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Middle Earth is a work of fiction and should be treated as such. Some of the events do occur in real places, but I have taken certain artistic license to have them fit into the plot of the book. I truly hope you, dear reader, will forgive me in advance. I hope I would not offend anybody in my pursuit of storytelling and the fictional dream life of this book. 

E. M. Aguilar
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Into the Blue

––––––––
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"A PIECE OF WRITING is a trap," he said cheerily, "and the best kind. A book, you see, is the only kind of trap that keeps its captive—which is knowledge—alive forever." 

– Tad William, The Dragonbone Chair
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The Professor and the Elf
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Chapter 1
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It was dark in Professor Jacobs’ study. 

A pool of light lit the table where he was studying some of his documents. He couldn't concentrate. He should be grading his students’ papers, but having Della here made him confused and nervous. He should have been planning on speaking to the local government about the impending invasion by the Vvong. Yet, he wasn’t sure how to proceed. He knew he was smart, but he was not a man of action, a man who knew how to speak to leaders. 

"Hello, Professor."

A shape emerged from the gloom. He almost called out in fright, but he recognized the slim figure of Della. She moved silently and planted herself on a leather chair across from him. He smiled. He couldn't help it. 

She said, "I was bored. I can’t just sit in my room like this."

"I'm sorry. I don't know what to do next."

"Your leaders of Earth must know. It is going to happen soon."

"How do you know?"

The elf looked out the window. She stood and stared at the stars beyond. "The Vvong will never stop. They are creatures born of nothing and crave only the seeds of magic for nourishment. They have destroyed entire worlds."

Professor Jacobs almost stood and walked to her. He wanted to enfold her in his arms and kiss the nape of her neck. Della turned to him as if she knew his thoughts.

"I know,” he said. “But my leaders would want to know when the invasion will start."

Della didn’t speak for a long moment. She looked at the professor. "The Vvong will come the next season. One of your Earth years. They will come in hordes and kill everything. We must stop this," she finally said.

"Why don't the Elves come here?” Professor Jacobs replied. “They must have powers to help us."

Her voice was melancholy. "The Elves and all their magical powers are not the same as they used to be. They are scared, and hide in the metal space station they call the Hive. They might help us, but I think it is too late."

"Yes, but they can at least assist us."

Della turned to him. The light of the lamp made her look beautiful and surreal at the same time. "There might be a person who could help you,” she said. “But the High Council will stop him. We are on our own for now. I can help you talk to your leaders."

He paused and looked out his window. He said, "The Vvong must know about me."

She nodded. "I feel the Vvong agents are here. They might have come in the guise of a human helper."

"I was thinking... I have a friend in the government office. He might be able to help us."

She nodded again. "We can talk to him tomorrow."

"It’s not that easy. His name is Erlick, and he travels away for long periods of time, working as a secretary to the Governor. I’m not sure where he is."

Della suddenly looked out the window. She grabbed something from her belt. It was a long knife.

"What do you hear?" he asked.

She turned sharply to him. "Be quiet," she hissed.

Della ran out the room. She was so silent, he didn't even know she was gone until he noticed she was no longer standing at the window. He looked for something that he could defend himself with. He saw a letter opener and hefted it in his left hand. He hoped it was not one of the Vvong creatures. They were insect-like, with sharp jaws, and they moved like the wind. 

He needed to talk to Della about getting one of the magical sabers she carried, but he knew she would deny him her weapons. He turned off the desk lamp. The study fell dark, the only light coming from the moonlight outside. 

"They're gone."

The professor cried out in surprise. "Sorry, you’re so silent. I didn't hear you enter."

Della moved to the window again. "I couldn't tell who they were. They are clearly trained in the art of deception."

"Who are they? Vvong creatures?"

"I don't know. But it must be somebody in your government. They were good, almost as good as Elves. I found this." She held up a note. "It’s addressed to you."

A paper was folded over twice. Della placed it on his desk, and he turned on the light. His name was printed on the front in bold writing. He opened it. 

It read:

"We know who you are and what you have done. You need our help, and we need yours. In a few days, we will be in contact with you. Please restrain your elf."

The note was not signed. He showed it to Della. She nodded.

"You can read English?" he asked.

"Yes, English is very similar to elven script. Can you trust these people?"

"I don't know. But I will try to contact my friend tomorrow."

Della nodded. She stood, looking at the note for a few seconds. 

"Do you have any alcohol?" she asked.

"Well, yes, I do." He walked over to a wooden bureau chest. The Professor rarely drank, but he had a stock of bottles for when the Dean of the University would visit him, which had been often, until Della had stayed with him. 

"What do you want? I have scotch, tequila and bourbon."

"I don't know any of those drinks. Just give me something strong. Something like Dwarven spirits."

"I don't have that.” The Professor grabbed a bottle of scotch and poured half a glass. 

She took the glass and drank, then nodded at him. "That was good. Get some rest. I will watch over us."

"You need sleep as well," he said. 

"Don't worry about me. Could you pour me another drink before you sleep?"

"Are you sure?"

She smiled. 
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Professor Jacobs lay in his bed, staring at the doorway. 

He kept thinking somebody was entering his room, ready to talk to him about the Vvong and the Alphas. Somebody knew about him, and he was not sure who it was. It was unnerving. He also sensed Della was keeping watch over him, gazing at him in the darkness of his bedroom. Even though he’d told her to go to sleep in the guest room, he still felt her eyes watching him.

The professor was half-dozing, his racing thoughts keeping him company until

the morning light brightened his windows, the illumination creeping through his drapes and causing him to come fully wake.  

He saw Della’s familiar countenance. She was sitting on a chair across from him, facing the drapes, and every so often she would look through the drapes looking for intruders.

He said, "You should have slept."

"I had enough sleep," she replied. "But I think you need more sleep than me. Get some rest."

"I can't. I don’t like this feeling of somebody watching us."

Della rose from her seat. "Are you hungry? I can make some food."

"Wait. Let me to that. You don't know my kitchen."

"I can learn. And you look terrible."

"I do not."

He tried to stand, but he felt unsteady and lay back down. 

"Professor, what is your first name? I don't want to keep calling you Professor."

“Daniel Jacobs. Since we’re going to be together for a while, should I know more about you?"

"I better get some food ready. I think we might have a busy day."

She moved briskly out of his room. The clatter of pans and utensil was soon very loud coming from his kitchen, like a bunch of rocks falling on the ground. He stood on his wobbly legs and moved toward the noise. He stopped at the doorway to the kitchen. Della had all the pots and pans laid out on his table, and all the spatulas and other utensils next to them. 

She said, "You have a lot of things, Professor. I mean, Daniel."

"Let me cook," he said. 

Daniel chuckled when he noticed Della looking at each of his pans and cooking utensils as weapons. 

"Your pans look similar to ours at home. But I don't know if I can use that contraption,” she said, pointing to the stove. 

He smiled. "Don't worry, I’ll show you. It is easy."

Over the next hour or so, Daniel showed Della how to use the stove and also the toaster. He explained about the power supply, which was electricity and gas, and he explained how the ancients had both electricity and gas in all their homes. The power was strictly enforced by the New United States, and only the cities had such power. 

"The Hive is powered in a similar way,” she said. “Except we use magic to run our machines."

"How is that?" he asked. His curiosity was piqued, and he wished he could visit the space station. 

"I’m not a magic weaver. All I know, is that we have large Bastions inside the Hive which housed the magic."

"Bastions? You mean large cylindrical containers that hold magic?"

"Yes."

Professor Jacobs instantly stood. "I have to show you something."

He went back to his study. He sat at his desk and took out his keys and opened the drawer. A year before he’d started writing a manuscript on the history of the Breaking of the Seals. He had stopped writing after he aided the Alpha Mages against the Vvong. 

He was looking for the pictures of the Bastions, knowing he had a copy hidden inside the pages. The manuscript and several items he’d procured from the archives were supposed to be inside the cabinet. But it was gone, as well as the notes, sketches and ancient items he had acquired. He sat staring at the empty space, the smell of the aged wood and dust unsettling. 

"It's gone."

"What's gone?" Della stood at the doorway. 

"My manuscript." 

"Are you sure you placed it in there? You have a million places to hide things in your dwelling."

Panic flooded him. It had taken him years to research his book, not to mention all the countless of hours he’d spent convincing the Dean of the college and the scholar committee to let him go ahead on his grand book. 

Daniel shook his head. He knew who’d taken his manuscript: the mysterious person who’d sent him the note last night. 

"Get ready,” the professor said. “We will find something to eat on the way to the Government building." He looked at her, and added, "You need to wear your cloak around your head to hide your face and ears."

They were ready after a few minutes, and he watched as Della placed her weapons under her leather tunic. "You won't be hot under your clothes?"

"No, I don't get hot."

"So be it. Let's go."

***
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PROFESSOR DANIEL JACOBS drove his car up the rampart into the thoroughfare. It was summer time, and he didn't have any classes until the fall semester. He was supposed to have finished grading his student’s essays, but he didn't care. Nothing had mattered since he’d returned from the battle with the Vvong. He felt fundamentally different. He used to take great comfort in books, teachings, and his students. But now everything seemed hollow and different. He was meant for something bigger. 

He was meant to help save humanity from extinction. 

"Della, what happened with the Vvongs when they first came here?"

"There were great battles. I was not yet born, but my grandfather and grand uncles recall the wars fought to keep the hordes of the Vvongs from taking over the Earth."

"Where did they come from?"

"We think they came from the stars. But the Elves are not sure. We traveled beyond this planet and solar system, and the Vvongs followed our ships. They sensed our magic, and wanted it for themselves."

"Della, is this written in your history books?" Daniel turned his car off the ramp and traveled along a route with industrial buildings. 

Della looked out the window. "Yes, Professor." She paused. "I can't believe your world is so vast. Our Hive seems small compared to Earth."

"I want to visit the Hive, one day," he said. 

"Maybe one day, Daniel."
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Chapter 3
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Daniel Jacobs turned into a parking lot filled with numerous cars, all looking brand new compared to his old jalopy vehicle. 

Della had been quiet for the last hour, and he wondered what she would do while he went inside the building. She couldn't come with him. She would attract too much attention.

Della said, "Where should I wait?"

He shook his head. She must be reading his thoughts. From the parking lot, he spotted a small diner in the corner, called Official Diner. He smiled. It was perfect. 

"Follow me."

He parked his car and they stepped out onto the street, almost deserted at this time of the day. He looked upon the buildings almost with reverence. After a hundred years since the Breaking of the Bastions, human society had brought themselves out of the second medieval era and into another period of enlightenment. And yet, he mused, we need the Elves and the other magical races to help us rebuild or we’ll be back to the same waste and pollution before the cataclysm. 

They crossed the street toward the diner. Della had her black cloak over her head, and she looked odd in the daylight out in public. He shook his head. This was not going to work.

"Professor?" Della said. 

He was about to turn around to face her, but noticed several men in black suits had surrounded them. They were stood in the middle of the street. Daniel started to breath faster, and he took a step back toward Della. She was still in her cloak, and he felt she was about to attack. 

"Daniel?"

The Professor saw his friend, Erlick, standing with the men in suits. Erlick was the person he wanted to see. 

"We need you to stand down. Tell your friend not to attack us." 

"What is going on here?” Professor Jacobs said. “We’re just getting some brunch.”

Erlick said, "We’ve been waiting for you, Professor. We know you’ve been working with the Elves."

He gave Erlick a hard stare. Daniel remembered his friend as skinnier, and with more hair back in college. 

"If you know everything, then you know why I am here," the professor said. 

"We need to take you somewhere, first. You’re not safe out here."

"You must promise that we’ll be safe," Professor Jacobs said. 

"Yes, I can promise that. We’ve been friends for years, since school. You can trust me."

A crowd of people had emerged from the diner to look at them. 

Erlick said, "You have to decide now. You will come with us, voluntarily or not."

Erlick had an odd look about him, and he seemed comfortable giving the threat.

"Okayay, we will go," David said. 

Della looked at him. "I am still hungry."

"We will provide food," said Erlick.

"What do you want with us?" she asked.

"It’s not me. It’s somebody else. He has been waiting a long time for this to happen."

***
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THEY RODE IN THE BACK of a large black van. 

Della sat next to Daniel, and Erlick sat in the front seat with one of the agents driving. Daniel wondered which agency Erlick belonged too. They had been friends since college. Erlick majored in International Studies, and was a Magical History major. They met in a class called Society Environments. They had to take that class because the government made them take it. It was an essential part of the curriculum.  

In class, Daniel had sat close to the front and Erlick sat behind him. Erlick once asked him if he had a pen. He’d left his in his room. After the first day of classes, Erlick asked him about his other classes, if they were as boring as the Society Environments. 

"No, my other classes were about magic and its laws," Daniel said. 

"Sounds cool."

Daniel learned they were staying in the same dorm building. They soon became study partners, and then friends. They had stayed in contact even after he went to higher learning at the Magical College. Erlick would call him almost like clockwork every Christmas, and sometimes in the New Year. Daniel always thought it was odd that a government official would be interested in a learned professor talking about history and magic. Now, he wasn’t so sure about Erlick. He thought perhaps it was all staged. 

Professor Jacobs’ anger boiled within him. "Erlick, were you always an agent? Did you spy on me?”

Erlick turned in his seat and looked at him. "I was not always an agent. It was not until the last year of college when they enlisted me."

"Do you have my manuscript?"

"They have it. The head of my order has read everything. He had been interested in you for a long time. He knew you were the one."

They drove toward the outskirts of town and exited down a one-lane dirt road. Erlick handed them a bottle of water and some granola bars. He explained to them that they would have a late lunch, prepared for them back at his headquarters. 

Daniel looked behind and saw the other cars were still following them. He was getting nervous. He hoped he could get his manuscript back. Daniel hadn’t made a backup for his book, and he now realized he should have. 

The road abruptly stopped at a large mountain wall. The van didn't seem to be slowing. 

Erlick saw the concern on their faces, and said, "Don't worry, we’ll be okay. It’s always a little disorienting the first time."

"It's an illusion," Della said.

Daniel wasn’t so sure. The mountain wall looked solid enough, and he wanted to close his eyes, but he couldn't. Della grabbed his right hand. The van drove right through the mountain wall, and everything turned dark. Until he saw rays of light suddenly pierce the darkness. He didn't know he was holding his breath. Sucking in some air, he shook his head. 

"Why the subterfuge?"

Erlick didn't say anything. He was looking ahead. The lights of the tunnel were becoming brighter. The vehicle slowed. He scanned up ahead and saw a metal doorway, and to the side of it a large sliding door. The car came to a stop. 

"Get out. We're here."

Daniel didn't know where he was, and suddenly felt he was way out of his depth. 
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Chapter 4
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Professor Daniel Jacobs and Della stared at the small man behind the large oak desk.

They waited for the man to speak. He was smaller than most people, and Daniel would have guessed he was a dwarf, maybe a midget. But the Professor saw intelligence in the man's eyes. Erlick led them to his office and then left them alone with the small man.

"Obviously, Professor, we know about your work and about the Vvong."

"Since you already know me, I also want to know who I am speaking to."

"Introductions? Who I am does not matter. What I represent does." The small man waved his hands, then said, "My name is Krump, and I represent the Illuminati."

"Your group almost destroyed this planet,” barked Della. “You unleashed a mutant strain."

Krump held up his hands. "We didn't do that. It was the work of a disturbed individual. We have been cleaning up his mess for decades."

The professor was at a loss. He didn't understand any of this.

Della said, "It was your organization that stopped us from helping you. We could have gone to your aid."

"We are not infallible. The actions of a few don't dictate the actions of the group."

Professor Jacobs said, "I don't understand or care about the feud between the Elves and the Illuminati. Why am I here?"

Krump and Della stared at each other. Krump waved his right hand. "I am here to help you."

"To help us? Give me back my manuscript and an army to destroy the Vvong, and then we can talk," Professor Jacobs said in a rush of anger so powerful he almost stood. 

Krump placed his small fingers in front of him. "Well, we can help you in that regard. We have been awaiting you for eons."

"I don't understand."

"You cannot understand. We made a promise to find you," Krump said. 

"Okayay, but I still don't understand what this has to do with me," Daniel said. 

Krump stared at him for a second or two before he continued. "We want you to find the Alpha Mages. We can provide you men, and the resources to help you," Krump said. 

"And you can guarantee our government will be on board to protect Earth from the Vvong invaders," Daniel said. 

"Done," Krump said. 

Professor Jacobs was dumbfounded. Krump grabbed something from his desk drawer and placed it on the top of the desk. It was Daniel’s manuscript. Professor Jacobs grabbed it. 

"You have a lot correct in your book. But we have another manuscript we want you to read before you publish yours. A secret history."

Professor Jacobs said, "Why are you being so nice to me?"

"Because you are the only one who can wake them," Krump said. 

"The Alpha Mages are here and still alive?"

"We will help."

Krump placed a black wooden box on the desk. He opened it, and nestled inside a red velvet enclosure was a golden amulet. It seemed to glow. 

"Where are they?"

"First, I want you to touch the amulet."

Professor Jacobs was about to do so, but Della grabbed his hand.

"Wait," she said. "I know these gems. They have a spell cast over them. I can sense it."

Daniel looked at Krump. "What is this? Why do you want me to touch the crystal?"

"We don't have much time. Our operators feel the Vvong will be here soon."

"I will not do anything until you explain why you want me to touch it."

"Okayay," Krump said with a sigh. "We have to make sure that you are the one person the Alphas need. The amulet will recognize you or not."

"If the amulet doesn't recognize me, then what will happen to me?"

"Nothing."

Professor Jacobs was not sure he believed that. He moved closer to the box. 

"Be careful," Della said.

Professor Jacobs nodded. He placed his hand close to the box. The amulet started to change, as bright stars floated along the length of its surface like mini-galaxies. 

"Touch it," Krump demanded.

He placed his index finger on it. A bright flash shot out of it, blinding them, and he couldn't see for a few minutes as bright dots distorted his sight. 

Krump said, "The amulet recognized you. Professor, you are indeed the person we have been waiting for."

"What would’ve happened if it didn't recognize me?"

"You would be dead."

"That wouldn't have happened."

Krump smiled. "Somebody tried to steal it, and that person died."

The professor shook his head. He didn't like how this man had manipulated and lied to him. "So, what’s next? Where am I supposed to go?"

"Well, we don't really know. We thought you would know where to go."

"Well, I don't," Daniel said. "The last time I saw the Alpha Mages was on an island where I tended to their wounds. They didn't tell me about trying to find them." He paused a long moment. "I just don't understand. How can the Alpha Mages be here? They would be hundreds of years old. I simply can't fathom it."

"Look within the folds of the box. There should be something there."

Professor Jacobs stood and grabbed the box up in both hands. It was heavier than he expected. He scanned along the folds, feeling around the amulet. It changed again, now with a golden surface, except the surface of the stone now swirled in porcelain brightness. It was pretty, and he wanted to take it out and stare at it. 

There was something folded along the sides of the velvet enclosure. It was a letter written in an ancient paper stock. He opened it slowly, careful not to tear it.

He read the letter. It was short, but it gave him the answers he needed. He looked again at the amulet, and was amazed about the power the stone held. 

"I know where to go," he finally said.
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Chapter 5
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Krump looked at him and nodded. "Professor, what are the coordinates to this place?"

Professor Daniels shook his head. "It’s not that easy. The Amulet here is Merlin's, and it will show us the way."

Krump nodded. "You want us to get a ship and then follow this amulet?"

"It sounds silly, but yes, that is what I’m saying. But I do know it’s located near the Bermuda Triangle."

Krump shook his head. "Professor, you understand the Bermuda Triangle is off limits."

"I don't understand why you’re hesitating," added Della.

Krump locked his eyes on the elf, and in an almost petulant tone, said, "The reason this area is off limits is because there are always multiple storms hovering around the area. There exists a magical nexus that creates all these storms, and is hazardous to anybody who tries to fly or sail there."

The Professor said, "But it can be done?"

Krump sat back in his chair for a moment. He nodded. "As you know, we do have magic users employed by us. But not of the caliber of power as the Alpha Mages. I think I do know of one person who could pilot a vessel there. He said he’s traveled to the Bermuda Triangle several times."

The Professor felt apprehensive, but Della suddenly grabbed his hand. 

"When are we going?" she asked.

He didn't expect her to say that, and the words came out as if somebody else was talking. Daniel Jacobs was no man of action. 

Krump said, "Don't worry. We’ve been preparing for this for years. We have a vessel that can fly there. We just hoped the place was more accessible." 

Krump nodded, and Erlick appeared. His friend nodded for him to follow. 

Krump said, "We have to prepare for your departure. But we have a bit of a problem."

Erlick interjected. "We need you to convince Captain James Jostler to help us."

"I thought you had everything planned," said Daniel.

"Well," Krump said, "we didn't know where we were supposed to go. Going to the Bermuda Triangle changes things."

Della asked, "What about supplies?"

"We will provide everything. We also have a group of soldiers to accompany you," Krump said. "Now, Erlick, show them their quarters."

They walked down a dimly lit corridor, the walls painted in dove white and the ground was a sandy brown.  

The interior was functional, like a military base. Daniel wondered if there were soldiers or other personnel in this building. It seemed deserted. 

"Erlick, what do you do for the Illuminati?"

His friend stopped at a doorway and waved his arm forward. "Now is not the time to talk about this. Here is your apartment. It’s spacious enough for two people, and I suspect you want the elf close to you."

"Thank you."

They walked inside. Daniel was pleasantly surprised at the interior of the apartment. On his left was a large space with leather couches. There was a kitchen to his right, and a dining table with a box on it. The interior was as big as his whole house. Looking forward, there were two other doorways. Erlick walked inside behind them. 

"The bedrooms are the back." He pointed to a box on the table. "Professor, there is your manuscript."

Daniel nodded. "Thank you. What’s the next step?"

"When we find Captain Jostler, you and I will persuade him to take his ship."

***
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DANIEL HEARD KNOCKING from the front door of his room. 

At first, he thought he was in his own home. He opened his eyes and was disoriented for a few seconds. The room was dark, and he only saw the outlines of his bed and a table with a large box on it. 

"Professor? Are you awake? They have brought food for us."

The door opened and light flooded inside.

"Professor?"

"Della, sorry, I'm still tired," he said. 

"We have sustenance. The food smells wonderful. But I don't know what it is."

"It's fine. Please give me a few minutes."

The light turned on. It flashed in his eyes. His head hurt and his vision was blurred. He sat up on his bed, then placed his bare feet on the cold cement. 

"Ouch! It's cold," he said. 

He didn't see any slippers, so he tiptoed over to his clothes, which were all strewn on a chair. He put on his button-down shirt, pants, and shoes. He smelt an aroma of food: steak, baked potatoes, and fresh bread. Walking into the main living room area, he saw Della staring at a long piece of warm bread.

He’d almost forgotten they hadn't eaten breakfast or lunch. 

"How long have I been asleep?"

"I'm not sure," she said. "I cannot tell the time here."

The professor took a seat and placed an empty dish next to him. He grabbed some bread and took a bite. It was still warm and flavorful. 

Della also took bread and had a bite. "This food is better than your food at home."

"Hey, my salary doesn't cover a personal chef."

The elf smiled. "This personal chef is a better cook than you."

"Well, let's see." 

He grabbed his fork and skewered a large steak and placed it on his plate. Della watched him. He cut a piece of the meat and ate it. The steak was delicious, and he moaned in pleasure. 

"We don't eat that much meat," Della said. "But I will try."

She also cut the steak and ate it. "Wow!" she exclaimed. 

They dined in silence, relishing their food. The professor suspected this could be their last good meal before they traveled. He smiled, watching Della eat. 
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Chapter 6
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The next day, Professor Jacobs awoke early. 

He got up from his bed, then walked up to the front of his room. His blue button-down shirt was crumpled. He’d slept in it, and wished he’d brought extra clothes. Trying to smooth down the front of his shirt, he peered outside his door. Jacob didn't notice Della sitting on a chair in the living room. The door to the other bedroom was ajar and he looked inside. The bed didn't look as if it had been slept in. He shook his head. He was hungry, and he wanted something for breakfast before they had to speak to the mysterious Captain Jostler. 

The front door opened, and he heard voices. It was Della speaking to a man. He turned and saw his friend, Erlick, with her. Erlick was animated, talking about a place he had visited. For a brief second, Professor Jacobs felt a stab of jealousy, and then it left him. He had never felt like this before. 

"Professor, you are finally awake,” Erlick said. “I brought you some breakfast. Della was awake, but you were still asleep. So I showed her around the base."

"Where's the food?" Jacobs asked.

"Oh," Della said. "We ate it." She looked at him as if she knew how he felt. Daniel turned away and walked into the living room. 

"Sorry, old man, I’ll get you more food," Erlick said, and turned and moved out the front door. 

Professor Jacobs sat at the dinner table. He pretended to fuss around with his manuscript he’d left there. He should have but his book in the bedroom, but had left it there last night because he was so tired. 

Della sat across from him. "Professor, you seem perturbed. Are you feeling okay?" she asked, looking at him with concern. 

Jacob couldn't hold her gaze. He was feeling warm. "It’s fine. I just wasn’t sure where you were when I awoke."

"You were worried about me?" She nodded, then smiled. "I'm a warrior elf. You don't have to be concern for me."

"I understand. But we’re in a strange place."

"Don't worry, Professor. I always have my weapons close to me. I'm also a magic user. I wanted to know if there are other magic users here."

"So," Jacob said, "you were scouting around the Illuminati base?"

"Yes, we don't know who is friend or foe here. I don't trust these people."

He heard a knock at the door and then a few seconds later a soldier moved inside holding a tray. “Professor, here is your breakfast."

Jacobs nodded and grabbed the tray from the soldier. He closed the door and placed the food on the table next to his manuscript. The food smelt wonderful, but he didn't eat yet. 

"Della, can you find a safe place for my book?"

The elf took the bundle and walked into his bedroom. 

Jacobs started to eat. 

***
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JACOBS REALIZED THERE was a button near the front entrance he could use to call on somebody to come to the apartment. 

He asked for clothes and towels, and after they were dressed and ready, Erlick came to their room and politely asked them to follow him. 

They moved down the corridor following Erlick, his old friend. The professor felt foolish. He shouldn't have felt jealous about this morning. Della was not his girlfriend, and there was nothing between them. She was also an elf from a strange land. Yet, as they walked along the hallway, he admired the way she looked as she walked. She was a warrior, but was also feminine and confident. He was definitely attracted to her, and he thought she knew. 

Erlick led them into Krump’s office. The short man was sitting behind his desk, distractedly looking into a computer monitor. The computer was one of the new ones, small as a box and its metal gleamed. 

The professor knew metal was not scarce. There were hundreds of junkyard vehicles excavated from fallen cites all around the world. But the computer was composed of something far more precious than regular meta-metals. He’d read about this invention in the university magazines. This metal was supposed to be thinner and stronger than regular metal. 

Krump turned toward them. He said, "Ah, please sit. We have located Captain Jostler. He’s not far from here, and his ship is stationed at the new California Docks. He agreed to meet us. He knew we have an elf here on Earth, and he wants to meet her."

All their eyes looked toward her. 

"How does he know I'm here?" Della asked.

"There are spies everywhere," Krump said. "He has his own informants."

Jacob didn't like this answer, and wondered who else knows Della was here on Earth. 

Erlick said, "Don't worry, Professor. Nobody besides the Illuminati and Captain Jostler knows she is here. But we know why she is here, and we know what you are destined for."

Professor Jacobs said, "When are we going to see him?"

"This very afternoon. We have got you a ship."

Jacobs said, "I don't like to fly. My stomach gets greasy. But I will go." He tried to sound heroic, but he sounded more like a petulant child. His face flushed. 

Della placed her hand on his shoulder, and said, "I can help you with your stomach. On my world, we have Elves who have this problem. I know a way to fix your misgivings."

Erlick said, "When will you be ready?"

"Della, how long does it take to fix my nervous stomach,” Professor Jacobs asked.

"Not long. I just need a few minutes in a dark room."

"Give us one hour," he said. 

***
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PROFESSOR JACOBS WAS sitting in a chair in their apartment. 

The light was dim and Della stood in front of him. 

"You should have told me you were afraid of heights."

"I'm only scared of flying."

"It's the same thing," she said. 

Della came close to him and murmured some words. Jacob sensed something was materializing. He didn't have magical talent like other people, nor was he a sensitive to magic. Yet, he felt the spell Della was casting. 

She stopped talking and placed her hand on his head. He yelped in pain, and felt a burning sensation where she touched his skin. 

"Ouch, you should have told me it was going to hurt."

"It's done," Della said. "Now, you will not feel scared when we fly."

He did feel a little different. "I'm ready. Let's meet this Captain Jostler."
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Chapter 7
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Professor Jacobs and Della walked with Erlick to the top of the platform. 

The Helo-ship sat on the roof of the Illuminati headquarters. It was a long fighter ship with wings that changed from an upright position, with the jet’s engines pointing downwards for takeoff, and then turned to a vertical position when the ship flew forward.  

Della said, "Interesting ship. We have something like this ship on the Hive." 

Her eyes darted all over the plane. 

"This is only a prototype,” said Erlick. “It will get us to our destination fast. We have several soldiers on board waiting for us."

Professor Jacobs didn't feel scared, but excited. Della's magic had worked. He usually felt sick when he saw a plane, yet he felt fine. 

They moved to a small platform to the side and walked up the steps to the entrance of the ship. A wind rippled his clothes. He had a sense that his life had just gone out of control. He took a last look at the landing pad of the Illuminati headquarters, and ducked his head and entered the ship. 

He saw several soldiers sitting on chairs. They all looked at Della, though she didn't notice the men and women staring at her. All the seats were attached to the walls. She sat at the furthest seat, closest to the pilot. 

Daniel moved and sat next to her. His feeling of inadequacy was coming to the forefront of his mind. He was happy Della was with him. He couldn't have gone this far without her. 

The door of the ship closed, and the humming sounds of the twin engines reverberated around the ship. Instantly, he felt scared. 

Della grabbed his hand. "Don't worry," she said, "you will feel be fine."

And he did relax. The ship shook a little as it ascended. He was calm. His mind didn't think of falling. She let go of his hand. He wanted her to keep holding it, but he didn't grab hers. She was looking away toward the front. 

Erlick moved closer to him, swaying with the rhythm of the ship's movement. "The pilot wants to know if you and Della want to sit in the cockpit."

The elf nodded. 

Professor Jacobs said, "Yes, lead the way."

They stood and followed Erlick. The ship was moving faster and shook with the turbulence of the wind. For a brief second, Daniel thought he was going to yell in fright, but Della’s reassuring presence lulled and calmed him. 

They reached a metal door. Erlick knocked, and it swung open. A bright light shot into his eyes, as a bright clear sky shone through the large glass windows. 

A deep voice spoke up. "Professor Jacobs, please come inside the cockpit."

He saw several men sitting in leather seats in front of glowing Holographic screens. He had seen this technology before in the tech magazines he read, but to see this in front of him was exciting. 

"Very nice. We have the same command module screens on our spaceships," said Della.

Then Professor Jacobs understood. "Erlick, are you in contact with the Elves?"

His old friend looked at him. "Yes, but only in limited visits. We speak through glimmer stones."

"You have glimmer stones?" Della asked. 

"Yes. But we haven't talked to any Elves for decades."

Professor Jacobs looked at Della and Erlick. "Please tell me what you are talking about." He shook his head. He didn't like to be left out of things.

Della answered. "A glimmer stone is rare. They enable the users to speak across far distances. Do you remember, Professor, when the Alphas spoke to you about the time when they had spoken to a dwarf and an elf on top of a pyramid?"

Professor Jacobs remembered. The Alphas were given a choice to open the Bastions or keep the Earth the same. Lazarus told him that he spoke to a dwarf and an elf through some type of portal. 

"I thought they spoke to these people through a magical portal."

"Yes, in a sense, a glimmer stone is a portal," Della said. 

Jacobs looked at Erlick and the pilots. "Okay, so you have this glimmer stone. You should have told me you were communicating to the Elves or the magical races."

"It was not my decision to make," Erlick said. "You didn't even know about the Illuminati still being in existence. But it has been a while since we were in contact with the Hive."

"Yes," Jacobs murmured. His face was a little hot, and he turned to the large windows of the cockpit. The blue sky looked so surreal and beautiful. He wondered if he could fly with the Alpha Mages and feel the wind rushing against his face. He was mesmerized by the sight.

The pilot in the middle said, "Professor Jacobs, I’m very glad you came on my ship. We don't get distinguished guests like you on board very often."

"Thank you." The pilot looked familiar. "You were one of my students."

"Yes," the pilot said. "I was in your class on Earth in the twentieth-century. It was very good." 

Professor Jacobs was surprised. "So, you are a magic user?"

"Yes, Fire Wizard, level 1. However, I don't have enough time to devote to my studies. I spend my time flying."

Professor Jacobs moved further into the cockpit, Della following close behind. Jacobs couldn't help himself from staring out through the large windows. 

"You can sit at the chairs to the left of the room if you want to stay," the pilot offered.

Jacobs wasn’t sure what he wanted to do. He was rooted to the floor. Anxiety rose from him in waves. 

Della said, "No, I think we just want to visit. It was nice meeting you."

The elf grabbed him and pulled him to his seat back in the main area of the ship. He was breathing heavy. 

"Relax," she said, and touched his arm. He felt better, and was surprised that he’d reacted that way. When he helped fight the Vvong on top of the Atlantean pyramid, he didn't feel scared or nervous. And even afterward, when he climbed down, he was fine. Yet, he knew when he flew on ships, he always got scared. 
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Chapter 8
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Professor Jacobs and Della walked up a long gravel path toward a grouping of lights in the distance. 

Erlick and the soldiers moved ahead of him. He had never traveled so far in this part of New California. He saw hills lined with small bushes and rocks. He heard a buzzing noise, and he instantly thought of the large man-eating bees that inhabited this part of this region.  

"Erlick," Jacobs said, "why do we have soldiers with us?"

"The city we are going to is not a reputable place.” Replied Erlick. “It is in fact a pirate’s city. And we don't want you or Della to be robbed or killed."

Jacobs sensed Della was going to say something, and placed a hand on her shoulder before she could. They kept moving along the path; he heard the crunch of his boots on the ground. He couldn't see the buildings from his vantage point, only the high walls of the city, and the clouds of oil and smoke that wafted in the air. 

"Della, do you smell that?" he asked. 

"Yes, it smells eerily similar to being on board a ship."

He nodded and touched Merlin's Amulet on his chest. The Amulet hung around his neck, attached to a gold chain. 

As they walked down a narrow ravine, Professor Jacobs could finally see the tall, foreboding gray wall of the city. It was built from steel and pieces of machinery and large ships all welded and stuck together. He thought he saw people standing on top of the wall, but it was hard to tell due to the sun glaring in his eyes. 

They walked for another hour or so. The walls continued to rise up, towering over them. Then he saw the silhouettes of large guns perched on top of the wall, pointing down at them.  

"Yo! Why are you here?" boomed a voice from the wall. 

Erlick stepped forward. "We are here to see Captain Jostler. He invited us."

For a few tense minutes nobody said anything, but finally a gate in front of them creaked open. They forged ahead, and paused when they spotted somebody stood in the middle of the opened gateway. The man was tall and muscular. When they moved closer to him, Professor Jacobs saw he had a wicked, jagged scar on his neck. He wondered how this man could have survived a cut like that. 

"Where is this Professor Jacobs?" the strong man said in an almost musical accent, almost as if he had sung his words. The soldiers parted before him. 

"I am Professor Jacobs," Daniel replied, and stammered a little when he said his name. 

The big man walked between the soldiers and peered at him. "Aye, my name is Chilton. I'm First Mate to Captain Jostler."

The man turned and looked at Della. "This is the elf? You sure are pretty."

Jacobs said, "We want to go to the Bermuda Triangle."

Chilton stopped looking at Della and stared back at Daniel in surprise. "You don't look crazy or stupid. Why would you want to go there?"

"It is my business."

"Professor," Chilton said, "Captain Jostler will need to know. He will not risk his ship and crew for your secret business."

Erlick interjected. "We need to discuss this in private with your Captain."

"Ah, keep your secrets. I will take you to him."

Chilton walked briskly back through the city gates. Professor Jacobs followed him, with Della moving alongside him. Once they’d all passed through the gates, he heard the creaking of the massive doors closing them in. He didn't like being trapped and playing by somebody else’s rules. He wondered how he had gotten into this mess, and then stared at Della. She smiled at him.

Jacobs expected to see massive buildings before him, but he didn't. Instead, he saw a massive crater dug hundreds of feet down into the earth. Fear gripped him, and he wondered how they would travel inside this crater. 

He braved a look into the massive hole. Several floors were dug into the earth, with stores and people milling about them. Then a pointed ship rose from a platform and flew into the sky with a loud sound of engines flaring. The ship was built in an odd design that he didn't recognize. Painted on the side of the ship was a large skull. 

Erlick said something under his breath. "Pirate."

Chilton didn't hear him, or at least he didn’t acknowledge that he heard him. 

They didn't approach the crater, but moved toward a building where a set of stairs descended into the ground. Jacobs was relieved; he didn't want to travel on an elevator. 

The soldiers moved behind him in a long row. Their guns and equipment jangled and made noise as they worked their way down the steps. The walls were close and narrow. The heady scents of oil, engine exhaust, and sweat bombarded him. 

"Are you okay, Della?" he asked.

She nodded. 

The metal steps echoed beneath their boots as they descended, accompanied by the sound of many people talking. When they neared the floor below, he spotted several men standing at the entrance. They were dressed in black leather and had guns strapped to their backs. They nodded at Chilton as they passed them. The group continued descending another set of stairs. 
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