
  
    [image: The Magic Shell]
  


  
    
      The Magic Shell

      A Seven Kingdoms Tale 6

    

    
      
        S.E. Smith

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Montana Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      I would like to thank my husband Steve for believing in me and being proud enough of me to give me the courage to follow my dream. I would also like to give a special thank you to my sister and best friend, Linda, who not only encouraged me to write, but who also read the manuscript. Also to my other friends who believe in me: Julie, Jackie, Christel, Sally, Jolanda, Lisa, Laurelle, Debbie, and Narelle. The girls that keep me going!

      

      And a special thanks to Paul Heitsch, David Brenin, Samantha Cook, Suzanne Elise Freeman, and PJ Ochlan – the awesome voices behind my audiobooks!

      – S. E. Smith

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Paranormal Romance

        THE MAGIC SHELL: SEVEN KINGDOMS TALE 6

        Copyright © 2019 by S. E. Smith

        First E-Book Published December 2019

        Cover Design by Melody Simmons

      

        

      
        ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission from the author.

      

        

      
        All characters, places, and events in this book are fictitious or have been used fictitiously, and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations are strictly coincidental.

      

        

      
        Summary: A fisherman makes the discovery of a lifetime only to be transported to a magical world where he joins forces with a powerful princess to save not only her kingdom, but the entire Seven Kingdoms.

      

        

      
        ISBN: (Paperback): 9781944125950

        ISBN: (eBook): 9781944125943

      

      

      {Romance (love, explicit sexual content) | Action/Adventure | Fantasy (Urban) | Fantasy Dragons & Mythical Creatures | Contemporary | Paranormal

      
        
        Published by Montana Publishing, LLC

        & SE Smith of Florida Inc. www.sesmithfl.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cast of Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isle of the Elementals:

      

      

      
        
        King Ruger and Queen Adrina LaBreeze

        Gem Aurora LaBreeze – Princess of the Elementals

        Wayman – High Chancellor to the King and Queen and Gem’s Cousin

        Samuel – the King’s Personal Guard

      

        

      
        Isle of the Monsters:

        Empress Nali

      

        

      
        Isle of the Pirates:

        The Pirate King Ashure Waves

      

        

      
        Isle of the Giants:

        King Koorgan – Presiding King of the Giants

        Gant – half Giant/half wizard, Koorgan’s friend and Second-in-Command

        King Samui and Queen Malay of the Isle of the Giants: Koorgan’s parents and the original rulers of the Giants

      

        

      
        Isle of the Dragons:

        Drago – King of the Dragons

      

        

      
        Isle of the Sea Serpent:

        Orion – King of the Isle of the Sea Serpent

        Magna – The Sea Witch

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Synopsis

          

        

      

    

    
      Ross Galloway is more than ready for a new life away from Yachats, Oregon. All he needs for his plans to fall into place is a little money and a lot of luck. He gets his break when he discovers something out of this world on one of his dives – a real-life mermaid.

      

      His plans to cash in on his discovery don’t work out quite the way he’d planned when the mermaid gives him an unexpected gift – a magic shell. Swept overboard by the spell contained within the shell, Ross surfaces in a strange, bizarre world.

      

      Princess Gem LaBreeze is an Elemental, a powerful species that can control the elements. Transformed to stone to protect her from the evil threatening the Isle of the Elementals, she is awakened by a man from another world – a stranger who is as arrogant and uncouth as he is unpredictable.

      

      Gem and Ross, forced together in a desperate race against time, learn that opposites can attract and that sometimes the roughest surface hides the tenderest of hearts. Can an unlikely hero and a lone woman survive the traps set to stop a destructive alien creature that has been unleashed, or will the Isle of the Elementals fall back into the ocean and disappear beneath the waves forever?
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      Isle of the Elementals:

      Three years ago

      

      The corridors of the Crystal Palace were alive with the residents’ early morning activities, but Princess Gem Aurora LaBreeze was only mildly aware of the hustle and bustle as she strode down the magnificent corridor. Her mind was preoccupied with what had happened at the meeting that she had attended the night before. She was still trying to process everything that she had seen and learned before she presented it to her parents.

      The most shocking part of the meeting had been seeing the Dragon King! The last she’d heard, Drago had cloaked the entire Isle of the Dragons in a deadly fog after the Sea Witch turned his family and all of his subjects into stone. In the years since, he had never reappeared – until last night when he had attended the meeting of rulers and representatives – all because a woman from another world had come and changed everything.

      Nali, the Empress of the Monsters, had claimed that this woman, Carly Tate, had initiated a chain of events that would bring the kingdoms together to destroy ‘the alien creature’. That’s what they were calling the evil entity who had taken over Magna the Sea Witch and forced her to terrorize the Seven Kingdoms.

      Given that her free will had been enslaved for centuries, the others attending the meeting had voted to spare the Sea Witch’s life if possible. Gem had been the lone dissenter. She did not yet know why her parents had been so adamant that she must vote for Magna’s death no matter the circumstances, but she was sure they would not be happy when she informed them of the decision made.

      Gem’s expression softened when she saw the old guard standing protectively outside a set of splendid double doors. The guard bowed his head in respect and opened the door to the conference room as she approached. The beautifully carved doors told the tale of the Elementals. Reaching out, she lovingly glided her fingers along the surface of one door.

      “Your parents are expecting you, Princess. A word of warning, though, the High Chancellor is with them,” the guard murmured.

      “Thank you for the warning, Samuel,” Gem replied with a rueful smile.

      “My pleasure, Lady Gem, I’ll also have a word with the young guards about their manners – again. I think you’ve broken more than one heart with your arrival this morning alone without even realizing it,” Samuel replied with twinkling eyes.

      She glanced over her shoulder and saw several young guards staring at her with crooked grins. She chuckled and shook her head when one of the young men flushed and smiled broadly at her. With a stern glare from Samuel, the group quickly retreated in different directions. She returned her attention to the old guard.

      “New recruits – I swear I go through this every time. This is their first time in the palace. I wanted to give them an opportunity to see the daily workings. You’ll be all they talk about the rest of the day!” he said as he shook his head in rueful amusement.

      “I do it just to keep you happy. It gives you something to chastise them about,” she teased.

      Gem was still smiling when she entered the conference room. Samuel had been her parents’ personal guard for as long as she could remember. She had spent countless hours quizzing him about the different scenes depicted on the doors, and he had spent the same number of hours enthralling her with the history of the Isle of the Elementals. He had also taught her how to use a sword.

      The smile on her lips faded when she saw the High Chancellor talking with her parents. She didn’t care if the man was her distant cousin, she didn’t like or trust him. Ever since they were children, she had avoided Wayman whenever she could. She did not understand why her parents had chosen to promote him to such a powerful position after his parents’ untimely deaths.

      As she crossed the room, Gem pulled her attention away from Wayman and focused on the flash of amusement in her mother’s eyes. Queen Adrina LaBreeze raised an eyebrow and Gem forced a smile in response, nodding politely to the High Chancellor as his calculating gaze swept over her. She nonchalantly locked eyes with the distasteful man, her serene smile never wavering, and as usual, a spark of anger flared in her cousin’s eyes before he looked away. The bastard had a long way to go before he would ever intimidate her.

      “Welcome home, darling,” her mother warmly greeted.

      Gem stopped in front of her mother, and lightly kissed her on both cheeks before she did the same with her father. Her father held her arms a fraction longer before he released her. She ignored Wayman. If there was one way to get under her cousin’s skin, it was to deny him the attention and power he craved.

      “Did you have a good journey?” her father quietly enquired.

      Gem bowed her head in agreement. “It was interesting,” she casually hedged.

      She glanced at Wayman. She would speak to her parents about the meeting later. Her gut was telling her to be extremely cautious about sharing information in front of her cousin. If her parents decided to inform Wayman about where she had gone and what was discussed, that would be their decision.

      “I was not aware that you had left the Isle, Gem. I believe there is still a decree in place that severely restricts all travel,” Wayman commented pointedly.

      Gem shrugged. “My travel was sanctioned by the King and Queen, Wayman. I saw no reason to share my movements with you,” she retorted.

      Wayman’s eyes narrowed and he pursed his lips before he softly said, “As our Majesties wish, of course. ” He inclined his head deferentially toward King Ruger and Queen Adrina.

      Gem looked at her mother when she felt a touch on her arm. It was only then that she realized that she was clutching the hilt of her sword. Her cousin always pulled a desire out of her to see if his blood ran red or black.

      “Wayman, we will meet with you later. We would like time alone with our daughter,” her mother graciously stated.

      Wayman stiffened at the dismissal. He gave her mother and father a curt bow and shot her a speculative look. Gem casually turned and watched as he silently walked toward an exit concealed behind a large tapestry on the left side of the room.

      She waited until she heard the door open and close before she turned back to her mother. Her father chuckled and Gem huffed.

      “I don’t know why you put up with that worthless piece of—” she muttered with a disdainful sniff.

      “Sometimes it is better to keep those you don’t trust close to you,” King Ruger replied with a sigh.

      Gem looked at her father with surprise. “I didn’t realize you felt the same way,” she said.

      “He has always been very much his father’s son, I’m afraid,” her father replied.

      Her mother released an inelegant snort before she changed the subject. “What did you discover?” her mother asked.

      Gem looked at her parents with deep concern. “The others are going to try to capture Magna. Nali warned against killing her. Drago—”

      “Drago!” both of her parents exclaimed at the same time.

      “The Dragon King has returned?” her father demanded.

      Gem nodded. “Yes. There was a woman with him. She is not from our world,” she expounded.

      “Not…” her mother began, tilting her head with sudden interest.

      “Tell us about her,” her father urged.

      Gem thought about Carly Tate. “She is so sweet and gentle, and she looks a great deal like someone of our world might, though she seems to have no magic of her own. Nali said her presence has initiated a series of events that will save our world – as long as Drago does not kill Magna,” she said.

      Her mother’s brow creased. “Nali has the Goddess’s Mirror. She would know,” she acknowledged.

      “But why would she tell them not to kill Magna? Surely if the Sea Witch is dead, the kingdoms will be safe once more,” her father argued.

      Gem shook her head. “Nali said that it is not actually Magna doing these things, but an alien that has taken over her body. Nali thinks Magna is fighting against the creature,” she shared.

      “A creature like—” her mother murmured, looking at Ruger with a worried expression.

      “What is it?” Gem asked.

      “What does this alien creature look like?” her father quietly enquired.

      Gem frowned. “I don’t know. Nali said it fell from the sky, and she saw a black shadow moving over Magna. Why? Do you know what it is?” she asked.

      Her parents looked at each other before they turned their attention to her again. Her father reached for her mother’s hand and squeezed it.

      “Come with us,” her father quietly instructed.

      Gem nodded and silently followed her parents out of the conference room. She was surprised when they exited through the door that led outside. She paused and looked behind her. She had a nagging feeling that they were being watched.

      “Where are we going?” she asked as she turned back to her parents who were descending the steps out into the central gardens.

      Her mother paused on the steps. “It would be better if we showed you,” she softly answered.

      Gem, intrigued by her parents’ behavior, followed them down the steps and onto the path. The interior gardens consisted of numerous smaller, themed gardens contained within a larger one. Set within a vast maze were individual walled gardens covered in ivy, each with a theme of its own.

      Her mother loved the rose garden while her father preferred the desert cacti. Her favorite was the night-blooming garden. She followed them through the maze. The tall hedges that lined the paths continuously changed. The only constants were the eight walled gardens.

      It had taken her years to learn the minute nuances in the energy field that would guide her through the maze to any of the gardens that she wanted to visit. She looked down at her hands. A rueful smile lit her face when she realized that she had unconsciously lifted her palms to feel the pulses of energy.

      She slowed her steps when she felt an unfamiliar pulse leading to the left. Looking up, she saw her mother pause and give her a sad smile.

      “What is it? It feels almost like…,” She shook her head, unable to pinpoint the emotion.

      “Grief, pain...,” her mother stated.

      Gem looked at her mother in confusion. “Yes,” she replied.

      Her mother held out her hand. Gem walked forward, slid her hand into her mother’s, and they rounded the corner of the maze. Her breath caught in stunned disbelief when she saw her mother’s favorite garden crawling with wild, thrashing vines covered with sharp thorns.

      “What happened?” Gem asked in a barely audible voice.

      “It is best if we are inside the garden before we speak of this,” her father replied.

      Adrina reached out and murmured to the vines. She lifted her hand and one of the runners wrapped around the tip of her finger. The sharp edge of a thorn brushed across the pad and drew blood. Only when the vine recognized her mother did they retreat far enough to create an opening to the door.

      Ruger stepped forward and waved his hand in the air. A crystal key appeared. He reached up, took the key, and fitted it into the door. Gem couldn’t help but wonder what was hidden behind the door that was so important to protect.

      She paused and looked at her father in concern before she followed her mother into the garden. Her eyes swept over the interior. She had not been inside this garden since she was a child.

      Gem stepped forward, her mouth agape at the beauty of the twin trees wrapped around each other in the center of the garden. She had never seen trees like this before. They looked like two bodies embracing each other. The larger tree was wrapped protectively around the slightly smaller one. Wild climbing roses grew around the thick trunks, but there was only one rose blooming. The rose was a dark red with veins of black running through it, and it was larger than a dinner plate. She stepped forward to touch one of the petals. A low gasp slipped from her when her father grabbed her wrist to stop her.

      “Don’t touch it,” he warned.

      “Why? I don’t understand. Why is it so cold in here?” she asked, pulling her hands back to rub her arms.

      “It is the dark shadow that Nali mentioned,” her mother replied in a soft voice.

      “The dark shadow…,” Gem looked at her mother, then her father before she returned her attention to the rose. “Are you saying the alien creature that has taken over Magna is here? How? When? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      Gem watched as her parents exchanged glances, their expressions filled with a wealth of conflicting emotions. “Yes, the alien creature is here, but it is not the same one that has taken over Magna,” Queen Adrina began. “Not long after the end of the Great War, King Samui and Queen Malay of the Isle of the Giants came to us, seeking help. They had been sailing near the Isle of the Sea Serpent when an object fell from the sky. The meteorite damaged their ship, and it took several days to repair. While they were stationary near the crash site, Samui found a piece of the meteorite – and it was alive. It slid under his skin and began consuming him. Malay immediately sought our help,” her mother explained.

      “But… why? Why not return to their kingdom?” she asked, looking up at the entwined trees.

      “Malay is my sister – your aunt. Giants must marry outside of their kingdom. Malay fell in love with Samui when they met as teenagers,” her mother shared.

      Gem looked at her mother in surprise. “Why did you never tell me about her?” she demanded.

      “You were very young when Malay and Samui arrived. The alien creature was growing rapidly, spreading throughout Samui’s body. Nothing we did could stop it. In a matter of days, we realized that it was taking over his mind,” her mother quavered, her voice filled with anguish.

      Ruger stepped up to Adrina and wrapped his arm around her waist. “We were in this garden, trying different forms of magic to pull the creature from Samui, but the creature was too powerful. Samui started to fight us. Malay tried to stop him. When she touched him, a portion of the creature spread to her. Your mother and I knew that if we did not stop them, they would cause devastating damage and loss of life – not to mention the possible spread of the alien infestation to other Isles. I invoked an ancient spell of the Elders and turned them into trees,” he explained.

      Her mother waved a hand at the rose. “Recently, the vines began growing and we noticed the spread of darkness through the petals of the rose. We believe the creature has grown strong enough to seek an escape – into a new host,” she said.

      Gem looked at the flower. The black had almost overtaken the red in the short time they had been talking. The movement of the soft petals was almost hypnotic. She had to curl her fingers into a fist to resist the temptation to reach out and caress it.

      “Why hasn’t it spread from Magna?” she asked in a distracted voice.

      “Magna is a very powerful witch. The creature uses the power of the people it occupies. I think Magna sensed the danger and was able to bind the creature to herself so that it could not spread, very similar to what Malay and Samui did when they used their combined magic to seal the creature within themselves when they transformed into the trees. If we could find a way to pull the creature out and contain it, we may be able to save Malay and Samui, but we need to do it soon. If not – if not – we may be forced to end their lives in order to kill it because we cannot let it spread,” her mother explained in a slightly uneven voice.

      “If such a creature is as powerful as you say, perhaps it would be better to allow it to live.” Wayman’s deep voice caused all of them to turn to face him directly.

      “What are you doing here?” Ruger demanded.

      Wayman’s lips twisted into a sardonic smile. “What I should be doing, your Majesty, acting as your advisor,” he replied.

      Gem watched with growing unease as Wayman stepped into the garden. His eyes were not on them, but on the transformed figures of Samui and Malay. She stepped in front of him, stopping him in his tracks.

      “You were not asked to be here,” she snapped.

      Wayman looked at her. “I can think of no other place that I should be but here,” he stated with such grim certainty that Gem wondered if this was about more than a determination not to be left behind. A movement near the door of the garden pulled her attention away from Wayman for a moment.

      “I apologize, your Majesties, I tried to stop him from following you, but I lost him in the maze,” Samuel said in a breathless voice.

      “I will handle this, Samuel,” Ruger reassured the old guard.

      “Wayman, don’t!” Adrina cried in alarm.

      In the space of an instant, disaster unfolded before Gem’s eyes. Wayman reached out with both hands and grabbed the now completely black rose. His body stiffened, and his eyes widened. Black tentacles wrapped around his arms and rapidly engulfed his body.

      Ruger quickly pulled Gem and Adrina away from Wayman. He pushed them behind himself.

      Adrina grabbed his arm. “Change him, Ruger,” she advised.

      Wayman turned and looked at them. His face was hard and his eyes were now the color of a moonless night. A snarl curled his lips, and he lifted his hands towards them.

      “I am free!” Wayman’s lips moved, but the sound coming from him was rough, hoarse, cold, and odd.

      Her father started to respond, but before he could, long, sharp spears of black shot out from Wayman’s palms. Samuel, quick as lightning, jumped in front of her father. The spears pierced the beloved guard’s body, lifting him off the ground where he dangled for a moment before the alien in Wayman’s body tossed him aside like a child’s discarded toy.

      Gem reached out to her friend as her horrified cry filled the air, “No! Samuel!”

      “Run!” her father yelled.

      Gem stumbled when her father turned and pushed her and Adrina through the doorway of the garden. He wasn’t far behind, and once through the doorway, he slammed the door and muttered a hoarse command. Stepping back, they watched as the vines that had protected the garden began to transform.

      “It is spreading,” her mother said in a grief-filled voice.

      Gem grabbed her mother’s hand and began pulling her back along the path. The creature was spreading – and the vines were greedily reaching for them. She turned to look at her father when she realized that he wasn’t beside them.

      “Father?” she cried.

      Ruger stepped back. Adrina held out her hand to him. His eyes were focused on the growing black mass. Gem hissed when the walls around the garden suddenly crumbled and Wayman stepped through the tangle of vines – a contemptuous sneer on his lips.

      “This is what true power feels like, Ruger. You should have embraced it instead of trying to lock it away,” Wayman hissed.

      “Water freeze, hold him still,” Ruger ordered.

      Gem watched as water droplets formed around Wayman’s body before turning to ice. Inside the ice, she could see the black tentacles wriggling. Her hand tightened on her mother’s arm when the vines reaching for them began to retreat. Hope swelled inside her until she caught the malicious gleam in Wayman’s eyes.

      “Father, watch out!” Gem shouted.

      She pushed her mother to the side and jumped forward. Her arms wrapped around her father’s waist knocking him off of his feet as the ice shattered, sending shards of sharp ice crystals flying toward them. Rolling to her knees, Gem pulled a blade from her boot, and threw it. The blade went deep into Wayman’s shoulder, knocking him back several steps.

      Rising to her feet, she helped her father up before turning to her mother. They needed to get out of here. The creature screeched with rage and reached to pull the blade out of Wayman’s shoulder.

      “Mother!” Gem cried in alarm.

      Adrina was lying on the ground, a long shard of ice protruding from her side. A dark stain of blood spread outward from the wound, turning the light green material of her gown to a deep red. Gem knelt and cupped her mother’s cheek.

      “Ruger, you must – we must – the Elders’ spell. It is the only chance to save our kingdom now,” Adrina whispered.

      Ruger wrapped his hand around his wife’s and nodded. “Gem, you must seek help from the other kingdoms. If they can kill the creature in Magna, they may be able to do the same here. If nothing else, warn them about what is to come,” her father ordered.

      With a frown, Gem looked from her mother’s pale face to her father’s. “I won’t leave you! Samuel…,” she began.

      Her father reached out and grabbed her arm. “You are our only hope now, Gem. I will place traps along the way to slow the creature down if it should break free, but you must not let the creature touch you. Go!” her father ordered in a stern voice.

      Gem wanted to protest but her father was already chanting the spell. She rose to her feet when she saw the mist forming around him. The creature – and Wayman – shot a tentacle toward her parents. Gem instinctively lifted her hands and closed the maze in front of them. As she backed away, she saw her father help her mother to her feet. Her mother’s voice blended with her father’s as they recited the enchantment together.

      Fear and grief engulfed her. The black vines broke through the hedges, ripping them from the ground and tossing them aside as they hungrily reached for more hosts to inhabit. Wayman’s features were shifting from wood, to stone, and back to flesh.

      She continued to back away – afraid to turn her back lest the creature attack her. Her eyes widened with horror when her parents’ voices faded as the mist enveloped them and their bodies melted away. The silencing of their voices did not stop the magic they had unleashed, however. The rolling fog grew thicker and began to expand.

      “Join me, Gem, and accept your destiny,” Wayman called.

      Gem shook her head in denial, her voice frozen with fear. Backing up toward the edge of the first turn in the maze, she spun on her heel and fled when the dark grey mist of the Elders’ magic continued to spread, rolling in a thick wave over the ground. Behind her, she heard Wayman’s howl of rage, and she knew that the creature was fighting the magical power that was slowly overtaking the Isle.
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      Fear spiked inside Gem as she ran up the path leading to the towering cliffs of the Isle of the Elementals. Her cries of warning remained mostly unheard. Whatever spell her parents had released was closing in from three sides of the Isle.

      The creature’s shrieks grew louder and more frustrated, but Gem couldn’t stop to turn around and see what was happening. Using the power of the wind, she created a tunnel ahead of her and let it sweep her along just before the mist cascaded over her former position.

      All she could hear now was the wind whipping past her ears, her hair swirling so wildly that she could hardly see. The magic required a lot of her energy. She wouldn’t be able to keep it up for long.

      The tunnel was barely wide enough for her to pass through, but it created a vortex that would open a portal and send her from one side of the Isle to the other. At one point, her elbow brushed along the mist. Her arm tingled and began to fade. She tucked her arms close to her side and away from the mist.

      One by one, the people around her disappeared as if they had never existed. The black shadow tried to capture the residents, but its long tentacles passed through empty air. The rolling cloud of the ancient spell was erasing everyone that she had ever known, loved, and fought beside, but Gem was not afraid of the spell sweeping over her home. Her father knew what he was doing – and whatever the consequences of this powerful magic, they were far better than the alternative.

      A part of the creature slipped into the vortex, she could sense it, a hungry dark force concentrated in a black tentacle. Gem ran faster, refusing to be overwhelmed by her terror. She needed to be smart if she was to save her people. Her muscles were protesting, and her lungs were straining painfully. She couldn’t run forever.

      Ahead of the mist now, she released the power of the wind, huffing a ragged breath of relief as the spell stopped draining her energy. A giant fallen tree blocked her path up ahead and she raised a trembling arm, palm facing outward, and focused.

      The tree dissolved into millions of particles. Gem ran through the glittering pieces. Once she was past the spot, she closed her fist and the particles reformed.

      Breathing heavily, she glanced over her shoulder when she heard the sound of shattering wood. The dark talons of the creature cut through the dead tree, ripping it in two. Gem turned around and continued toward her destination.

      Up ahead, she could see an opening in the trees and the unmistakable shape of etched stone. Hope blossomed inside her – just a few more yards and she could escape. The sound of her breathing echoed in her ears, and she could see her breath in the suddenly chilled air. Out of her peripheral vision, she saw the mist of magic closing in on her. Time was quickly running out.

      Once she reached the edge of the cliffs, she would transform. It was too dangerous to do so yet. If the ancient magic caught her, she might never be able to reform again.

      “Mine. Come to me,” the icy form behind her demanded.

      Gem ignored the command and pushed herself harder – running as fast as she could. Around her, the trees bent to give her passage before straightening in an attempt to slow the malevolent creature chasing her. The black tentacles greedily grasped for her, but she stayed a few steps ahead.

      Several yards ahead, she could see the stone gazebo standing like a silent sentinel above the cliffs. The stones of the Elders would give her some protection from the creature. She cried in relief when her foot touched the first intricately carved stepping stone.

      The stones glowed under her feet. She was almost free. She grasped the stone pillar and stepped into the safe haven of the gazebo, gasping for air. Her heart thundered in her chest as she turned and took several steps back from the black tentacles that curled around the outside of the gazebo.

      “You cannot touch me here, creature! Nothing is powerful enough to break the spells of the Elders,” Gem declared, hoping that what she was saying was true.

      “Your magic cannot stop us. It will give us power. With the power of your kind and the magic of the Sea Witch, we can take over many worlds,” the entity said in a hypnotic tone.

      Gem turned around as the black shape encircled the gazebo, cutting off her only means of escape. A wave of intense sorrow washed over her. There was no one to help her. Her father had hidden the Isle of the Elementals from the world long ago to keep the other kingdoms safe, but it had also isolated them. If she couldn’t get off this Isle, no one would ever come to save them.

      “You will never use me,” Gem proclaimed with growing determination.

      The creature continued to encircle the gazebo before forming into a shape that was heart-wrenchingly familiar: her mother. Overwhelming grief filled her, but so did another emotion – rage. She pulled the short sword at her waist free of its sheath and took a step forward.

      “So much power. You can undo what the others have done. I can sense the power inside you. Power you do not even know you possess,” the entity that looked so like her mother said in a whispery voice.

      “Power that you will never control,” Gem passionately vowed.

      “But I will,” the creature replied.

      Gem watched with growing horror and fear as the creature slowly advanced. The stones under the alien’s feet began to glow. Streams of color rose up to wind around its body. The outer skin of the alien bubbled and sizzled as if it were being cooked until a thin crust formed. The crust turned to ash and fell away, but the alien appeared unfazed by the damage being wrought and continued moving closer to her. Raising the short sword, she sliced through a tentacle when it reached for her. The creature screeched in outrage but didn’t back away from her.

      One tentacle after another greedily shot forward trying to capture her within its evil grasp. Behind the creature, Gem could see the magical mist her parents had invoked rolling ever closer to them. She stumbled backwards when the magic reached the gazebo.

      Gem knew it was too late for her to escape from her Isle. She and her people were doomed. Her only hope was that the battle against the Sea Witch was successful. If it was, there was a chance that Drago, Orion, and the others would know how to defeat the entity that Nali had seen in her mirror.

      Please, Goddess, if you hear my plea, send someone to help save my people and the Seven Kingdoms, she silently begged – and miraculously, a voice responded.

      “You cannot disappear, Elemental, you are needed,” the Sea Witch vowed.

      Gem’s eyes widened in shock, and she stared at Magna’s ethereal form as it suddenly appeared behind the black shadow. Then she watched in horror as the Sea Witch opened her hand and directed her magic toward Gem. Over the thunderous pounding in her head, Gem heard the alien’s howl of rage as Magna’s spell rapidly spread through her body, turning her flesh to stone.

      All is lost, she thought in despair before the world faded around her.
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      Off the coast of Yachats, Oregon:

      Present Day

      

      Ross Galloway steered his trawler out of the marina and through the narrow inlet. Once out of the no-wake zone, he pushed the throttle forward. Even at full speed, it would take him an hour or more to get out to a good fishing spot.

      He looked toward the shoreline and noticed a woman sitting on the beach. She raised her hand. He didn’t know if she was waving or just shielding her eyes from the glare of the sun. He recognized her as Mike Hallbrook’s sister, Ruth. For six months, she had been plastering the town with Missing Person flyers, looking for her brother.

      Mike’s disappearance had almost sealed Ross’s fate as a suspected serial killer. It was only Mike’s bizarre reappearance, his assertion that Ross wasn’t a killer, and some photos that had saved Ross from ending up on death row. Just because he had a history of having problems with authority and he knew everyone who was missing didn’t mean he was some kind of ax murderer. Still, once a rumor was started, it was hard to end it.

      “She probably thinks I’m out dumping another body,” he muttered as he turned and stared out at the sea through the salt-crusted windshield.

      He needed time to think. Ross hated to admit it, but lately he’d just felt lost. It was a feeling that didn’t sit well with him, especially since he wasn’t the type who usually took shit too seriously.

      He patted his pocket for his cigarettes before he softly cursed. He’d sure picked a hell of a time to quit smoking. If he hadn’t been on his old fishing trawler alone, he might have considered downing a couple of bottles of beer, but that luxury would have to wait until he got back to shore.

      And it would only be a couple of beers – he was too afraid of ending up like his old man to drink more than two. Alcohol did strange things to certain people. Some could drink it and never feel a thing. Others could have one beer and be under the table. Then there were those who became more affectionate when they were drunk. Those kinds of people Ross could deal with, but fuck if he’d ever hang around another mean drunk like his dad. He shook his head and pushed the thought of his old man out of his mind. The son-of-a-bitch hadn’t died soon enough as far as he was concerned. Let the Devil deal with him now.

      A little over an hour later, he carefully picked his way to the back of his fishing trawler. He kept the uneven outline of the rocky coast on his starboard and the beautiful Pacific ocean to the port side. He didn’t bother to set out an anchor since he planned to do some drift fishing. The first thing that he needed to do, though, was to check the nets to make sure they weren’t tangled. He looked up at the rigging and decided it wouldn’t hurt to climb up to double check the top lines as well.

      It had looked like one of the lines was twisted from below. The last thing he wanted to do was to risk the line getting caught when he pulled the nets back in. It would be a bitch to fix, especially if the sea became rough as it tended to do at the most inopportune moments.

      Half an hour later, he finally saw what the problem was, fixed the roller, and untwisted the line. Holding onto the rope, he stared out at the shimmering water. It wouldn’t stay clear and sunny like this for long. By mid-afternoon, the cold, moist air coming in off the water would hit the warmer surface of the land, and a fog would roll across, a thick blanket of it that would be almost impossible to see through.

      He drew in a deep breath, held it for several seconds, and released it. It was no wonder he was restless, given the recent events. There had been a rash of disappearances over the last couple of years and most eyes had turned to him as the most likely cause. People assumed he was like his old man – or even worse.

      Ross had known Mike Hallbrook, the Yachats Detective that had disappeared a good six months back. They had played pool and drank beer down at the local pub on occasion. There wasn’t much else to do around the area except fishing and hiking.

      Hell, he had even known Carly Tate and Jenny Ackerly. It was kind of hard not to know everyone around when you lived in a town the size of Yachats your whole life. He had even dated Carly a couple of times.

      Man, that was a mistake, he thought with a shake of his head.

      Carly had to have been the clumsiest woman on the face of the Earth. She damn near burnt his boat down and emasculated him – all in the same day. He felt sorry for any guy who got mixed up with her. She was nice – and cute – but she needed to come with a death and dismemberment insurance policy.

      Ross snorted. Funny how being accused of murdering three people paled in comparison to everything else going on. His mother had died a month ago. Her death had left him feeling like he was in a vacuum as he tried to deal with his grief and all of the paperwork and details involved with her estate. Taking care of all the bills, meeting with the lawyer, and arranging her burial had left little time for him to do much of anything else, including fish.

      And if the death of his last living relative hadn’t been enough to make him question his life, seeing a real-life mermaid had. For a moment, he let his mind drift to that strange day just a few short months ago, smirking to himself at the irony of it all. He’d never believed in fairy tales as a kid, and here he was now, thirty years old, and he’d gotten to meet a mythical creature from another world. Hell, it was like something out of an old Twilight Zone episode, only this one didn’t look like half a fish. Magna the mermaid had been one exotic woman – one with gills.

      Shaking his head, he reached into his pocket, out of habit, looking for a piece of candy to help curb his desire for a cigarette. He frowned when he felt something besides the change he had shoved into his pocket. Wrapping his fingers around the object, he pulled it out and looked at it.

      He chuckled. Ross doubted the mermaid liked him very much, but she’d given him this gift the other day at the restaurant. It was a shell she’d found right there on the table, same as all the others, but the look on her face when she’d handed it to him…

      “Good luck on your journey,” she’d told him, and god, her voice was haunting, like she’d had the pain, trials, and tribulations of a hundred lives. Yeah, it was just a stupid shell, but she had given it to him, and it made him think of her and the mysteries surrounding her. He wondered what her world was like.

      The thought had no sooner formed in his head than the world suddenly shifted around him. Ross shook his head to clear the ringing in his ears, and the rope he was holding suddenly vanished. With wide eyes, he swayed unsteadily, and desperately reached for something to hold onto when the trawler rocked as if a rogue wave had battered it from underneath. For a brief instant, his body was weightless as he was tossed through the air and over the side. His loud curse was cut off when he hit the icy cold water and sank as if he had his weighted dive belt strapped around his waist.

      The weight of his water-soaked clothes pulled him even deeper. He struggled, kicking upward, but no matter how hard he tried, it felt as if his feet were embedded in concrete. Above him, he could see the hull of his boat. He stretched his arm out and splayed his fingers, hoping that by some miracle, a tow line had fallen overboard. As he stared up at his boat’s hull, the brief thought that he needed to clean and paint it flashed through his mind. Then the inane thought was replaced by a more sobering realization – he was about to join the list of missing people.

      Only there won’t be anyone who gives a damn when I don’t come back. Ah, hell, I don’t want to die like this, Ross thought as he sank, struggling, into the inky blackness.
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      Isle of the Giants: Seven Kingdoms

      Present Day

      

      “Are you sure you want to travel alone?” King Koorgan asked for the third time.

      His Second-in-Command, Gant, looked up from where he was securing his bag and raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you have someone else to bother? What about Lady Ruth, isn’t she missing you? You’ve only been married a day. Shouldn’t you still be locked away in your bedroom enjoying marital bliss?” he dryly asked.

      “I told him that you were a big boy and could handle this without his help,” Ruth commented from the doorway of Koorgan’s office.

      Gant stood up straight and smiled. “Considering he is usually the one that gets lost and needs rescuing, I think that is an accurate observation,” he chuckled.

      Koorgan glanced back and forth between Gant and Ruth with an exaggerated scowl. “You are both aware that I can hear you, right?” he dryly retorted.

      “Of course,” Ruth teased, sliding her arm around Koorgan’s waist.

      “I will do everything in my power to find your parents, Koorgan,” Gant promised.

      Koorgan soberly nodded. “I know you will. The mirror did not show anything the last time we tried, but it might not hurt to try to retrieve it,” he suggested.

      Gant grinned. “If given a chance, I’d do it just to teach Ashure that pirates aren’t the only ones who can steal,” he said.

      Ruth shook her head. “Just be careful, Gant. Koorgan told me what happened to LaBluff,” she reminded them.

      Koorgan’s expression turned grim. “Yes. He is so irritating that it’s easy to forget… but perhaps it would be better to give Ashure some space, my friend,” he cautioned.

      “I promise to be careful,” Gant vowed.

      “I should go with you,” Koorgan said.

      “No, you should not. The kingdom needs you, and Ruth needs you. Plus, I am a better tracker than you are – and far more charming when it comes to retrieving information,” Gant retorted.

      “Oh yeah? Marina is still tickled pink about your use of those golden collars,” Ruth mockingly reminded Gant.

      Gant blanched at the not-so-subtle sarcasm. “I did what I had to do to return you to normal. I would do it again to protect you, my Queen, and Koorgan and the kingdom,” he stubbornly declared.

      “And we both thank you for your help despite the method you used to achieve it,” she acknowledged.

      Ruth stepped up to him and pressed her hand against his cheek, then lightly kissed his other cheek. Humor swept through him when he heard Koorgan growl in disapproval. He grinned at his King.

      “You can kiss the other side if it makes you feel better,” Gant jested.

      Koorgan chuckled and wrapped his arm around Ruth’s waist. “Get on with you. Let me know the moment you discover anything,” he requested.

      “I will,” Gant responded, lifting his bag to his shoulder.

      Gant bowed his head before striding for the door. The knowledge that King Samui and Queen Malay of the Giants were still out there filled him with hope. Now all he needed to do was find the hidden Isle of the Elementals and discover what was going on.

      Whatever it is, surely it can’t be any more difficult than keeping Koorgan out of trouble, he thought with a chuckle.
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      Ross desperately struggled to break free from whatever was pulling him down. An image of the warning signs at the beach popped into his mind – rip currents. All the experts said not to fight the current, instead swim parallel until you are out of it.

      Forcing himself to relax, he began swimming parallel with the current, ignoring the weight of his clothes and boots. He would need them to help retain as much heat as he could. The last thing he wanted to do was to freeze to death before he got to shore. In the back of his mind though, he thought it strange when he realized that the cold wasn’t bothering him as much as it should have. Hell, he felt almost warm! The only thing he could think of was that he was already slipping into hypothermia and just didn’t register it.

      Finally he felt the current’s pull ease enough that he could break free. He watched the small air bubbles escaping his lungs float upward. His chest was burning, and he knew that if he didn’t surface soon, he was going to drown. Kicking his feet, he swam upward, following the bubbles. He was thankful that he had kept fit over the years, even if he did smoke. Fishing was hard on the body if you weren’t in shape. He had learned that valuable lesson from watching his father struggle to do some of the simplest things before dropping dead of a heart attack at forty-nine.

      He saw a glimmer of light on the ocean’s surface and it renewed his adrenaline-fueled determination to continue.

      I’m going to live, damn it, he thought as he rapidly rose toward the surface.
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