hannah tried to keep their friends calm, but they became manic, almost capsizing the raft with their frantic movements.

“STOP!” yelled Ethan, his voice cutting through the tumult and bringing some sense back into everyone. “We need to remain calm. We can’t afford to sink this raft, besides we can’t all swim that far. Somehow, we’ll need to paddle to reach the shore. Once we get there, we can reevaluate our situation and come up with a game plan.”

The logic and authority in Ethan’s voice quelled the rising panic. The friends exchanged anxious glances, but slowly nodded in agreement.

Hannah interjected, “Ethan, we’re stuck on the reef by some sort of rope. We’ll need to free the raft before we get anywhere.”

Ethan moved to the edge of the raft, dipping his arm down as far as he could, carefully pulling and twisting the tether to free it from the reef. The others watched in tense silence, their breaths held as he worked quickly, but deliberately. Despite his efforts, the tether remained stubbornly entangled, and frustration built. Determined, Ethan reached further down with both hands, yanking with renewed ferocity. His shoulders strained and cracked under the immense force he exerted until, at last, the cord came loose.

With the tether finally free, Ethan gave a nod. 

“Alright,” he said, scanning the raft and assessing who was best suited for the next task. After a moment, he added decisively, “I’ll get out and kick first.”

Ethan slipped out of the raft into the cool, clear water and began kicking as they made their way toward the distant shoreline. The task of propelling the raft through the water was long and arduous, and Ethan’s legs quickly grew tired, as he had underestimated the distance. However, even though his legs cramped from the exertion, lack of sustenance, and the wreck, he didn’t want to burden his friends. So, he kept on kicking, using the sight of the beach and the promise of solid ground to keep himself motivated. The sun continued to rise as Ethan labored, casting a warm light over the green cliff face and sparkling white sands.

As they got closer to shore, more details came into focus. They saw the vast, inviting beach, but the partially submerged, listing remains of their plane on the distant shoreline caught their attention. With growing alarm, they saw flames engulfed the downed aircraft.

The crash of waves on the sand grew louder, blending with the distant cries of seagulls circling overhead. The shallows made progress difficult with the shifting rip current, pulling them back with each arduous kick. As the raft hit the wet sand, Ethan heaved it ashore and stood up on the nearby sandbar. The others jumped out and joined him, wading through the foamy surf until they reached the shore. As soon as they felt solid ground beneath them, they collapsed, their breaths ragged, muscles aching, and minds struggling to process the reality that they had finally made it.

They lay there for what felt like hours, the gentle waves lapping at their heels, staring into the light blue sky; their exhaustion was too overwhelming to allow any movement. Lulled by the rhythmic sound of waves crashing against the rock coves on either side of the beach, their eyes slowly grew heavy, and they drifted off.

Amidst the steady clash of waves, the sound of approaching footsteps reached their ears, but they were too weary to react or check who it might be. Their enervation kept them still and clouded their better judgment, leaving them unaware of whoever might be near.

Emily’s eyes fluttered open as a shadow fell upon her. She recoiled at the sight towering over her—a cloaked humanoid creature imposing in its stature. The figure wore black, tattered robes from head to toe, its face encased in pitted steel armor, revealing only its eyes. Those eyes were a chilling white, with a single pinpoint red pupil that seemed to cut through her very soul. A foul stench accompanied the creature’s presence, a rancid odor, as if its flesh was rotting beneath the armor.

Emily let out a blood-curdling scream as it grabbed her by the shirt and began dragging her away. Ethan, Ryan, and Jake stood up quickly, only to face five more of the devilish creatures. Hannah stood up too, her face devoid of any color as she stumbled back into the sea. The sixth creature continued to drag Emily toward horses in the distance, its movements swift and deliberate. The creatures mumbled in an unfamiliar language. At least, they thought it was a language—to their ears it was just a guttural, demonic-like croaking. The sounds were menacing and sent chills down their spines.

“Do̮lu̮rr e̮fe̮r e̮ go̮ru̮r,” one muttered while drawing his sword and pointing it at Hannah.

In an unknowing and surprising defiance of the creature’s authority, Ethan exploded toward Emily, knowing he must do something to save her, but one of the assailant's fists to his chest halted him. He flew backward, landing hard on his back in the surf. He gasped for air, the aches from the crash coupling with this blow to make every breath painful.

Ryan and Jake took off after Emily. An invisible force of energy struck Ryan and Jake, sending them sprawling back into the ocean. The force of the impact left them dazed and struggling to regain their footing.

Hannah began screaming at the top of her lungs, her voice piercing through the discord. With the others incapacitated, one of the five creatures turned their attention to her, their eyes glowing with a sinister light from beneath their hooded helms.

The scene was one of utter pandemonium. The other three creatures entered the water in pursuit of the dazed boys, while they were too stunned to fight back. They easily took Ethan, Ryan, and Jake by the hair, while the last advanced toward Hannah as she backed into the water. The creatures began chanting something under their breath together; it was incoherent for the friends as they struggled in vain against the grasp of these demonic beings.

Ethan, seeing that Hannah was being pursued into the sea, increased his desperate struggle to free himself from the firm grasp on his hair. Becoming a dead-weight, he fell to the ground. With an outstretched leg, he swept his captor’s feet out from underneath it, tripping it. The other two, seeing this unfold, loosened their grips on Ryan and Jake, slamming the boys’ bodies into the ground and leaving them gasping for breath again. Leaving Ryan and Jake stunned on the sand, they drew their swords and advanced on Ethan.

Ethan’s assailant stood up, brushing off his blackened robes from the sand now coating it. Unfalteringly, they pressed on, chanting their song.

Terrified by the three creatures’ advance, Ethan frantically searched for a weapon. He needed a rock, a stick, anything to fight the monsters.

He heard another scream and turned his attention back to Hannah as she narrowly avoided capture. His distraction allowed the creatures to close in, and he scrambled back, stumbling over the loose sand.

Suddenly, two of the creatures jolted forward, landing hard on the ground. Ryan and Jake raced around the fallen attackers, having pushed them down to aid Ethan. The boys huddled together, slightly reassured by each other's presence, but their slight success was short-lived as the two creatures quickly recovered and returned to flanking their third comrade. They charged the boys, forcing them to scatter to avoid the creatures’ blades.

Faced with such ruthlessness, the boys were helpless and forced to resort to simply avoiding injury or capture.

Despite the pain he felt pulsing throughout his body, Ethan forced himself to his feet after he had stumbled while trying to parry a strike. From where he stood, he could see Emily was perilously close to their attackers’ mounts. The girl was fighting back, kicking and hitting the creature, and the sight renewed his determination.

“We have to fight them!” he yelled, trying to rally his friends.

But the creatures were relentless, their strength too much for the weary survivors, preventing Ethan, Ryan, and Jake from gaining any ground in the desperate struggle.

The three boys grouped up together again, their agility allowing them to move more swiftly than their armored opponents. Helplessly, they watched Emily flail as the creature tried to tie her to one horse, while Hannah was only barely avoiding capture. Looking at each other, they nodded, knowing what needed to be done, however futile, their efforts were. As one, they split, racing in different directions as they tried getting past the three monsters that had forced them away from the girls. But it was for nothing. The monsters blocked and forced them back again and again. Eventually, their exhaustion overcame them and they slowed. Swift, brutal punches to their faces knocked them to the ground. Downed, their assailants began kicking them remorselessly, their armored boots landing devastating blows.

The one that pursued Hannah grabbed her by the hair, and she thrashed wildly, her arms and legs flailing to break free. With brutal force, the creature slammed her head into the sandy beach, and she went limp, unconscious, blood beginning to trickle from her ears, nose, and mouth. The creature then hoisted Hannah onto its shoulder and sprinted toward its comrade, who was still struggling against Emily’s fierce resistance.

The merciless assault left the three boys desperately fending off attacks, helpless in their attempts to rescue their friends.

Unexpectedly, loud cracks and whipping sounds echoed across the sandy beach. Miniature lightning bolts of pure energy bombarded the creatures.

The boys hesitantly raised their heads as their attackers turned their attentions to what was attacking them.

A funny-looking man with a long beard reaching mid-body, cloaked in red robes and a pointed red hat, came into view, following this strange phenomenon.

He was screaming, “Begone, evil agents of the Dark Lord,” as more of the streams of light began making contact with the evil creatures.

The black-robed figures began extirpating into black mist even as they shot black darts of vaporous energy at the man amid their groans.

The strange man yelled, “Behind me, children!” An orb of light enveloped him. Ethan, Ryan, and Jake fled from the ground toward him as he fought the dark monsters.

Emily quickly removed the bindings from her feet after the substance hit her captor, and then she freed herself. Emily ran to Hannah, who had fallen but lay still on the ground. Grabbing her friend by the dress, Emily dragged her to the safety of their friends and the mysterious person who had come to their aid.

With this new foe, the remaining creatures began retreating toward the cliffs, deteriorating into clouds of black mist as they did. The strange man pursued the retreating brume, determined to ensure their departure was absolute.

Emily tended to Hannah as she briefly regained consciousness, mumbling incoherently, almost as if she was speaking in a foreign language. Emily gently patted her head with cold seawater, causing Hannah to wince in her stupor from the salt stinging her open wound.

Meanwhile, Ethan, Ryan, and Jake stood nearby, disheveled, mesmerized, and confused, completely at a loss for words after the chaotic events that had just unfolded.

The odd-looking man turned and began making his way back to them, repeatedly saying “friend” while lowering his hands, palms down, in a gesture of peace.

He towered over them. Up close, he didn’t seem so odd, more like a crazy old grandfather with shimmering blue eyes, a quaint demeanor, and wacky clothing.

He then said in a funny accent, “Glad I was around to save you from them Shadewalkers.” He paused and looked to the side, pointing at some newly erected headstones. “Your friends, I’m guessing? They didn’t have the same fate as you. A bit lucky you are.”

“Who… who are you?” asked Ethan, dumbfounded.

Smiling, the old man replied, “Ándrôniüs.”








  
  
Andronius




The four snapped out of their shocked state as Ándrôniüs gave his introduction after the quick but intense skirmish. They all started firing off questions simultaneously. 

“What were those things?” Ethan muttered.

“Andrinius?” a puzzled Ryan asked, stumbling over the name.

“Where are we?” chimed in Emily.

Hold on… What just happened? Is this a dream? Jake stammered.

“Children… Children… One at a time,” Ándrôniüs chuckled. “I think introductions are in order. Then I will answer all your questions to the fullest extent I am able.”

Each one responded:

“Emily.”

“Ryan.”

“Jake.”

“Ethan, and that is Hannah,” he said, pointing to her limp form on the sand.

“Oh, you poor girl. That looks deep,” Ándrôniüs murmured, kneeling down beside the unconscious Hannah, gently parting her hair to examine the laceration on the back of her head.

“We should get you back to my tower. I’ll have the finest Naïads from the ponds near my home tend to you,” he added, carefully wiping away the blood, hair, and sand from the side of Hannah’s face.

“Naïads?” Ethan questioned, raising an eyebrow.

“A type of healer of sorts, a creature in this world that can be trusted with such things,” Ándrôniüs replied, looking up at Ethan with a reassuring nod.

As they spoke, the weather shifted, towering thunderheads racing in from the ocean, spitting misty droplets and unleashing increasingly fierce gusts.

“We must hurry if we do not want to end up like wet dogs out here,” said Ándrôniüs as he grunted, picking up Hannah. “This way, follow me. It’s not but a thirty-minute jaunt through the woods. You have my word, you will be safe.”

“Ethan, what about the plane? What about our stuff?” asked Ryan.

“What about sending a mayday?” added Jake, grabbing Ethan’s shoulder as they walked with Ándrôniüs.

“What are you children on about?” questioned Ándrôniüs, looking over his shoulder as he headed toward the forest.

Ethan ran in front of Ándrôniüs. “We need to visit the plane.”

He looked back and pointed at a pristine beach, no remnant of the wreckage visible. “Wait! It was just there… Where did it go? How... Why... What?”

“There’s nothing left for you in the old world; this is your home now. “I’ll do everything in my power to ensure a smooth transition,” Ándrôniüs stated seriously, before changing the subject. “You know, for as dainty as this lass is, she’s heft’ like a horse,” he said.

“What do you mean?” shouted Ethan angrily, feeling as if something sinister was awry.

“The prophecy, children… The prophecy. Now, I insist we trot along before that storm catches us… Or worse, them Shadewalkers return, but with more than a half dozen,” jabbered Ándrôniüs, stepping around Ethan.

The four friends huddled together momentarily before silently agreeing to follow the odd figure. They ran to catch up to Ándrôniüs who had carried on, unbothered that they had fallen behind. Hoping they would be safer with him, they staggered after him into the confines of the forest.

Ethan paused for a moment at the edge of the trees, looking back at the beach and at this strange land, wondering where the wreckage had gone as lightning filled the now-blackened thunderheads approaching the coast. Unease filled him as he turned and entered the forest after his companions.

The forest was full of large green ferns and towering pines that swayed in the wind. It was quiet within the columns of trunks, almost too quiet, with only the occasional scurry of a mouse or the peep of a bird to break the silence and give life to the environment. It was as if the creatures that called this place home knew another violent torrent was making landfall.

The rain picked up, creating a dissonant drumming on the ferns. Rumbles from above became more prevalent. Ándrôniüs picked up his speed as he felt Hannah shiver even in her unconscious state, her dress becoming more and more saturated. The path they followed became more of a stream than a walkable route through the trees.

Thoroughly soaked, the small group came to an abrupt stop before a small moat which blocked their path to a modest keep and manor house enclosed by a stone wall. A drawbridge spanned the water, providing access to Ándrôniüs’s home. Two guards stood at the entrance, their figures illuminated by an array of cressets and torches surrounding the gate. Two men, clad in white armor from head to toe and wearing red capes, stood directly in the middle of the path. In one hand each held a white-and-red rectangular shield, and in the other, a formidable halberd.

As Ándrôniüs approached the guards, he called out, his voice carrying through the air with authority. “Áelfwînë! Come help at once!”

Áelfwînë moved with haste, his face etched with concern. As he approached, his eyes scanned the surroundings for any signs of danger that may have followed.

“What is it, Sire?” Áelfwînë asked, his tone serious.

Ándrôniüs, his arms trembling, replied, “The girl... Take the girl to the tower. My arms are spent. I will be right behind.”

The urgency in Andrôniüs’s voice as he gave Hannah to the guard suggested a serious problem. He took her gently but firmly, ensuring her safety as he swiftly ran off toward a quaint yet imposing tower in the distance.

Ethan, upset, yelled, “Take her to what tower? We will not be separated from each other.”

Ándrôniüs responded firmly, “Ethan, that is enough. Come, children, this way. We are only a few paces from my hall, where we can feast and warm our bodies by the fire within.” He then pointed off to the right as they followed Áelfwînë through the archway of the gate. “I will see you settled. Then I must visit my tower and ready it for the Naïads to tend to your friend.”

“No!” roared Ethan as he advanced on Ándrôniüs angrily.

The remaining guard rushed over, knocking Ethan into the waterlogged soil. “Mind your manners, boy, or your next words will be your last.”

“No, no, Áethelwûlf. I appreciate your diligence in protecting me. Another time, such actions might be necessary, but tonight is not the night. Please, summon Câllirrhöe. We desperately need her. “Our efforts will be wasted if we fail to save the girl, forcing us to wait another age,” Andrôniüs declared, preventing the guards’ advance.

The four friends exchanged worried and confused looks amongst each other.

Áethelwûlf nodded stiffly, clanking with every step as he moved purposefully through the rain, which continued to fall unrelentingly. The sound of his armor and the pitter-patter of the rain created a symphony of urgency as he hurried to the ponds, determined to bring Câllirrhöe, who lived on the other side of the defenses of the manor walls, back to help Hannah.

“Shall we?” Ándrôniüs smirked as he brought his hands together, intertwining his fingers. “This way,” he added, beginning to amble toward the manor house entrance, not bothering to check if they obeyed.

Though hesitant, they followed Ándrôniüs, their eagerness to be dry and fed overriding any suspicions. Ethan brought up the rear, his mind warring between doubt and exhaustion.

Intricate wooden doors, lined with iron, opened with a bellowing creak to reveal the interior of the building. The crackle of fire came from fireplaces at either end of the great room. The interior walls were whiter than snow and almost as bright as the outside on a midsummer day. On one side of the space was a large table with ten wooden chairs, a runner on the surface, and a triad of candles providing warm light. On the other side were plush embroidered chairs that looked like they belonged to a king. Directly opposite the door was a staircase leading to unknown rooms above.

One by one, they stepped into their protector’s home. As they crossed the wooden threshold, something strange befell them—something magical. Their clothes, which moments ago had been soaked, tattered, and clinging to their skin, were now completely dry. Not a single thread dripped, nor a single thread was missing. The grime and dampness were gone, as if they had never existed.

They stared at one another in disbelief over what had just happened.

“Huh?” Emily said, her face frozen in wide-eyed wonder.

Jake and Ryan turned to each other, equally dumbfounded. They said in unison, “What the—”

Scratching the back of his head, Ethan said, “It’s like magic or something. First those weird bolts of lightning, then that invisible shield... and now this? What’s going on?”

Ethan turned to Ándrôniüs, who was now stepping through the door. Water poured from his robes as if wrung from a sodden beast—yet within seconds, the soaked mess gave way to the appearance of a regal personage once more.

“Oh, it’s just a charm, my friends,” Ándrôniüs said with a half-hearted smirk. “You’ll get used to it. In the Republic, such things are... well, ordinary.”

He had always enjoyed these little moments—watching newcomers gape at the mundane spells, charms, and other magical abilities he and his kin no longer thought twice about. What amazed them was routine to him. And yet, their awe stirred something familiar—a quiet reminder that even the simplest magic still held wonder.

Smacking his lips, Ándrôniüs muttered, “Home sweet home.” He turned and cocked his head slightly. “Have a seat. I’ll call Ísolde, my love, and she will feed us whatever delectable concoction she has made this evening. Once fed, I will try to answer your questions. But until then, warm up and sit tight.”

Ándrôniüs walked over to the base of the stairs, clapped twice, and called loudly, “Ísolde, dear! We have company!”

Sounds of thuds and creaks came from above, followed by a cheerful voice. “Ooo, visitors!”

Running down the stairs in utter excitement, one hand in the air and the other holding up her skirt, a slender woman with black hair and green eyes, dressed in a tight white blouse and pleated long brown skirt, made her way into the room. She ran up to each of the four, giving them a hug and a kiss on each cheek.

“Praise be to the Allfather that you are here and safe!” Ísolde exclaimed as she made her way to a few cupboards affixed to the walls and retrieved bowls and utensils, and placed them on the table. She then pulled out six chairs but hesitated at the seventh, her eyes running across the visitors in her home. “Oh my, I thought there were five of you. Where is the fifth?” Ísolde asked, worried.

“Hannah is with Câllirrhöe, my dearest. Hopefully, after a few days’ rest, she will be on the mend,” answered Ándrôniüs.

“Oh, children, she’s in the best care in all of Eldôria, don’t you worry!” Ísolde said with a warm smile. “We must feed you now. This evening, I whipped up the finest stewed fish and cabbage south of the Âldâmûr ports.”

“Stewed fish?” said Emily with a tinge of distaste.

“Emily, at this point, we haven’t eaten in—I have no clue how long. It could be roadkill for all I care,” scolded Jake. “Have some manners!”

“Roadkill?” Ándrôniüs asked, a puzzled expression on his face.

“Oh yeah, it’s when a vehicle hits an animal and it’s left on the road until something eats it or it’s removed,” replied Jake.

“How barbaric, just leaving an animal to spoil after a hunt. But what is this vehicle you speak of?” Ándrôniüs pulled his seat closer to the table, eager to learn more.

“You don’t hunt with a vehicle, Ándrôniüs. A vehicle is a motorized mode of travel to get people from one place to another,” replied Jake with a chuckle. He then paused for a moment and continued, “Do you not have vehicles here?”

“I’m still not quite sure what this vehicle you speak of is, or what motorized means. Quite simply, we walk from here to there, or from there to here. Occasionally, if we are lucky, we ride a horse,” responded Ándrôniüs, still quite stumped by the unfamiliar words he was learning from his visitors.

Ísolde then brought over the cauldron of stewed fish and cabbage, filled each of their bowls, and passed out small rolls. She left the basket on the table with at least a half dozen rolls left inside, in case anyone ate more.

It then hit Ethan, and he voiced his thoughts out loud. “Guys… I think we went back in time.”

“Actually, sideways, upwards, downwards, or something or other,” Ándrôniüs stated while swirling his spoon in unison with his statement. “It’s a bit odd actually how these things happen from other worlds. One minute you’re there, another you’re here, and sometimes you’ll pass onto another. I’ve dedicated over a semi-quincentennial studying the phenomena since the last came and failed. Before that, it was an age before that when we last had visitors who also… failed at fulfilling the prophecy.”

“Enough… Enough! Ándrôniüs, at least let them get a good night’s rest and an update on their friend before we bog them down with hearsay,” touted Ísolde.

“Dear! It is not hearsay…” Ándrôniüs slammed his fist on the table in dismay, putting quite the scare in Ethan, Ryan, Jake, and Emily.

“Alright dear. On that note, I will retire to my quarters for the night, seeing as I overstepped my boundaries. Children, it’s been lovely. I’ll have apple porridge ready for you when you awake,” said Ísolde as she made her way up the stairs.

Ándrôniüs sighed heavily as she left. “My deepest apologies. See, I’m a believer in the prophecy, seeing as I was a young man, having just graduated from the academy at the time of the last visitors. And Ísolde, she is a non-believer of the prophecy. But the prophecy is real; it’s living and breathing, just like you and I. All the High Mages of Eldôria have been looking forward to your arrival. Unfortunately, I am not at liberty to expound upon my knowledge of the prophecy as I am bound by higher powers, and only at the right time, when you have passed the tests, to prove you are our chosen five, then the prophecy’s words will be bestowed upon you by the Grand Mage,” Ándrôniüs monologued in a diatribe-like manner.

“So, what you are saying is, we don’t get answers after all, even though you promised us when we left the beach?” Ethan said in a disgruntled tone.

His friends echoed his words, nodding along and urging the old man for an explanation.

“Precisely,” Ándrôniüs stated, pausing for effect as they all sighed. “But imprecisely.”

Ethan palmed his face, Jake mumbled under his breath, Ryan rolled his eyes, and Emily smashed her face into the table in frustration.

“But children, perhaps, maybe you four are just not asking the right questions, the answers of which I am at full liberty to divulge to you. But we must hurry with our conversation; I still have to set your beds up…” Ándrôniüs stated before being interrupted by a voice from up the stairs.

“No, dear, they are ready,” yelled Ísolde, taking full pleasure in derailing his conversation and attempted escape.

“Fine… Fine… Your beds are ready.” His shoulders slumped slightly before a thought occurred to him and he brightened. “Oh! I must tend to Hannah in the tower, send a messenger sparrow to notify the Grand Mage about your arrival, and prepare myself for the tasks ahead,” Ándrôniüs stated, rolling his eyes. “Now, ask away! Hurry! Hurry now!”

“Well, I know I sure as hell would like to know what those things were,” stated Jake earnestly.

“Those were Shadewalkers. They are agents of the Dark Lord of Kha̮rzo̮no̮v,” Ándrôniüs replied with a troubled look on his face. “Though they have many names in the various tongues of the races of this world. Some call them Az’u̮gu̮l, others Izzârrë, and yet others call them Khóâzzë. Simply stated, in the common tongue, which is used across all the realms of this world, they are Shadewalkers.”

Ethan chimed in abruptly as Ándrôniüs finished, giving no one a chance to ask further questions about the creatures that nearly killed them earlier, this Dark Lord, or where and what Kha̮rzo̮no̮v was. “Who are you, and why should we trust you?”

Jake, Ryan, and Emily exchanged looks, annoyance hewn upon their faces, before Jake smacked Ethan on the back of the head.

“Come on, he literally saved our lives from those shade demons—”

“Walkers. Shadewalkers, Jake,” Ándrôniüs corrected, promptly cutting him off.

“Shadewalkers,” Jake said slowly, correcting himself.

“He’s letting us stay with him and taking care of Hannah,” snarled Emily, adding her two cents to the conversation at hand.

Ryan was too busy stuffing his face with stewed fish and sneaking a few extra rolls from the basket left on the table to contribute verbally to the conversation at hand.

After a moment’s pause and silence, Emily shyly asked, “Wait… We get to stay with you tonight, right, Ándrôniüs?”

“Why yes, that was never not an option, darling,” chuckled Ándrôniüs. “However, Ethan, you will learn to trust me in time. I know you’re a bit quick-tempered.

“That’s not true!” shouted Ethan as he stood up, his chair clattering to the floor, disliking such criticism from someone he hardly knew.

“Settle down, Ethan. You are simply proving my point by lashing out. This is not the time for harsh tones. We are friends,” Ándrôniüs said calmly. “Now, to answer your question, I am Ándrôniüs, as I’ve already told you, one of the High Mages of Eldôria. To settle questions that may arise as to what a mage is, it is a practitioner of magic—we can manipulate the elements, cast spells, and harness the supernatural through our deep knowledge, rituals, and the use of arcane symbols. “My home is Pinemarsh Hollow, and this is my manor,” he exclaimed proudly.

After Ándrôniüs’s declaration, the room fell into a momentary silence; the friends grappling with the information they had just received. Emily again was the first to break the silence, her voice a mix of disbelief and confusion.

“Pinemarsh Hollow? Where is that?”

Ándrôniüs nodded, a patient smile on his face. “My dear girl, you are in Pinemarsh Hollow. It’s within the Republic of Eldôria, as I previously stated.”

His confusion deepening, Ryan clutched at his side as if trying to ground himself in reality. “Eldôria? I’ve never heard of such a place.”

“Of course, you haven’t,” Ándrôniüs replied, his tone calm, yet slightly amused. “Eldôria is on Arcánüs Májörá, a system within yours but many, many light-years away.”

Ethan’s eyes widened in shock. “Wait, what? We’re not on Earth anymore?”

Ándrôniüs tilted his head slightly, as if considering how best to explain. “You are on an Earth of sorts. Not entirely false, you see—just not your Earth.”

“Not on Earth... Eldôria... Arcánüs Májörá... Pinemarsh Hollow?” Jake said with a stammer, still trying to process what left the mouth of the man that saved them.

Ethan, frustrated, cut in sharply. “I think what Jake is trying to say is we need a more direct answer, Ándrôniüs.”

Ándrôniüs, a glint of humor in his eyes, replied, “Yes, everyone, to clarify: we are on our Earth, which is called Arcánüs Májörá. The manor where we now sit is Pinemarsh Manor, located within the High Mage Republic of Eldôria, on our continent of Cáelunárra, which comprises our republic and the five other kingdoms.”

“Ethan, did you hear that? We’re not on Earth,” Jake said, still bewildered at the events transpiring.

“Yes, Jake,” Ethan replied, trying to keep his irritation in check. “We all heard. Just... let’s try to piece this together.”

“Ándrôniüs, how did we end up here?” Ryan asked, his face wrought with confusion.

Ándrôniüs’s expression became more guarded. “That, I’m afraid, is information that the Grand Mage will share with you in due time.”

“Screw the Grand Mage! You’re here now! Just tell us!” Ethan demanded, his frustration boiling over, sharp and unfiltered.

Ándrôniüs chuckled softly, a sound that only added to Ethan’s irritation. “Patience, Ethan. I have reasons I cannot tell you now, but eventually, I will reveal everything.

“Great, more mystery,” Emily said with a mix of sarcasm and sincerity.

Ryan, still grappling with the concept, asked, “But… what exactly is a mage?” He had forgotten that Ándrôniüs had already explained this, his attention then more consumed by the meal before him than the words being spoken.

Ándrôniüs turned his attention back to Ryan. “A mage, as I mentioned earlier, is a practitioner of magic.”

“You’ve already told us that, Ándrôniüs,” Ethan said, feeling unsatisfied and sidelined.

“So, are you like a wizard, then?” Emily asked.

Ándrôniüs smiled, a twinkle of amusement in his eyes. “Not quite a wizard, Emily. Here, we are mages, or, in our ancestral tongue, the Áírrmá; however, in many of the worlds I’ve studied, those terms might be used interchangeably. It just all depends, circumstantially speaking, of course.”

“I feel like we’re getting nowhere and everywhere at the same time,” Jake said, exhaling in exasperation.

“Indeed, Jake. Indeed,” Ándrôniüs said, letting out a hearty laugh.

Three loud knocks echoed throughout the manor, interrupting the semi-informative conversation at hand. Áelfwînë popped in through the door, bowing. He was now in much more casual attire. Black boots, loosened for comfort, completed his outfit of a matching brown wool tunic and hose.

“Ándrôniüs, sir, Áethelwûlf is back on guard. We’ve been waiting for you. Hannah has regained some of her cognizance with Câllirrhöe’s help, though she says the girl may need more than a few days to recover because of the extent of her injuries. May I retire to my quarters, sire?” Áelfwînë groggily reported, clearly worn from the day.

“Indeed, my friend,” Ándrôniüs responded in an appreciative and welcoming manner. He stood and walked to the door, escorting Áelfwînë out before peeking back in. “Now, children, please head up the stairs, where you will find your quarters. Men on the left and women on the right. No mixing, you four; there are strict rules in place here, not to mention a fun little surprise I have in place to ensure no funny business goes down. But not to worry, as long as you don’t pass over each other’s thresholds, nothing will happen. Now, I really must tend to Hannah this evening and send Câllirrhöe on her way.”

“But we have more questions that ne—” Ethan said quickly.

Though it was too late, Ándrôniüs closed the door before the question could be asked. Ethan, Ryan, Jake, and Emily sat there in the comforts of the manor and this new world. They listened in silence to the crackling and popping of the fire, the ticking of a rudimentary clock that had no rhyme or reason to it, and inhaled the sweet smell of incense that was burning, though they were only noticing it just now; earlier it had been masked by the food they had been eating.

Ryan stood up, stretched, and yawned. “Shall we?” he said.

With differing expressions of agreement, they all stood up, pushed their chairs in, and made their way up the creaking stairs. On the left were three different doors; in the middle, there was one; and on the right, there were three as well. Each door was elegant in design, handcrafted to perfection, and lined with blackened iron.

“Well, I guess this is goodnight,” Ethan said, his demeanor deflated and lacking his earlier passion.

Before retreating into their accommodations, they exchanged hugs. While not an uncommon occurrence among the friends, this time they embraced each other a bit more fiercely, considering the events of the past few days. They knew they were safe for tonight, but none knew what lay ahead of them in this strange new place.

Ísolde popped out of the door in the middle, now in a white gown for bed. “Children, this is my room. If you need anything during the night, please do not hesitate to knock. I will try my best to meet your needs. I’ve put linens, a hot bath, and some clothes—hopefully in sizes that fit you all—in each room. “Oh, and have a very good night’s rest.”

She then shut the door firmly, and the four retired to their rooms, where they found small beds on wooden and iron frames, small square windows, and opulent claw-footed bathing tubs filled with warm, steaming water.

In their separate rooms, they all availed themselves of the soothing, heated water. Once finished, they dressed in the provided night clothes before crawling into bed and resting their heavy heads and battered bodies.

One by one, they experienced dreams of their past and felt the warm embraces of loved ones, yet the possibility of never seeing them again lingered. But for now, the hope of returning home sustained them, enough to comfortably lull them to sleep, lulled by the pitter-patter of rain on the roof and the croaking of frogs in the distance through their propped open windows.
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Five days had passed since Ándrôniüs had brought them to Pinemarsh Manor. During that time, the four friends had not seen Hannah, who remained in the tower under the care of Câllirrhöe and their host. Their concern for her well-being grew daily, compounded by their inability to visit her and the lack of any updates about her condition. The increasing isolation of Ándrôniüs, who had become substantially reclusive, only added to their unease. 

Ísolde, Áelfwînë, Áethelwûlf, and the occasional person bringing supplies by handcart, were the only faces they encountered regularly. The four friends spent most of their time under the large oak tree in the courtyard adjacent to the tower, sitting on a log that had been converted into a makeshift bench. They yearned for any sight or sound from the many windows that lined the walls of the tower. The manor and its defenses, more akin to an outpost than a village, offered little in the way of distractions or activities for them to ease their angst.

The children and wives of the guards, Áelfwînë and Áethelwûlf seemed wary and rarely left their thatched-roof, wooden-framed houses. Occasionally, they would peer from windows that overlooked the partially dirt courtyard with its uneven red brick paths, making sure the newcomers were not too close.

Ethan and Jake had fashioned a makeshift checkerboard on the ground using sticks and rocks. Though they didn’t fully understand the rules of the game, it was a way to pass the time. Ísolde had been bringing Emily a few books each day from her personal library, satisfying the girl’s addiction to literature. She would sit in the bifurcation of the oak tree, propping her back on one side and her feet on the other, lost in the words of the texts she received.

Ryan, on the other hand, was still visibly suffering from the crash and the Shadewalker attack. His movements were stiff and pained, each shallow breath sending sharp pangs through his bruised ribs. Ándrôniüs and Ísolde had examined him the day after they had arrived. They assessed him and found his ribs unbroken; with significant rest, he would recover in a few more days. Despite this, every day was a struggle for him. He did his best to remain still, lying on his back to avoid aggravating his injuries further.

The sun dipped low on the horizon, signaling the end of another day in this new world. A gentle breeze stirred, carrying the evening chorus of crickets and frogs. The rich aroma of something being cooked wafted through the air, tantalizing and impossible to ignore.

Impatience gnawed at Ethan, despite his best efforts to suppress it. He had never been one to wait for things; his father always made sure that whatever Ethan wanted happened swiftly. Now, as thoughts of his father crept into his mind, an intense feeling of longing for the comforts of his home and his father pierced through him.

Unbeknownst to him, thoughts of their homes and families similarly occupied his friends’ minds, although they all maintained their silence. There had been a pseudo-unspoken agreement among the friends to avoid discussing their lives before the crash, though from time to time someone would slip up. The uncertainty of their current situation consumed their thoughts just as much, and the slim, but near impossible, hope of returning to their old lives and families made the past feel like a fragile dream—one that could easily shatter if examined too closely.

Ísolde emerged through the front door of the manor. “Children, dinner is ready! Please come join me.”

Ethan and Jake stood up from the ground where they had been sitting cross-legged while Emily jumped down from the tree. Ryan signaled for someone to help him get up, and the three turned to assist him. As they helped Ryan to his feet, he made slight groans and grimaces of pain from the movements.

“I feel like we’re prisoners here; this is complete crap,” huffed Ethan, supporting Ryan with his right arm.

“At least you’re not in as much pain as I am,” Ryan replied, wincing with every step.

“Yeah, I get that, Ryan! But we have heard nothing about Hannah. We’re stuck in this place, and no one is giving us the time of day,” Ethan argued.

“You literally say that three times a day, Ethan… We know. But seriously, you’re not a prisoner, just dramatic, and not to mention downright voracious. And you most definitely lack restraint,” Emily countered with a sarcastic laugh.

“They’re right, man. While, yes, we don’t know what’s going on with Hannah or what we’re gonna do, we could be substantially worse off,” Jake said, supporting Ryan with his left arm over his shoulder.

“Exactly! We’re being fed, clothed, kept safe from danger, and we’re alive. Those are things to be grateful for,” Emily encouraged, walking backward so she could face them.

Emily reached the door first, turning around to hold it open for the others. Juggling Jake between them, Ethan and Jake maneuvered inside, making their way to the table and helping Ryan to a seat. Just as Emily was about to step inside and close the door, a familiar voice called out her name. “Emily! Emily! Hey, Emily!”

Emily turned around immediately at the third call. Hannah, dressed in a semi-loose-fitting brown ankle-length dress with her hair pulled back and a bandage around her head, was being escorted into Pinemarsh Manor by Ándrôniüs. Emily dropped her books on the doorstep and sprinted toward Hannah, the door slamming shut behind her.

“Oh, Hannah!” Emily screamed, as she quickly reached her friend and hugged her. Ándrôniüs smiled and then continued walking, allowing them to have this moment between them.

Noticing that Emily had not come through the door, Jake peeked out and saw the two girls in each other’s arms. “Ethan! Ryan! Hannah is out in the courtyard!” he yelled over his shoulder and then pushed the heavy door open, sprinting toward her.

Ethan followed suit, leaving Ryan behind.

Suddenly alone but happy, Ryan muttered, “Well, I guess I’ll just wait here.”

Out in the courtyard, Ethan, Jake, Emily, and Hannah were all smiling and happily hugging each other. Ryan had made it to his feet but had not gone outside. He was standing in the window, waving at them, the movement catching Hannah’s eye. She turned, a warm, beaming smile crossing her face as she waved back enthusiastically.

“We are so happy to see you,” Jake said ecstatically.

“I have been... I mean WE... we were so worried about you,” Ethan said, staring at Hannah. “Tell us everything!”

Hannah smiled. “Let’s eat dinner, then I’ll tell you what I am able.”

She locked arms with Emily, and the two of them made their way back to the doors of the manor, Jake trailing after them.

Ethan remained standing in the courtyard, replaying Hannah’s words in his mind. “Wait. What exactly do you mean by you’ll tell us what you’re ‘able’?” he asked, a hint of anger creeping into his voice.

Hannah, knowing Ethan’s perception of things, turned and looked at him, her smile fading slightly. “Ethan, it’s not what you think.”

“Not what I think?” Ethan said angrily, running up to the door, blocking the way, and throwing his hands in the air in rebuttal. “Did they tell you not to talk to us or something?”

“Calm down, Ethan. All I remember is us being back in Honolulu and boarding the plane,” Hannah said calmly, trying to diffuse the situation. “I’m still fairly faint, fatigued, and I have a bad case of amnesia. I’ll tell you what I remember once we sit down.”

Emily, Jake, and Hannah pushed past Ethan as he stood there, angrily confused. Ethan fought his thoughts, debating whether to go with his friends or run into the woods. He contemplated an array of other things in that moment, many being indiscriminate. In the back of his mind, a nagging voice became prevalent in his psyche, though the words were distant, muddled, and indiscernible.

He gave his head a good shake to clear the ruckus he was hearing. Once he could no longer hear it, he saw he was alone in the courtyard, near the door.

“You coming, Ethan?” asked Hannah, peeking through the door to where he stood, lost in thought.

Ethan hesitated, his voice uncertain as he responded slowly, “Uhhh, yeah, sorry, I’ll be right there,” the pauses between his words betraying his overwrought mind.

He turned, took a few paces to the door, and caught it with his hand just before it slowly shut, stepping across the threshold into the room beyond. His gaze immediately landed on Hannah, who was embracing Ryan tightly, her expression a mix of relief and joy. Nearby, Emily and Jake had already settled into their seats, their plates holding modest portions of potatoes, greens, and a small, whole fish—an unassuming but hearty dinner.

At the bottom of the stairs stood Ísolde, her posture poised but her eyes soft as she observed Ethan where he lingered in the doorway, his expression blank, his thoughts distant and heavy. Ísolde watched him for a moment, reading the unspoken confusion and concern etched into his face. Without a word, she approached, wrapping her arm around him in a quiet gesture of reassurance. She pressed a gentle kiss to his cheek and whispered, “Everything will be okay.”
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