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Chapter 1 
 
Taryn stepped out into the sunlight amidst the pressing horde of her classmates.  

Chestnut High had just let out for the day, and almost every student was racing to escape.  
The seventeen-year old girl, however, had no intention of rushing to her car.  She knew it 
was easier to wait till the daily traffic jam of teenagers had passed rather than fight her 
way through the mob.  Why no one else had figured this out was beyond her.  Taryn 
walked out to the parking lot towards her car, a “sweet sixteen” present from her parents.  
Taryn had smiled wryly at the statement when she received it.  The car was an old hand-
me-down and not a very attractive one at that.  It ran, though, and that was all Taryn 
cared about…besides the stereo system.  As she reached the vehicle, her reflection stared 
back at her from the driver’s side window. 

Taryn Kelly.  Besides her sharp tongue and hot temper, she was best known for 
her Irish features.  These, she was always proud to say, came from a long line of red-
headed, green-eyed full-blooded Irish ancestors.  Her parents had actually immigrated to 
the U.S. before she was born.  Taryn even spoke with a prominent lilt in her voice, which 
grew stronger when she was feeling particularly vehement about something. 

“Coming through!” 
Taryn spun around at the sound of the voice, which sounded like it was coming 

closer. 
She turned to see a blur of a student speeding by her car on a skateboard.  He had 

called to a group of teenagers who were blindly walking into his path.  The group 
scattered like roaches as soon as they heard the warning, barely escaping a collision.  
Taryn grumbled to herself, immediately recognizing the young man. 

Ozzie Thomason seemed to always be in Taryn’s vicinity when he was at his most 
irritating.  His longish brown hair had been lightly highlighted by all of his time spent out 
in the sun and hung in messy waves to his eyebrows.  His tall, lanky body was well 
tanned and his eyes were a stormy grey. 

What really annoyed Taryn about him was his seemingly carefree and reckless 
attitude.  As he raced by on his board, dodging cars and students, she yelled after him 
snippily. 

“Take your stunts somewhere else, git!” 
Ozzie turned back towards her and simply saluted her with a grin.  As he did so, 

he was too distracted to notice that he was headed for a grassy median.  Ozzie’s 
skateboard hit the curb and snapped back while he went flying into the grass.  There was 
a moment of silence throughout the parking lot as Ozzie laid there unmoving.  No one 
breathed, including Taryn.  Another moment passed, and he moved.  Rising forward from 
the waist with his arms outstretched, he moaned like a zombie.  He then jumped to his 
feet and held his arms out triumphantly.  The entire parking lot erupted into applause, and 
Ozzie took several bows, making quite a show.  Taryn breathed again in a huff of 
exasperation and got into her car while Ozzie retrieved his skateboard.  As she backed 
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out, she spotted a fellow student clapping Ozzie on the back, probably complimenting 
him on his performance.  Taryn grumbled to herself and thought for a moment about 
backing up into the two boys, knocking the skater down again.  Then she remembered 
that doing so would be a crime.  Resigning to disappointment, she put the car into gear 
and drove off. 

 
“Hello, dear.  How was your day?” came a voice from the kitchen. 
“Fine,” Taryn replied automatically. 
Taryn’s mother, Shannon, was working at the island in the kitchen, making a 

snack for herself and her two daughters.  Shannon shared the same features as her 
daughter, but her Irish accent was still as prominent as it had been the day she left 
Ireland. 

“Anything exciting happen at school today?” Shannon asked, handing her 
daughter a piece of sliced apple. 

Taryn set her bag down and replied, “Nothing out of the ordinary.  Ozzie almost 
got himself killed today.” 

“How’d he do that?” Shannon asked, reaching for a bowl to put peanut butter into. 
“By being an idiot, as usual.” 
Taryn took a bite out of her apple. 
“I’ll bet it was funny.  Have you spoken to him lately?” 
“No, and I don’t intend to.” 
“Why not?  You still keep tabs on him.” 
“No, I don’t.” 
“Kyla, come get your snack,” Shannon called.  She then turned to Taryn with a 

meaningful look, but said nothing. 
Taryn sighed and leaned back against the counter.  A little, red headed seven-year 

old then entered the kitchen to receive her afternoon snack. 
“Hi, Rinnie!” she said, giving her older sister a hug, which was gladly returned.  

“What are you talking about?” 
“A big, dumb boy named Ozzie,” Taryn answered without thinking. 
“You saw him today?” Kyla responded quickly.  “When is he coming over 

again?” 
“He’s not.” Taryn replied. 
Kyla looked hurt and opened her mouth to say something, but Shannon interjected 

before the two could get into it. 
“Kyla, love, take your apples before they brown,” Shannon interjected.  She then 

turned back to her eldest and said softly, “Taryn, I think it might be time for you to move 
on.  We all miss Annie and Ozzie.  I could invite them over for dinner.  What would you 
think of that?” 

Taryn looked sideways at her mother.  Under normal circumstances, she enjoyed 
chatting with Shannon very much.  The two had a good relationship, and Taryn was 
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usually mature enough to handle it when Shannon offered a different point of view.  
Fortunately, now was one of those times, and Taryn realized she needed to bend a little 
when she saw the deep pain in her mother’s eyes. 

“Whatever you like, Mum.  I’m sorry I brought it up.” 
“Is he coming over?” Kyla asked excitedly. 
“We’ll have to see what suits,” Shannon replied with a warm smile. 
Kyla nodded and then took this opportunity to turn the attention on herself, telling 

Taryn about what she had done at school that day.  Taryn listened to her younger sister 
with a smile on her face and soon forgot about the heavy conversation between her and 
her mother. 

 
Ozzie steered his skateboard back and forth over the pavement of the old 

neighborhood.  He hopped the curb as he headed towards a long, winding driveway.  The 
driveway was cracked and badly in need of repair, like many other things in that 
neighborhood, but led to a warm place for Ozzie—home.  He navigated his way up the 
driveway, avoiding the larger cracks and broken bits of pavement, until he reached the 
front door, behind which he could hear Timber barking excitedly. 

Timber, though he resembled a wolf more than anything else, was really nothing 
more than a big, puppy-hearted lapdog.  Ozzie opened the door and walked in, taking a 
minute to greet the happy creature.  He didn’t bother calling after anyone, as his mother 
would be working until dinnertime.  Ozzie made himself a sandwich and headed out to 
the back porch where he would eat, fall asleep in the sun for a few hours, and wake up in 
time to start dinner for himself and his mother.  As Timber curled up underneath the 
hammock that his master was lying on, Ozzie allowed his mind to wander. 

They had discussed heroes that day in history class.  Martin Luther King, 
Florence Nightingale, Lance Armstrong, and others had been brought up.  While this was 
nice—a little food, a comfy place to nap, a furry companion—he wondered if this was all 
he had to look forward to in the long run.  For a long time, Ozzie had always imagined 
his life would be exciting somehow, that he would do something.  It didn’t have to be 
anything earth-shattering or life changing, but he had always wanted to do something that 
would be memorable at least to someone.  All the comic books and fantastic fiction he 
had read since childhood surely had contributed to these ideas, yet here he was, about to 
graduate, and life could boiled down to one word. 

Monotony. 
Those grand thoughts had planted themselves long before everything had 

changed, though.  Long before he and his mother had had to move to this little house, 
before he had had to stay up late each night studying to maintain scholarship-earning 
grades, and before his best friend had stopped talking to him.  For now, the only goal he 
was looking to achieve was to be able to put himself through college once this summer 
was over. 
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Ozzie shook his head.  He shouldn’t be worrying about those things or taking 
what he still had for granted.  He couldn’t control the way most things would play out 
and he would ride it out either way.  He thought about other, happier things as he finished 
his snack and then he let himself drift off into a comfortable drowse. 

 
It was Friday.  Taryn hated Fridays.  She loved the weekend, but loathed Fridays.  

In her opinion, people seemed to lose their brains on Friday.  She had endured more high 
school drama that day—she’s going out with him tonight.  I’m totally going shopping this 
weekend.  Chestnut High School basketball rocks!—than she thought she could stand.  
Finally, the day ended and Taryn went home, confident that her weekend would be easy 
and relaxing. 

Meanwhile, Ozzie skateboarded home more quickly than usual that day.  His 
mother had sent him a text message on his phone telling him to hurry home, but hadn’t 
picked up when he had tried to call her back.  He was a little worried, especially when he 
saw her car in the driveway when he got home, and called after her when he got in. 

“I’m upstairs, sweetheart,” came his mother’s reply.  “I’ll be down in a minute.” 
Her tone was cheerful.  That was a good sign, so Ozzie relaxed.  A few minutes 

passed, and Annie Thomason came trotting into the living room, her hair still wet from 
the shower and clearly in a hurry. 

“Hey, Mom.  Why are you home?” Ozzie asked.  “Is everything okay?” 
“Oh yes, it’s fine.  The air conditioning died at the office today, so they sent 

everyone home.  Thank goodness!  It was miserable in there, but you’ll never guess who 
called me.” 

“Ed McMahon, and he said he’s got a huge check for you.” 
“Don’t I wish?  Shannon Kelly!  You know, Taryn’s mother,” she replied 

enthusiastically. 
“Oh, great,” Ozzie said, trying to sound like he wasn’t disappointed. 
“And you’ll never guess what she did.” 
“Let me guess.” 
“She invited us to dinner!” 
“Not what I was going to say.” 
“So I need you to get cleaned up and ready to go.  Then, if you could, I need you 

to help me prepare something to bring for dessert.” 
“Um, Mom,” Ozzie said carefully, “I don’t think this is a good idea.” 
“Of course it is.  You’ll get a chance to catch up with Taryn again,” Annie replied 

quickly.  “I always liked her.  She’s such a sweet girl.” 
“Mom, have you seen how she looks at me nowadays?  I’m not exactly her 

favorite person in the world.” 
“I’m sure she just feels awkward.  It can be like when people have been through 

as much as our families have.  She probably just doesn’t know what to say.” 
“I’m pretty sure that’s not it.” 
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“Nonsense.  Now, please, go get ready or we’ll be late.” 
“Ready,” Ozzie said with a shrug. 
Annie gave her son a look and said sternly, “Oswald Matthew Thomason.” 
Ozzie cringed at the sound of his full name and promptly left to go change. 
 
Wow, I would have thought this much smiling would have killed her by now, 

Ozzie thought as he sat at dinner with his mother and the Kelly family. 
Dinner was over, dessert had been served, and the adults were now making 

friendly conversation, while Kyla was devouring her second helping of cobbler at an 
incredible rate.  Both Taryn and Ozzie were bored out of their minds and longed for an 
escape.  Besides that, Taryn was trying not to fume over the fact that her mother had gone 
through with her idea to invite the Thomasons over for dinner.  At the time, she had 
thought Shannon was just throwing out empty ideas to try and get Taryn to speak to 
Ozzie again. 

This is ridiculous, Taryn thought to herself in annoyance.  We’re not five and in 
daycare anymore.  What—Oh no, what is he doing? 

Taryn looked at her father, Donovan, as he turned to Ozzie and began to promote 
his own company. 

“Now, Ozzie,” he began animatedly, “have you ever thought of working for an 
advertising business?  I could get you a job as a data entry clerk…after you graduate, of 
course.  I know you have exams coming up that you need to study for.” 

Please!  As if the social graces aren’t bad enough, he’s offering me charity, Ozzie 
thought.  Maybe I can pretend to die, and he’ll stop talking. 

Wow, Dad must not realize the grades Ozzie makes.  That kid could get into any 
school he wanted with his GPA. 

This is just sad.  Thanks, but no thanks, Mr. Kelly.  I have to get out of here. 
“Mom,” both teenagers said simultaneously. 
Both mothers looked at their children, and Taryn and Ozzie looked at one another 

for a tense moment. 
“You go ahead.  You’re the guest,” Taryn said with a forced politeness and a 

pasted-on smile. 
“Thank you,” Ozzie replied in the same manner.  He then turned to the adults and 

asked, “Mom, Mr. and Mrs. Kelly, would it be alright if I hung out on the back porch for 
a while?” 

“That’s just what I was thinking,” Taryn said quickly. 
“I think that’s a wonderful idea,” Shannon said brightly.  “You two go on.  We’ll 

just be catching up.” 
“Thank you,” the teenagers said together, and with that they left quickly. 
 
Neither Ozzie nor Taryn said a word until they were outside, and even then it was 

several minutes before a sound was uttered. 
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“Well, that was fun,” Taryn said sarcastically, wondering if Ozzie would take it as 
a joke. 

Ozzie made no reply except for a noise of acknowledgement.  He walked over to 
the railing and looked down. 

“You have a nice house,” he said finally. 
“You’ve seen it before,” Taryn replied. 
“It’s been a while.  Your mom redecorated and stuff.” 
“Um, thanks.” 
Taryn moved over to the gazebo and stepped into it.  Moving over to one of the 

seats, she sat down and looked out. 
“Remember when we used to play in here?” she said, making some attempt at 

being nice. 
“When we called it our watchtower?” Ozzie replied, walking over to join her.  

“Yeah, I remember.”  There was another long pause and Ozzie then asked, changing the 
subject, “Was your dad always like that?” 

“Like what?” 
“Offering lame handouts to make himself seem generous,” Ozzie said almost 

accusingly. 
She replied defensively.  “He was being nice.” 
“Come on, Taryn.  You saw him in there.  Does your mom feel sorry for us too?  

Is that why she invited us over here tonight?” 
“No.  She invited you over here because she cares.  She cares about her friendship 

with your mom and the friendship we used to have.” 
“Hey, you stopped talking to me!” 
“Well, maybe if you had—” 
Taryn stopped short.  She didn’t want to finish. 
“What?” Ozzie demanded. 
“Nevermind.  I’m going inside,” she said acidly. 
With that, Taryn swept back into the house without another word.  Ozzie followed 

a few minutes later, and the two spent the rest of the night in silence, each doing their 
best to mentally remove themselves from the situation.  Finally, Ozzie and his mother 
left, Annie promising to invite the Kellys over for dinner sometime soon. 

 
The whole dinner thing had been a stupid idea, and it wound Taryn up so much 

that she’d gone to bed soon after it was over.  She couldn’t tell her parents how she felt, 
especially her mother since the friendships were clearly important to Shannon.  It made 
Taryn feel guilty that she was so opposed to reconnecting with Ozzie, but the guilt didn’t 
outweigh her bitterness.  She’d had a hard time falling asleep that night, which was why 
she felt like she never really had when she opened her eyes to a bright, clear light that 
seemed to permeate right through her curtains as if they weren’t even there.  At first she 
thought she was watching a white-hot fire dance into her room.  The light bounced and 
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moved like a living creature, and she realized it wasn’t fire after several moments of 
watching in confused, sleepy wonder.  She continued to watch the dancing light for many 
minutes until she was able to pull her eyes away and towards the window where it flowed 
in from. 

I have got to be dreaming, she thought to herself.  She considered closing her 
eyes, snuggling back under the covers, and going back to sleep.  Her curiosity about the 
dream got the better of her, though, and she added, Well, if I’m dreaming I might as well 
explore. 

Taryn climbed out of bed and walked towards the window.  As she approached, 
her bare feet stepped into the light that was spreading over the floor of her room like a 
mist and felt that it was warm and soothing.  The mist swirled about her feet and moved 
with her as she walked towards her window.  Taryn stepped up to the sill where the light 
was pouring in from, and looked out.  There, stretched out before her, was not her 
backyard, but a vast, green, moonlit forest.  The mist was light from the full moon, high 
in the sky, and the raw, rugged beauty of it all drew Taryn to it like a moth to flame.  She 
stepped out through her window and onto the ground only a few feet below.  She began 
to walk through the forest, looking around and trying to take everything in at once.  It 
wasn’t long before the thick trees blocked her window and the house from sight. 

“Taryn!” a familiar voice suddenly called out, clear as a bell, breaking the 
ethereal trance that she seemed to have fallen into. 

She looked in the direction of the voice and saw Ozzie running towards her and 
looking elated. 

“What are you doing here?” Taryn said, annoyed that she was having dreams with 
Ozzie in them. 

She made a mental note not to mention this to anyone. 
“Man, even dream-you is snippy,” he said easily.  “At least that’s one normal 

thing about this dream.” 
“Whatever,” Taryn muttered, shaking her head and turning away. 
She looked up at the moon and smiled to herself.  This was a nice, albeit strange, 

dream, even if Ozzie was in it.  Taryn began to walk again, feeling the cool grass beneath 
her feet.  She could hear Ozzie casually trailing after her, but she paid him no mind.  
After a little while, the trees started to thin out, and she came upon a small clearing.  
There were several interesting things to see here, but the first thing Taryn noticed was the 
massive creature sleeping there on the edge of the clearing.  Every molecule of her body 
suddenly froze.  Then the creature opened an eye.  Then it opened five more, and Taryn 
screamed.  She heard Ozzie running towards her, calling her name, but her brain 
wouldn’t register it.  All she could focus on was the creature that was standing up now 
and heading straight for her.  Taryn willed herself to wake up, and the sweet darkness of 
sleep overtook her. 
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Chapter 2 
 
Taryn opened her eyes slowly. 
Ugh.  What a weird dream, she thought.  Whatever I ate, I’m never going near it 

again. 
“Hello there,” a deep voice said cordially. 
“Agh!” Taryn cried, bolting upright. 
BANG!  Whatever she had been laying on was not a very stable surface.  The 

moment Taryn sat up, her support moved out from underneath her, and she dropped to 
the floor several feet beneath her.  She landed hard on her elbows and knees, which 
reverberated up to her shoulders, wrists, hips, and ankles.  She swore and groaned 
painfully. 

“Are you alright?” the voice asked. 
She looked in the direction of the voice and cried out again.  There, standing not 

five feet from her, was a creature she had only heard about in stories and myths. 
The creature before her was a man from the waist up with short, dark, thick hair 

and a stubby, cropped beard.  His tanned chest was bare, and from the waist down, was 
the body of a large, black horse. 

“Don’t come near me!” she commanded, backing herself up against a wall. 
Taryn looked around for a minute and took in her surroundings.  As far as she 

could tell, she was inside a little house of some sort.  She looked up to see that she had 
just fallen out of a hammock that was hanging from the ceiling.  She then looked beyond 
her captor to see that the only way out was beyond him. 

“Who are you?” she demanded, the fear evident in her voice.  “Why am I here?  
Where is here?” 

“Calm yourself,” the centaur replied.  “My name is De’dua.  You are safe here in 
my home, as is your friend.” 

“My friend?” Taryn asked in confusion. 
“Taryn!  You’re up!” came an enthusiastic voice from above. 
The frightened teenager looked up to see Ozzie trotting down a flight of stairs.  

He looked thrilled. 
“Oh no, not you,” she groaned. 
“Well, it’s nice to see you too,” he quipped, walking over to Taryn.  Giving her a 

hand up he asked, “Have you seen this place?  It’s amazing!” 
Taryn grabbed Ozzie by the arm and dragged him as far away from De’dua as she 

could. 
“Ozzie,” she snapped, “I don’t know if you noticed or not, but we are not in 

Kansas anymore.  I don’t think we’re on Earth anymore.” 
“No.  It’s okay.  I’ve read about this,” Ozzie replied excitedly.  “We must have 

fallen into a rip in the space-time continuum and gotten dropped here into an alternate 
universe.” 
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“That’s fiction, you idiot!” Taryn hissed.  “Science fiction.  Stuff like that doesn’t 
happen in real life.  We are obviously still dreaming or hallucinating or something.” 

“He seems real enough to me,” Ozzie said, pointing back at De’dua, who was 
watching the two calmly.  “Come on, we’re being rude.” 

And with that, Ozzie walked back over to the demi-human, leaving Taryn 
standing there with her mouth gaping open in shock. 

 
The day progressed strangely from there.  Ozzie, who was ecstatic about this 

unusual turn of events, grilled De’dua for details on where they were, when they were, 
what kind of land they were in, and many other things.  The centaur told him that the area 
they were in an area, a forest, known as Packham’s Wood, and the country as a whole 
was called Leleplar.  To Ozzie, it sounded very much like your generic medieval or 
Renaissance-type setting for a fantasy story, which only made him more excited. 

The country of Leleplar had yet to discover things like electricity and indoor 
plumbing that were commonplace for Taryn and Ozzie.  Much of it was wild with vast 
forests, endless rolling hills, gigantic mountains, but that did not mean it was uninhabited.  
Humans were apparently commonplace in Leleplar, which was why De’dua hadn’t been 
surprised at the appearance of two outside of his home.  The land was also populated, 
however, by other races of people like elves, dwarves, and merpeople, but these did not 
live with humans as many of Ozzie’s books portrayed.  There were elemental spirits like 
dryads and naiads that wandered the land and held territories in certain places, which they 
guarded fiercely.  Magical animals and creatures were fairly commonplace as well, but 
De’dua was careful to explain that many were dangerous and could not be trusted. 

It was during this time, Taryn learned how De’dua had discovered the two teens.  
The story made her bristle with anger. 

The centaur explained that he had been inside his house very early that morning 
when he heard Taryn scream.  De’dua had hurried to see what the matter was and found 
Taryn lying on the ground, having apparently fainted, and Ozzie trying to drag her away 
from his friend, Chartyne, who was merely curious about the two humans.  De’dua had 
come forward, assured Ozzie there was no danger, and introduced himself.  Ozzie 
apparently had taken all of this very well, and De’dua had carried Taryn inside to rest and 
recover. 

Taryn couldn’t believe it.  She had fainted like some weak, useless damsel in a 
lame romance novel, and Ozzie of all people had been the one to try and save her!  It was 
humiliating just to think about.  What was more, he thought everything was just hunky-
dory.  What an idiot!  This left Taryn stewing in a corner, trying to remain inconspicuous.  
She wanted to get away from them both, but knew she needed to know as much about the 
situation as possible, so she remained and listened. 

De’dua too had many questions to ask, all of which he directed towards Ozzie.  
He asked where they had come from and how they had gotten here. 
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After hearing Ozzie’s account of what had happened, De’dua remarked to 
himself, “That is a fantastic tale.  I wonder why such a thing would have happened.” 

“Why?” Ozzie said.  “You think there needs to be a reason?  What about how?” 
“All things happen for a reason, Ozzie.  The how of it is simple.  Yurwyfen 

allowed it to be so.” 
“Yurwyfen?  Who or what is that?” 
“He is our guardian.  Yurwyfen rules all lands, known and unknown.  He is very 

powerful, but always good.” 
“Powerful, huh?” Taryn interjected from her corner.  “And good?  Are we talking 

powerful enough to send us home?” 
“He is, but why would he allow you to come here and simply send you back?” 

De’dua replied.  “I do not know whether it was Yurwyfen who actually brought you here 
or another force, but there is a purpose for it.” 

“Okay then,” Taryn said, “where do we find this Yurwyfen?  I’d like to ask him 
what my purpose is so I can fulfill it and get out of here.” 

“It is not as easy as that.  You cannot simply go find him because he doesn’t not 
make his home in one place like you or I.  There is a great mountain far to the west of 
here, Mount Providence, that supplicants used to travel to in order to make requests of 
him, but the way has been blocked for many years now.” 

“So we’re stuck here?!” 
“Hey, cool your jets there, turbo,” Ozzie cut in.  “So we have to figure something 

else out.  What’s the big deal?” 
“The big deal is that we don’t belong here!” Taryn replied vehemently.  “We were 

kidnapped and dropped into this nightmare!  Haven’t you thought about the fact that we 
have family and friends back home who are probably worried sick over our sudden 
disappearance?” 

“Okay, so we’re M.I.A. and that sucks, but what can we do about it?  Phone 
home?  No, so let’s make the best of it.  I’m actually kind of glad it happened.  It’s 
exciting.” 

“I can’t believe this!” Taryn exclaimed.  “There’s clearly something wrong with 
you.  How can you possibly not see how bad this really is?” 

With that she began to storm out. 
“Where are you going?” Ozzie called after her. 
“Anywhere but here,” she replied shortly.  “I’m afraid your stupidity is 

contagious.” 
Taryn slammed the door after her, leaving Ozzie and De’dua in silence. 
Ozzie thought silently to himself for a moment and then looked to De’dua. 
“Did she just step out into an unknown wilderness in a strange land she knows 

nothing about?” He asked finally. 
“Yes,” De’dua replied simply. 
“Maybe my stupidity is contagious.” 
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Taryn stomped out onto the wet grass.  Night had fallen again, and it was chilly.  

The only light came from the full moon above.  She wrapped her arms around herself to 
keep from shivering, keeping her head down against the cold.  Taryn fumed quietly to 
herself, pacing to nowhere in particular. 

“How can he be so thick?  Doesn’t he realize how serious this is?  What I 
wouldn’t give for a …” 

Taryn’s words trailed off as her eyes fell upon a huge paw that stood on the 
ground before her.  She swallowed hard and raised her eyes to see what it was that was 
there. 

 
Ozzie’s head shot towards the doorway as soon as he heard Taryn’s scream.  

Before he knew it, he was running at full speed out of the house.  He didn’t have to go far 
to find Taryn.  She came running around the side of the house not three hundred yards 
from the doorway.  Seeing that she was unscathed he slowed his pace, but continued to 
jog towards her in order to find out what the matter was.  Seconds later, however, a huge 
creature came lumbering out from the woods, and Ozzie didn’t have to ask.  He stopped 
and waited as Taryn went tearing past him and back towards the house. 

“Ozzie, run!” she shrieked, looking back at him. 
She suddenly hit something solid and was knocked back onto her rear.  She 

quickly turned herself around and began to crab-walk backwards, while De’dua simply 
stood there. 

“What is that thing?” she demanded.  “Ozzie, get away!” 
That thing that Taryn was referring to was the same creature she had seen the 

night before when she passed out. 
It had the front legs and body of a lion and the back legs of a goat.  Its tail was 

scaly, while sharp, slender spikes traced their way up the back and ended at the top of one 
of its heads.  This head was that of a dragon, while another was that of a lion, and the last 
was that of a goat. 

“That is a chimera,” De’dua said coolly, as he began to approach the creature. 
“That’s Chartyne,” Ozzie told Taryn, standing a little ways off, simply watching 

the creature. 
“You named it?” Taryn exclaimed, getting to her feet. 
“No.  That is what her mother named her,” De’dua replied, petting the lion head.  

“She is my closest friend.” 
“She does know not to eat us,” Ozzie assured Taryn.  “She’s the one De’dua 

mentioned earlier.  Remember?  She was just curious about you.” 
“That thing isn’t even a she.  It’s a monster!” Taryn cried. 
“I know you two have no reason to trust me, Taryn” De’dua interjected, “and 

most people are quite fearful around Chartyne, but I assure you, we mean you no harm.” 
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Ozzie suddenly looked as if an idea had struck him, and he began to question 
De’dua again. 

“You’re out here all by yourself with a big…chimera.  From everything I’ve 
read”—Taryn began to growl at this—“there’s usually a reason for something like that.  
Are you a hermit or just what?” 

De’dua seemed to hesitate, but finally replied, “I live out here by myself for many 
reasons.  You are very intuitive, though.  For some time now…something…has been 
persecuting the magical creatures of this world.  These woods are a safe place, safer still 
with Chartyne here, though she is young.” 

“So you’re hiding,” Taryn spat. 
For the first time, De’dua looked angry, and Taryn suddenly regretted her words.  

She took a step back as De’dua’s chest puffed up and his fists clenched tightly. 
“Is there any way for you to find out what it might be?” Ozzie asked suddenly, 

also a bit frightened now as well. 
De’dua looked to him and seemed to relent just a little. 
“Yes.  There is a man in a nearby town called Truewood, two day’s journey north 

from here.  He has the power to see into the beyond.” 
“So why don’t you go see him?” Ozzie asked. 
“I…cannot,” De’dua said, still tense.  “If I leave, word of my location will spread.  

I was…well known…at one time. 
“What if we went for you?” 
“No!” Taryn cried.  “Don’t you dare, Ozzie!” 
“We could go and talk to this guy and bring back any information we learn.” 
“Ozzie, I’ll kill you!” 
“I cannot ask you to endanger yourselves,” De’dua replied, shaking his head. 
“You’re not, we’re volunteering,” Ozzie said. 
“There is no we!” Taryn shrieked. 
“Fine then!” Ozzie finally shouted back.  “I’ll go by myself, and you can stay 

here.” 
“Stay here?” she replied incredulously.  “You expect me to stay here?  With 

them?  Are you completely mental?” 
“Anyone ever tell you you’re hard to please?” Then, turning back to De’dua, 

Ozzie said more calmly, “De’dua, I apologize for Taryn.  She doesn’t do well with 
change and she’s kind of freaked out.” 

“I understand,” De’dua said empathetically.  “This must all be very unnerving for 
you both.” 

“No, really?” Taryn mumbled just loud enough for the other two to hear. 
“Well, like I said,” Ozzie said with a sigh, “I’ll go find this guy and find out what 

I can, but I’ll need some help.” 
“Of course,” De’dua agreed. 
“Hold it,” Taryn said firmly.  “I’m coming with you.” 



Skateboards, Magic, and Shamrocks              For VIP Newsletter Subscribers Only               Dana Fraedrich 
 
 

 
Ozzie and Taryn remained with De’dua for the next week resting, learning, and 

preparing for their journey.  Ozzie was still curious to know everything about the world 
they were in.  He even worked up the courage approach Chartyne properly.  He might 
understand that she wasn’t dangerous, but knowing that didn’t make her any less scary.  
He got on with De’dua famously, however, and acted as if there was nothing odd about 
sharing a dinner of wild boar with a centaur.  Taryn was reclusive as ever.  She rarely, if 
ever, spoke to either Ozzie or De’dua and avoided Chartyne like the plague, but quickly 
took to exploring the house. 

The main floor of the house, where she had woken up upon first arriving there, 
was the living and eating space.  The hammock had been hastily hung up for her, along 
with a second one for Ozzie.  Continuing around the room was a large pallet laid out on 
the floor, which was where De’dua slept.  Taryn wondered bitterly to herself why she 
couldn’t have landed on this when she so ungracefully fell from the hammock.  There 
was one rack of weapons against one wall, but no chairs or tables of any sort.  There was 
no stove or oven here of any kind either.  Anything that needed cooking was heated over 
an open flame on a spit outside.  Vegetables, which were grown in a little garden in the 
back, were eaten raw or roasted as well.  Any surplus was stored hanging from the 
ceiling, as with onions, or on shelves that were built against the wall in no particular 
order.  There were some spice jars made of clay on these shelves as well, but these were 
few and far between, as De’dua usually liked his food just the way it came.  At night, 
De’dua often went outside and simply stared up into the sky.  Ozzie asked him if he was 
reading the stars or looking for something, but this was something about which De’dua 
refused to answer him. 

Taryn was still strongly opposed to the idea of going to Truewood for De’dua, but 
Ozzie wouldn’t be swayed.  During a private conversation about it, Ozzie reminded 
Taryn that De’dua had saved their lives, housed them, and fed them and asked for 
nothing in return.  It was the least they could do to repay him, he argued.  Taryn couldn’t 
dispute this, but reminded Ozzie that they needed to start focusing on how to get home 
when they got back.  That would be, after all, a far bigger task and was much, much more 
important.  Ozzie agreed, but did so without much conviction, which only made Taryn 
angry and secretly afraid. 

When the day finally came for them to head out, the three gathered just outside 
the doorway.  At De’dua’s hooves were two, loaded packs. 

“Why are we bringing so much stuff?” Taryn asked immediately. 
“You never know what may happen when you are out on the road,” De’dua 

replied.  “It is best to be prepared.  I have altered these bags so that you may wear them 
comfortably, and here is some money should you need to buy anything in town.  Ozzie, 
your pack contains the tent.  I assume you remember how to assemble it.  You both also 
have pallets to sleep on, and I have also packed some extra clothing in with your cloaks 
to keep you warm.” 
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De’dua had sewn together several new sets of clothes for each, allowing them 
some relief from their dirty nightclothes.  These were only worn to sleep in now, as both 
sets were completely impractical.  Ozzie only wore shorts and a tee shirt to bed, while 
Taryn wore a tank top and loose fitting pants.  Ozzie had been able to share a useful new 
idea with De’dua, however, as the centaur was introduced to the idea of cargo pants.  
De’dua admitted that, while they would be useful, so many pockets would look a bit 
strange, but made the suggested alteration nonetheless. 

He then turned to Taryn and said, “I have asked Chartyne to hide herself so that 
her presence will not alarm you.  She will follow behind for some time to make sure you 
are safe.” 

Taryn nodded and mumbled softly, “Thank you.” 
“Tell her goodbye for me,” Ozzie added. 
“Of course.  Thank you for doing this,” De’dua replied.  “It is very kind of you 

both.” 
“We’re glad to,” Ozzie said, glancing furtively at Taryn. 
Taryn was looking down at the packs.  She only nodded and made a noise of 

acknowledgement. 
“You two had best be off then,” De’dua said. 
Ozzie and De’dua embraced, and Taryn glanced at the centaur for a moment 

before taking a deep breath and speaking. 
“De’dua, you’ve been…really nice and thoughtful…and I appreciate you not 

letting us die and everything.” 
De’dua smiled and nodded his head respectfully.  Then Ozzie and Taryn headed 

out on the path that led away from the house and would eventually meet with the road 
that led to Truewood. 
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Chapter 3 
 
Much of the journey was quiet.  For the first day or so, Ozzie was content to take 

in the scenery while Taryn studied the ground beneath her.  They stopped to rest 
whenever they felt the need to and decided to make camp when the sun was beginning to 
set.  Choosing a spot in the woods just off the road, they began to unpack their things.  
Both had been camping before, and Ozzie had been in the Boy Scouts for a few years, so 
it wasn’t too difficult for either, if not inconvenient.  It also helped that De’dua’s tent was 
pretty much idiot-proof.  While he was setting it up, Ozzie decided to voice a thought that 
had begun to nag at him earlier. 

“Hey, Taryn,” he began. 
“Hm?” she replied, looking at him. 
This was one of the first real conversations he had had with her in a long time.  

The answer was important to him, so he was careful in choosing his words. 
“Are you okay?” he said slowly.  “I mean, I know this has been really hard for 

you to take in and all.” 
“I’m fine,” she replied shortly. 
“Okay,” Ozzie said simply. 
He knew enough to know what I’m fine meant when Taryn said it—when any 

female said it, for that matter—so he waited.  Sure enough, after several minutes of 
silence, Taryn spoke with great vehemence. 

“Haven’t you thought about what’s probably going on at home?  Our parents have 
to be worried sick, not to mention the uproar at school.  Do you care about that at all?” 

“Sure I do,” Ozzie replied calmly.  “I mean, I hate to think about the way my 
mom is feeling right now, but what can we do about it?  Nothing.  Absolutely nothing, so 
I figure why not make the best of our situation?  Lemons into lemonade, you know?” 

“And what if we’re stuck here in Oz forever?  What then, Todo?” Taryn snipped.  
“How do we make the best of that?” 

Ozzie smirked and said, “You don’t listen so well do you, Dorothy?” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Think about it.  We’re going to see this really smart guy who can see into the 

beyond—” he added an overly dramatic, mystical tone here to emphasize his point “—so 
obviously he’s got some super power or something.  If he can tell us about this thing 
that’s going after all the magical creatures, he can probably tell us how to get home too.” 

Taryn opened her mouth and closed it again, dumbfounded.  Ozzie smiled and 
gloated silently. 

She looked at him, scowled, and snapped, “Shut up.” 
“See, that’s more like the old Taryn I know and love,” Ozzie said happily.  

“You’re really no fun when you’re all quiet and hopeless.  Thanks to my genius, you 
needn’t worry about our fate any longer.” 
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“Yeah, okay, whatever,” she mumbled.  “Why don’t you just be quiet and help me 
get a fire going.  Otherwise, you’re going to have to start worrying about your own fate.” 

“Sweet!  Fire!” Ozzie exclaimed. 
“On second thought, just look in the packs for something useful.  Like food.” 
Ozzie’s face fell and he grumbled something that Taryn couldn’t hear.  He began 

to riffle through her pack, but stopped and spoke a moment later. 
“Hey, Taryn, what’s this?” he asked, pulling a smooth stone out from the pack. 
She turned to glance at it, shrugged, and said, “Looks like a rock to me.” 
“Why would De’dua give you a rock?” 
“I don’t know.  Can I throw it at yo—” 
Taryn was abruptly cut off as a small bolt of lightning shot from the stone and 

into the fire pit that she had built.  She jumped back in surprise and found herself sitting 
on the ground unscathed and staring at the fire that was now beginning to burn the 
kindling there.  She looked at Ozzie in shock.  He looked back at her with an identical 
expression, but after a moment a grin spread across his face. 

“Cool!” he exclaimed. 
“No!” Taryn cried.  “Not cool!  Get rid of it now!” 
“What?  Why?” 
“There is no way we are carrying some crazy weapon around with us.  Especially 

after you just tried to fry me.” 
“I did not,” Ozzie insisted. 
“Did you not see what just happened?” 
“No, I was thinking about how I wanted to start the fire, and it just happened.” 
“I don’t care.  Get rid of it.” 
“No.  De’dua gave it to you.  You get rid of it.” 
“Fine.  Give it to me.” 
Ozzie lobbed it to her and said excitedly, “I wonder if I got one.”  He hurried over 

to his pack and began tearing through it.  “Ha!  I did!” he exclaimed after a moment.  “I 
wonder what it does.” 

“It doesn’t matter what it does,” Taryn insisted.  “We can’t keep these.” 
“Why not?” Ozzie asked.  “De’dua must have given these to us for a reason.” 
“No, way,” Taryn reasoned.  “They were probably left over from some crazy 

adventure, and he forgot to empty his packs.” 
“He couldn’t have.  He altered these for us, remember?” 
Taryn stuttered for a moment at being beaten again and then said, “Well, we don’t 

even know what these things are.  How do we know if we can handle them?” 
“De’dua wouldn’t have given them to us unless he thought that we could.” 
“Then why didn’t he tell us about them?” 
“I don’t know, but we should be grateful for them.  Maybe they’ll come in 

handy.” 
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Taryn sighed and said resignedly “Okay, but let’s be careful too.  I don’t think we 
should be flashing these things around.” 

“Deal,” Ozzie agreed.  “Now let’s see if we can figure them out.” 
The two teens sat down on the ground next to the now roaring fire and examined 

the stones.  Taryn’s was a smoky grey, while Ozzie’s was a deep blue in color.  There 
was nothing else that looked unusual about them, which was all the more baffling. 

“So?” Taryn asked after studying the stone for a few moments. 
“Um, well, maybe we have to wish for something,” Ozzie suggested. 
“What?” Taryn asked in disbelief.  “Like an ice cream sundae.” 
“No, like for something to happen,” Ozzie said. 
“Okay then.  Go ahead,” Taryn said skeptically, leaning back and crossing her 

arms over her chest. 
“Well, um, I’d like something real for dinner.  Something with meat, not just 

cheese and bread and stuff,” Ozzie said hopefully. 
“Ozzie, that’s the dumb…” 
Despite Taryn’s disbelief, however, as Ozzie sat there wishing, a small, very 

muddy pool of water seemed to grow out of the ground.  It stopped as soon as it was 
about a foot and a half across. 

“Ozzie…” Taryn said in fear and awe. 
The two looked into the little pool, but could see nothing.  Ozzie reached in 

carefully and began to feel around. 
“Huh, nothing,” he said in disappointment. 
“I guess it’s not exactly like a magic lamp,” Taryn surmised.  “I really don’t think 

we should play around with these things anyway.  Let’s just forget about them right now 
and make dinner.” 

Ozzie agreed, resigning himself to bread and cheese and root vegetables.  Both 
teens were very curious about their new found possessions, but any time Ozzie tried 
broaching the subject that evening, Taryn shot him down, so he soon gave up. 

 
The rest of the trip to Truewood was mostly uneventful.  They camped again the 

next night, vaguely wondering why it was taking longer to get there than De’dua had 
said—Ozzie suggested it might have something to do with the fact that De’dua was part 
horse—and arrived at Truewood the next day around noon. 

Truewood seemed a bit too small to be called a town to Taryn and Ozzie, but 
neither knew the difference back home, much less here.  There was a town hall and a 
square in the very center of the entire area, while several pubs, a simple barracks, and 
numerous shops were dotted without rhyme or reason all over the town.  Not far from 
Truewood’s borders in the outlying areas were a few farms, and filling in any extra space 
were small houses with thatched roofs. 

Even Ozzie felt very out of place, despite his the fantasy-novel-esque setting, and 
they both definitely looked that way.  Though they were wearing the clothes that De’dua 
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had given them, their piercings and hairstyles were definitely anything but period.  It took 
several tries to actually get someone to talk to them, though plenty of the townsfolk they 
passed were blatantly staring.  Finally, they found one person who was willing to help 
them, a young boy about nine or ten, who seemed more curious than frightened of the 
strangers. 

“Excuse me,” Taryn said kindly, “but we’re looking for someone.  He’s supposed 
to live somewhere here and goes by Girall.” 

Taryn hoped that Girall was not a common name, as she suddenly realized that 
they didn’t have much more to go on besides that.  Why hadn’t De’dua at least given 
them a description or an address or something? 

“Oh sure,” the boy said confidently.  He pointed in the opposite direction from 
where they had entered Truewood and added, “He lives just outside of town right next to 
the woods.” 

“Brilliant.  Thank you,” Taryn said, turning to walk away. 
“You wouldn’t want to give me a little something for my trouble, would you?” 

the boy said with a mischievous gleam in his eye. 
Taryn looked as if she was about to tell the boy off for his impertinence, but 

Ozzie cut in saying, “Sure we do.  Let me see…” 
With that Ozzie began to look through his pockets.  Finally he found a hacky sack 

and displayed a few moves before kicking it to the boy, who caught it easily. 
“There you go, buddy,” he said.  “Have fun with that.” 
The boy looked at for a moment, and a wide grin spread across his face.  Then he 

ran off without another word. 
“Why did you even bring that?” Taryn asked after he left. 
“I don’t know.  I think I just grabbed it and put it in my pocket before I left.  Just 

out of habit, I guess.” 
“Okay.  Well, let’s go find this guy.  I want to discover my meaning,” she said 

sarcastically, “and go home.” 
 
Taryn and Ozzie stood before the house, gaping at it in disbelief.  It looked 

completely different from any other building in town.  This place was tall with several 
small turrets that looked like spindles on a spinning wheel.  It was made of dark stone and 
looked more like a small castle than a house.  However, this wasn’t why Taryn and Ozzie 
were staring at it.  The house looked as if it had been abandoned for years, as if everyone 
else in the town had simply forgotten it existed and let it fend for itself against time and 
weather.  The house had lost this battle badly. 

“Are you sure this is it?” Taryn asked hesitantly. 
“That kid said that it was here, and I don’t see any other buildings,” he replied 

helplessly.  “It must be.” 
“It looks like it’s about to collapse in on itself,” Taryn commented. 
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“Well, we can’t stand here waiting for it to.  Let’s go,” Ozzie said, trying to sound 
confident. 

The two began to walk up the decrepit stone path, when a crackling, raspy voice 
called from the open doorway—the door had fallen off some time ago and was now lying 
buried under the tall, grass. 

“Hurry up,” it wheezed.  “I’m old and haven’t got all day.” 
Both teens looked at one another apprehensively and continued towards the door 

much more slowly, Taryn practically trying to shrink behind Ozzie. 
“Hello?” Ozzie called, poking his head inside the ancient house. 
“Come in already.  You’re letting bugs in,” the same hoarse voice replied sharply. 
The two exchanged glances and stepped inside.  There they saw that the inside of 

the house looked just as bad, if not worse, than the outside.  Everything was blanketed in 
dust, which seemed strange to Ozzie and Taryn since someone was actually supposed to 
live here.  Everything from the cracked walls to the rotting rafters looked as if it was 
about to fall apart.  The two were standing in what seemed to be a large foyer with an 
unsteady looking set of stairs leading up on one side, and there was a large room at the 
other end of the house.  That room had a roaring fireplace, within which was a large 
cauldron filled with something that was boiling and bubbling slowly.  There was no sign 
of whoever had spoken, however. 

“Excuse me,” Ozzie called, his voice wavering. 
“Yes?” came the voice, as an old, wrinkled man popped up from behind them. 
Taryn let out a small yelp of surprise and jumped behind Ozzie for protection. 
Ozzie, in turn, spun around to see not an old man, but a very old man with 

scraggly, grey hair and yellow, rotting teeth.  He seemed as if he should have been very 
tall, but he was crouched over and leaning on a knobby, wooden cane.  One of his eyes 
was a clear blue, while the other was sewn shut.  His gnarled hands were tipped with 
yellow, cracked fingernails, and his breath smelled as if something had died inside his 
mouth.  He wore drab colored clothes, all of which were tattered and worn, covered by a 
surprisingly decent black cloak.  The hood of this was pulled up onto his head.  This had 
to be Girall, but Taryn and Ozzie could barely believe it. 

“Hello, sir,” Ozzie began politely.  “My name is Ozzie, and this is Taryn.  De’dua 
sent us.” 

Girall brought his face no less than six inches from Ozzie’s and studied him 
intensely with his one eye. 

“I know who you are,” he rasped, not moving. 
“Really?” Ozzie managed to say without breathing too much.  “Ah, okay…do you 

know anything else?” 
“Why don’t you ask and find out?” Girall said simply. 
He then pulled away from Ozzie and began to make his way into the room with 

the fireplace.  He sat down in a dust-covered armchair and beckoned to the two with his 
hand. 
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“He’s crazy,” Taryn hissed. 
“We should do what he says,” Ozzie countered quietly. 
“This is pointless.” 
“Maybe, but we have to try.” 
The teens then walked towards the room.  Ozzie lowered himself into another 

chair, this one directly across from Girall’s, while Taryn stood nearby in the shadows.  
Girall sat back and waited. 

Ozzie, seeing that it was up to him to start the conversation, said, “Like I was 
saying, sir, the centaur De’dua sent us.  You know who I’m referring to, right?” 

“Indeed, I do,” the strange man said, nodding slowly.  “One of the most noble 
creatures I’ve ever known.  De’dua and I go way back, if you can believe that.” 

Ozzie could believe that Girall went way, way back, but wasn’t sure about 
De’dua.  How long did centaurs live anyway?  There was no way to know. 

“Yes, sir.”  Ozzie didn’t know if Girall knew where De’dua was or if De’dua 
would want him to know, so he skirted around that issue completely.  “Well, as I said, 
we’re here on his behalf.  Have you heard about what’s happening with the magical 
creatures of this world?” 

“That they’re being hunted down and slaughtered or kidnapped?  Yes, I’ve 
heard,” Girall said flatly. 

“Oh, okay, great.  We’re all on the same page,” Ozzie said, letting out a nervous 
breath.  “Would you be able to tell us more about it?  De’dua thought you would be able 
to help.” 

“That is a complicated question,” Girall replied thoughtfully.  “It does not have a 
simple answer.” 

“I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t understand,” Ozzie confessed. 
Turning to look at Ozzie, Girall said sternly, “I will not share information about 

this force unless you can prove to me that your concerns spread further than yourselves.” 
Ozzie looked back at Taryn, unsure of what to do.  She simply shrugged her 

shoulders, and Ozzie hung his head.  He took a deep, steadying breath and lifted his head 
to look at the man. 

“Sir, I don’t really know what you mean, but I can tell you that De’dua is our 
friend.  He took us in, and we came because, whatever this thing is, it’s scary enough to 
make him hide.” 

“De’dua is not hiding because he’s frightened.”  Girall sounded like he might be 
angry, but it was hard to tell.  He’d kind of sounded angry the entire time.  “He hides 
because he knows the risk he faces if he does not.  He knows he’s no match for it.” 

“Perhaps if you told us what it is, sir, we can help.” 
“Ozzie…” Taryn warned from her corner. 
Girall seemed to think carefully on Ozzie’s words, looking from Taryn to Ozzie 

and back again. 
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“Very well.  This thing, he is called Vurnal.  He is neither man nor beast, but an 
ancient creature of a forgotten race.  He is a Shifter, able to change his form into that of 
any other creature.” 

“What does he want?” Ozzie asked. 
“How should I know?” Girall snapped. 
There was an awkward pause and then, “What about this…Yurwyfen?  Is he 

doing anything about this Vurnal…person?” 
“It is not for me to speak for the Guardian.” 
Ozzie nodded, thinking to himself.  He felt the old man’s eye on him and looked 

up. 
“You have more questions,” he said simply. 
“Yes—” Ozzie started, but was cut off. 
“No, not you.  Her.” 
Ozzie turned to look at Taryn, and he could see that she looked very startled.  She 

shook her head at Ozzie insistently. 
“Speak,” Girall barked, making them both jump. 
She glanced at the man and had trouble holding his gaze.  Taking a hesitant step 

forward, she swallowed hard and found her voice. 
“We wanted to know how to get home,” she said quietly.  “You see, we don’t—” 
“You cannot go back to your own world,” Girall said shortly. 
“Excuse me?” Taryn said incredulously, shock and anger quickly replacing her 

fear. 
“You cannot go home until this threat has passed,” Girall said calmly.  “It would 

take a great force of magic to send you back, and no creature would, or should, expose 
themselves to Vurnal in that way.  He can sense magic.” 

“You mean to tell me, we’re stuck here until someone takes care of some shape-
shifting psychopath, which might not even happen?” Taryn demanded, raising her voice 
with every word. 

“Taryn,” Ozzie warned. 
“What?” she snapped, looking back at him. 
He shook his head at her slowly. 
“But…” she huffed, and pursed her lips together angrily, containing her temper. 
“Thank you so much for helping us,” Ozzie said politely, turning back to Girall. 
Their host nodded and said, “Of course.  Now, get out.  I’m late in eating my 

lunch.” 
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Chapter 4 
 
“He’s insane, that’s all there is to it,” Taryn said angrily, as they began to make 

their way back down the road to Packham’s Wood and De’dua’s home. 
The two had not said a word all afternoon, even during lunch, which they had 

eaten in one of Truewood’s pubs.  Now that they were out of the public’s earshot, Taryn 
was blowing off steam. 

“He was eccentric, maybe,” Ozzie reasoned, “in a scary, about-to-die, Yoda sort 
of way, but he gave us the information we needed.” 

“And how do you know it’s the information we needed?” Taryn shot at him.  “It 
sounded like a bunch of disjointed rambling from a deranged mind.  Besides, how could 
he have possibly known all that?  He was probably making it all up.” 

“He knew we weren’t from here, not even from this world.” 
“Okay then, let’s say Mr. Cleo was telling the truth.  How does he know so much 

about this Shifter thing, that it can sense magic and all that?  If he’s so smart, why doesn’t 
he go fight it off?  It’s all a bunch of rubbish if you ask me.” 

“Well, in all the books I’ve read—” Ozzie began. 
“Don’t start!” 
“Okay.  Let’s just talk to De’dua about it and see what he thinks.” 
“Fine.” 
 
The rest of the trip was quiet and uneventful.  Ozzie and Taryn barely spoke 

beyond what was necessary.  Finally, they entered Packham’s Wood and were both 
thankful to nearly be done with their journey. 

“I wonder where Chartyne is.” Ozzie asked as the two neared the clearing where 
De’dua’s tree house stood. 

“Maybe she smells us and knows not to bother us,” Taryn suggested. 
“Speaking of which, do you smell something?” Ozzie said curiously, sniffing the 

air. 
“Do you really want me to answer that?” Taryn asked, raising her eyebrows at 

him.  “You’re pretty ripe after two days of hiking.” 
“No, I’m serious.  It smells like my fireplace,” he insisted. 
They didn’t have to wonder about the strange smell that hung in the air for long, 

however, as the sight that met them upon reaching De’dua’s clearing made them both 
stop short.  There, in the center of the clearing, were the ashen remains of De’dua’s 
house.  Nearby lay Chartyne’s massive body, unmoving. 

“De’dua!” Ozzie cried, rushing towards ruins. 
He searched through the remains of the cabin with his hands.  He had to find his 

friend.  Taryn, meanwhile, couldn’t do anything but stand and stare, letting the horror of 
what they had found sink in. 
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“De’dua!” Ozzie called again, as if the centaur would simply appear from his 
hiding place beneath the rubble. 

Ozzie stood in the center of the ashes, looking around helplessly.  There was 
nothing there; everything was destroyed.  The food, the weapons, it was all gone.  He 
looked at the stunned and frozen Taryn and then ran over to Chartyne.  Her eyes were 
closed, but Ozzie put his head on her chest and listened. 

“She’s breathing!” he exclaimed, as Taryn began to approach slowly.  He looked 
over the creature and said worriedly, “I can’t find a wound though.  I…I don’t know what 
to do.  Taryn!  What do we do?” 

Ozzie had begun to panic, and Taryn, coming to her senses, hurried over and 
grabbed him firmly by the arm.  He tried to pull away. 

“Ozzie, look at me!” she commanded, and he stopped struggling and obeyed.  Her 
voice softened as she said, “I don’t think there’s anything we can do.” 

Ozzie would have objected to this had he not seen the girl’s bright, green eyes 
glistening with sincerity.  He took a moment to find his voice. 

“We have to do something,” he said quietly. 
“The boy is right,” a familiar voice wheezed from nearby. 
Both turned quickly to see Girall standing there, having just emerged from the 

woods.  Taryn wiped her eyes quickly and stood respectfully, but Ozzie immediately 
launched an arsenal of questions at the man. 

“You!  Girall!  Where is De’dua?  What’s happened?” 
“Calm yourself,” Girall rasped. 
“Calm myself?  Don’t you see the giant pile of ashes?  You said you were his 

friend!” 
“I am, and I’d think twice before questioning me about it again, boy!” Girall spat.  

More calmly now, he added, “I believe De’dua is alive, but, if he is, he is in terrible 
danger.  Vurnal has likely has taken him captive.” 

“Why?” 
“De’dua was the keeper of two very unique items.  If Vurnal has discovered this, 

it stands to reason that he was also able to discover where De’dua was hiding and came 
for him.  These items are no longer with De’dua, however, because he hid them with 
you.” 

“Our stones?” Ozzie asked softly. 
Girall nodded and explained, “Vurnal will not kill his only clue to finding the 

Stones.  Instead, he will keep De’dua alive and torture him until he reveals their location.  
These are very powerful items.  You must not let them fall into Vurnal’s hands.” 

“How are we supposed to do that?” Taryn piped up.  “We can’t hide forever.  As 
soon as De’dua tells him about us, we’re as good as dead!” 

“Do not doubt a centaur’s resilience,” Girall growled, “least of all De’dua’s.  He 
will die before giving our world up to that Shifter-monster.  You are right, however; you 
will need help.”  Reaching into his cloak, Girall pulled out a very old roll of leather and 
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said, “I am giving you this map.  It will lead you to a place known as Tymeras.  It is a 
valley far west of here and has become the sanctuary for all manner of magical creatures.  
Many have been gathering there to escape Vurnal.  You must seek refuge there as well.  
The valley is sacred; Vurnal cannot enter it.  You will not be safe anywhere else.” 

“Seriously?  A quest?” Taryn said incredulously. 
“If that’s what you want to call it, yes,” Girall replied. 
“Aren’t you going with us?” she demanded. 
“No, I have other tasks to attend to.” 
“What about Chartyne?” Ozzie asked.  “Will she be okay?” 
“It is uncertain, but I will remain here and care for her.” 
“Look, before we go any further down this insane, ridiculous path,” Taryn said 

sternly, “I need to know how you know all this.” 
Girall silently pulled down his hood, and the teens could see that his ears were 

very long and pointed. 
“You’re an elf?” Ozzie said in surprise. 
“Yes, and my name is not Girall.  I am known as Gyldain, but you must not tell 

anyone you have spoken with me.  Most believe that I am dead, and I prefer it that way.  
To answer your question, Taryn, I know these things because Yurwyfen has given me the 
gift of Longsight.” 

Taryn opened her mouth to object.  She was very unhappy with the fact that this 
elf simply expected her to accept such a vague answer, but Gyldain spoke again before 
she could get a word out. 

“You must hurry.  Follow the path marked on the map.  Do not veer off of the 
road any further than you need to in order to camp, and do not let anyone know that you 
have the Stones.  We do not know how far Vurnal’s eyes can see.  That being said, I 
don’t think I need to tell you to remain inconspicuous.  He will have no reason to seek 
you if he does not hear of you.” 

“Wait,” Taryn said, looking over the map, “this place is like a five day trip in a 
car.  It’ll take us weeks to get there on foot, and we’ve used up almost all of our supplies.  
There’s no way we can do this.” 

“There is a way, and you must find it for all our sakes.  De’dua saved you; now it 
is your turn to repay that debt.  I will give you enough money to bring you to the end of 
your journey, but use it wisely, for it is all you have.” 

Gyldain then produced a moderately sized leather pouch, also from within his 
cloak.  It looked loaded with money, but, since Taryn and Ozzie knew nothing of 
Leleplar’s currency system—they had only been charged a few coppers for lunch in 
Truewood—they weren’t sure what to make of it. 

“De’dua gave us some money too,” Ozzie told him.  “That’ll help.” 
“Very well,” Gyldain said, replacing his hood.  “Go now, and may Yurwyfen be 

with you both.  I want my map back when you get there.” 
The elf then turned away from them and walked towards Chartyne. 
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“Thank you,” Ozzie called after him, but Gyldain only ignored him. 
Taryn and Ozzie looked at one another and began on their expedition. 
 
“Remind me, how did we get roped into this?” Taryn said darkly. 
The first several hours of their trip had been spent in silence, as both she and 

Ozzie were mulling over all that had recently happened.  Ozzie was more in a state of 
shock than anything else.  All he could think about was what sort of terrible creature 
could hurt Chartyne so badly, burn down the entire house, and take De’dua captive.  
Taryn, on the other hand, could only think about how crazy everything seemed.  The 
thought of being thrown into a perilous adventure in another world was almost too much 
for her to wrap her head around.  She held onto her sanity by telling herself that stranger 
things had happened—to other people, of course—though she couldn’t think of any 
specific examples at the moment. 

As the events of the day began to sink in more, Ozzie’s shock became 
determination.  He finally had an opportunity to do something exciting, and not just that, 
but he was going to make an impact.  A big impact.  Unbeknownst to Taryn, Ozzie was 
imagining what part he might have in De’dua’s rescue, maybe even Vurnal’s downfall.  
Sure, he was no sword master, but he was smart and from a technologically advanced 
world.  Surely he would be able to lend his knowledge in the fight against the Shifter.  He 
did not share any of these thoughts with Taryn, however; he knew how she would react.  
It wasn’t till that night when they were making camp that they spoke.  Taryn was looking 
over the map when she noticed something. 

“How well did you look at this?” she asked Ozzie, as he brought the satchel that 
held their food to her. 

“I skimmed it,” he replied casually.  “Why?” 
“Look at this,” she said, pointing to their destination on the map.  “Tymeras is 

right below the biggest mountain on the map, Mount Providence.  Isn’t that the same 
mountain that De’dua mentioned, the one that people used to go to and make requests?” 

“I don’t know, maybe,” Ozzie replied.  “I wish we had noticed that before.  We 
could have asked Gyldain about it before we left.” 

“Oh well.  I guess we’re stuck guessing about it now,” Taryn sighed. 
“Maybe we can ask someone about it when we get there,” Ozzie suggested. 
“If we get there,” Taryn grumbled. 
“What do you mean if?” Ozzie asked.  “Of course we’re going to get there.” 
“I don’t know,” she said, looking at him wearily.  “It seems like this yellow brick 

road doesn’t end.  I mean, it’s just the two of us.  How are we ever supposed to make it 
by ourselves?” 

“Well, there’s not much else we can do, so why not try?” Ozzie said 
optimistically. 

She shook her head and asked sincerely, “How do you stay so upbeat?” 
“Heavy medication.  Watch out, because I’m running out.” 
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Then, much to his surprise, she smiled a little.  Ozzie smiled back, and they began 
preparations for the night. 

 
The first town on the map was a bit larger than Truewood.  It was called 

Shepherd’s Crook, and for good reason.  Long before they could even see the town 
proper in the distance, fields and fields full of sheep stretched away forever on either side 
of the wide dirt road.  They arrived after walking northwest for two days straight.  It was 
a good thing they got there when they did too, because Taryn and Ozzie had finished off 
the last of their food at breakfast and were ravenous now. 

The journey had actually become somewhat pleasant, as they both quickly 
realized that simply walking in silence was incredibly boring, so they batted light subjects 
back and forth.  Most of what they talked about centered around things they had learned 
while at De’dua’s house.  Taryn had listened more carefully from her corner than Ozzie 
had about the history and geography of Leleplar, while Ozzie had learned more about the 
creatures within it.  Besides that, Ozzie knew plenty of “fantasy theory”, as he called it.  
After comparing notes, however, both of them realized how little they still knew, and 
decided that they should probably do what they could to learn more about Leleplar.  
Taryn thought it would be just their luck to get arrested and thrown in jail for breaking 
some crazy law they didn’t know anything about. 

When the great, rolling sheep pastures began to thin, Taryn and Ozzie finally saw 
Shepherd’s Crook in the distance.  It was a good size town, relatively speaking, and the 
larger, somewhat more diverse population allowed Taryn and Ozzie to blend in a little 
better than they had in Truewood.  Once they arrived, the decision as to how to take the 
next step in their journey was made. 

“You should be the one to ask about food and stuff so we can compare prices,” 
Ozzie said.  “People will probably be more generous to you.” 

“What makes you think so?” 
“Because you’re a girl.  Who knows, maybe you could get us a deal if you bat 

your eyelashes a little.” 
Taryn glared at Ozzie and looked as if she wanted to hit him.  He only grinned at 

her, knowing he was right, and she conceded with an angry huff.  The two set off, having 
agreed that they would pretend to be brother and sister, and headed for a dry goods shop. 

The inside of the shop was surprisingly tidy.  There were long strings of garlic 
and onions hanging from the ceiling, while large bags of potatoes sat on the floor nearby.  
There weren’t but a few sets of shelves in the center of the small shop and they contained 
everything from lantern oil to candles to sewing supplies to “homemade, guaranteed-to-
work” remedies.  Ozzie found a nice observation spot near some dried herbs and watched 
as Taryn headed for the counter.  The man behind the counter looked old enough to be 
somebody’s grandfather, which put them at a small disadvantage, but Ozzie was 
confident in his plan. 

“Hello there, young lady,” the old man said kindly.  “How can I help you today?” 
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“Hello,” Taryn said, not nearly as sweetly as Ozzie had hoped for.  “We’re just 
passing through and needed to buy some supplies.  Do you happen to know how your 
prices compare to any other shops in town?” 

Ozzie suppressed a groan.  Taryn was all business and no finesse.  They would 
never get a bargain at this rate. 

“My prices are the best in all of Shepherd’s Crook,” the man said proudly. 
“Really?  Because I saw another shop that seemed a little cheaper.  I was 

wondering if you could price match for me.” 
The man looked a little confused, maybe a little offended as well, but his tone was 

still cordial when he replied again. 
“I’m sorry, ma’am, but what you see is what you get.” 
Taryn opened her mouth to argue, but Ozzie trotted over and cut her off, not 

wanting her to create an ugly reputation for them in the town. 
“We understand, sir.  Thank you so much for your time.  We’ll be back, just need 

to grab a bite to eat before we stock up, you know.” 
“Ah, well, in that case, you can stop in at my neighbor’s shop.  Excellent breads 

there.” 
“We will, sir.  Thank you for the suggestion,” Ozzie called over his shoulder as he 

practically dragged Taryn out with him. 
“What is your problem?” she demanded as soon as they were outside again. 
“You’ve never done this before, have you?” Ozzie replied simply. 
“Well, no.  I haven’t, but I’ve seen my dad negotiate loads of times.” 
“Taryn, these are simple people, not yuppies in five hundred dollar suits.  They’re 

trying to make a living, so you have to sweet talk them a little.  They’re not going to give 
a deal to just anybody off the street.” 

“And just how do you assume to know this?” 
“You learn things when you’re living on a tight budget.” 
Taryn didn’t reply.  She couldn’t tell if Ozzie’s comment was pointed at her or 

not.  Either way, the moment seemed to pass quickly for Ozzie, as he was already peering 
into the bakery next door. 

“Good.  That guy might be younger than us even,” he said excitedly.  “Now, get 
in there and flirt!” 

“Shall I pull the front of my shirt down too?” she shot at him. 
“Taryn, being friendly does not make you a tramp.” 
She stalked past him, swearing a number of violent oaths under her breath, 

steeling herself for the one thing she had vowed never to do: Use her feminine wiles to 
get her way.  Ozzie followed her and stayed close this time, just in case.  The lad behind 
the counter jumped at the sound of the bell, but seemed relieved when he saw Taryn and 
Ozzie walk in. 

“Oh, hello.  Can I help you?” 
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“Wow, it smells great in here,” Taryn said sweetly, taking a deep breath.  “Do you 
bake all the bread yourself?” 

“Oh no,” the boy said, blushing a little.  “My father is the master baker.  I only do 
a little bit.” 

“I’m sure it’s delicious.  Can we see what you’ve done?”  Taryn then smiled so 
prettily Ozzie wasn’t sure she was faking it anymore. 

The boy smiled back and headed over to the end of the counter.  Stacked there 
were some unique looking loaves on sale for almost half what the other ones were going 
for.  These were no different than the loaves behind the counter, save for the fact that 
they seemed to contain ingredients the others didn’t. 

“See, I like to experiment,” the boy said quietly.  “My father says no one wants 
‘specialty bread’, but he lets me try anyhow.” 

“What’s in them?” Ozzie asked, coming forward. 
“These have cheese baked in, I rolled cinnamon into the dough in these, and I put 

redberries and blueberries into these.” 
Taryn and Ozzie exchanged looks before Taryn said suddenly, “We’ll take one of 

each type.” 
“What?  Really?” the lad said in surprise. 
“Du—uh, what’s your name?” Ozzie asked quickly. 
“Naten.  Naten Baker.” 
“Okay, Naten, let me tell you something.  You have a goldmine here.  These are a 

great idea, but your dad might have a point.  People probably just aren’t sure about 
something new.” 

“You know, you don’t have signs or anything up,” Taryn suggested.  “You should 
post little markers so that people know what it is.” 

“And give out free samples.  Then people can try a bite and they’ll know that it’s 
good.” 

“Once people start catching on, you could raise the prices, but that’s up to you.  
People get real funny when you start jacking up the prices on their favorite things.” 

“Wow, I never would have thought of that,” Naten said.  “How’d you come up 
with that?” 

“Our dad owns a shop,” Taryn replied quickly.  “Long way from here.  You won’t 
have heard of the place.” 

“Well, I thank you both very much,” Naten said, picking out the best of each 
variety and wrapping them up for the two.  “Your father, Miss—” 

“Taryn,” she replied with another fantastic smile, “and this is my brother Ozzie.” 
Naten gave her a little bow and said, “I’m very pleased to meet both of you.  As I 

was saying, Miss Taryn, your father must be doing very well for himself.  So what brings 
you two so far from his shop?  Doesn’t he need your help there?” 

“He got some people to fill in for us,” Ozzie said.  “We’re visiting friends up 
north.” 
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“Oh!  What friends?  I’ve got family round that way.” 
Now that Taryn and Ozzie had given the boy so much confidence, he was just as 

chatty as could be, which made them both very nervous. 
“Um, the…Millers in…Stonehold,” Taryn said, praying that there were, in fact, 

Millers in the tiny village she barely remembered from the map. 
“Ah, I see.  Pretty country, not a lot of people though.  My family’s in the next 

town over.  Bakers in Greenspring.  Our people must know one another.  Make sure to 
say hello for my family.  So you two are just passing through?” 

“Yeah, we’re leaving tomorrow,” Ozzie said, “but we needed to stock up on 
supplies before we go.” 

He then nudged Taryn ever so slightly, and she added, “Seeing as how we’re not 
from here, any tips you could share about where to get a fair price?  We don’t need much, 
mostly just traveling food.” 

Naten then smiled and leaned over the counter towards them, whispering 
conspiratorially, “I’ll make you a deal.  Buy all your bread from my dad’s shop here, and 
I’ll tell you everything I know.” 

“Sure,” Ozzie said happily. 
“Tomorrow is our weekly market day.  Everyone brings their leftovers and things 

they haven’t been able to sell, along with a sampling of their regular stock, and sells them 
for cheap.  The idea is to garner loyal customers while getting old merchandise off your 
hands.” 

“That’s brilliant!” Taryn exclaimed.  “Thank you so much!” 
“What’s going on out here?” came a burly voice from the back of the shop.  “Oh, 

hello.  Has my son been helping you?” 
Ozzie and Taryn both jumped and saw a large man with arms like cinderblocks 

and covered in patches of flour standing there behind Naten now. 
“Oh!  Hello, sir,” Taryn said brightly.  “You must be Mr. Baker.  Naten was just 

telling us about these fantastic breads.  Really brilliant idea.” 
At this point, Naten was just beaming. 
“We actually have to be going now, but thanks for everything, Naten,” Ozzie said 

quickly. 
“Oh, but before we do, could one of your please recommend a good inn for my 

brother and I to stay in tonight?” Taryn said, batting her eyes at them. 
Mr. Baker smiled at her and said, “The Crow’s Nest, just at the end of the road.  

My good friend Marteen runs the place.  Tell him I sent you.” 
“Thank you both very much,” Taryn said brightly.  “Have a wonderful day!” 
The two then left and headed for a fountain in the middle of the wide road to eat 

their bread.  People were milling about, passing back and forth, as they went about their 
business.  What looked like a traveling minstrel was earning his keep nearby, so, with all 
the activity, Taryn and Ozzie decided they would be able to talk without being noticed. 

“That was awesome!” Ozzie exclaimed as soon as they sat down. 
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“I feel a little dirty,” Taryn said. 
“Why?  You were nice, and you seemed sincere.” 
“I was being sincere!” 
“Then what’s the problem?” 
Taryn rolled her eyes and replied, “You know my problem.  A pretty face 

shouldn’t buy you special treatment.  I hate you for making me do that.  They’re really 
nice people, and I feel like I manipulated them.” 

“But you weren’t lying.” 
“I know, it’s just…oh, you know what I mean!” she said in exasperation and gave 

up trying to explain. 
Ozzie smiled.  He did know what she meant even if she couldn’t put it into words.  

He had known her long enough that he could usually read her pretty well. 
“Yeah, I know.  So are we going to the market tomorrow?” 
“It sounds like our best bet.  If we don’t find what we need there, we can always 

go back to the shops.  Side note, that guy is kind of freaking me out.” 
Taryn darted her eyes towards toward the minstrel, and Ozzie looked to see him 

gazing at Taryn as they talked.  He just shrugged, and Taryn continued. 
“So what do we need to get?  I mean, what does one bring on an epic journey?” 
“You’re asking me?” 
“Yeah, you’re the one who’s into this sort of thing.  He’s still staring.” 
Ozzie looked to the minstrel again and saw that the man was indeed staring right 

at Taryn.  He winked at her, and Ozzie waved happily back at him, hoping to drive him 
away. 

“Ignore him.  Anyway, we need stuff that won’t go bad on us.  That’s the main 
thing.  We have our tent and our beds.  What else is there?” 

“What about staying in inns?  Do we have enough money for that?” 
Ozzie was taken slightly aback.  He hadn’t even thought about that.  He had to 

admit, he didn’t mind sleeping under the stars, but he guessed he might get tired of that.  
Or maybe he wouldn’t.  Maybe he would love it, but Taryn wouldn’t.  Most girls were 
like that, as far as he figured.  Still, it was something to consider, but how would they go 
about it?  Two rooms would be way too expensive, and he didn’t really like the idea of 
Taryn being alone.  He wasn’t so naïve to think that everyone here was good and 
chivalrous.  They could just get one room.  They were supposed to be brother and sister 
after all, but they barely understood the currency here.  How were they supposed to know 
what they could afford? 

Finally he sighed and said, “I don’t know.” 
Much to his surprise, Taryn replied, “That’s okay.  Let’s just get a room tonight, 

and we’ll figure the rest out later.” 
Ozzie was thankful for the understanding she was showing, but, before he could 

say anything more, they both felt someone close by.  Taryn and Ozzie both looked to 
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their right and saw the minstrel standing there.  They hadn’t even noticed he had stopped 
playing. 

“Yes?” Taryn said uncomfortably. 
“Might I play a song for you, miss?” he asked with smile. 
“No, really, that’s not nece—” Taryn began, but the man cut her off. 
He began to sing melodically: 
 

Dear lady stranger, so bright and fair, 
With emerald eyes and sunset hair, 
I look upon thee in awe and bliss, 
Desiring only my true love’s kiss. 

If I may seek… 
 
“Okay, thank you!” said Taryn loudly, her face turning slightly pink.  She lowered 

her voice as she spoke again: “That’s nice, but this really isn’t the time.” 
“Of course,” the minstrel said, seemingly unaffected by this sudden interruption, 

“but where are my manners?  Forgive me.  My name is Kemar.  And by what blessed 
name might you be called?” 

“Taryn,” she replied shortly.  “Now if you don’t mind, my brother and I have 
some business to attend to.” 

“Yes, I can see that,” Kemar said, eyeing Ozzie.  He then lowered his voice, drew 
close to Taryn and whispered, “Well, perhaps we can meet later then.  Privately.  In my 
room.” 

With that, his smile grew wider and he laid a hand on Taryn’s.  Ozzie would have 
spoken up to defend her, but one glance at her told him that a tempest was coming, so he 
kept his mouth shut. 

“Excuse me?!” Taryn cried, appalled and enraged.  Her accent was really coming 
out as she yelled, “Just who do you think you are?  Asking a strange girl to your room!  
Really!  Do I look like an idiot to you or just a cheap tramp?  Do women here honestly go 
for that?” 

By now Kemar was glancing around, looking very embarrassed.  Most of the 
crowd that had gathered there was staring at him, many of them with disapproving 
expressions.  Clearly, this was not the reaction he had been counting on, and he gestured 
frantically for her to lower her voice.  She was on a roll, however, and would not be 
deterred. 

“I cannot believe this!  Of all the rude, depraved, demeaning…You had better be 
thankful that I’ve got more important things to worry about than you!  Otherwise, I’d 
make you very sorry!” 

“Oh, he already is, Taryn,” Ozzie mumbled, stifling his laughter. 
“What did you say?” Taryn demanded, turning to look at him. 
“Nothing,” Ozzie replied.  “Nothing to worry about.” 
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Taryn accepted this without question and turned back to Kemar, but found that he 
was gone.  The humiliated musician had used this opportunity to slip away and was now 
nowhere to be seen. 

“Good riddance,” Taryn finally said, satisfied that he had gone to find a hole to 
crawl into and die. 

“Right…so…plans?” Ozzie said, still trying to collect himself. 
“Let’s just go get a room,” she said. 
“Sure thing, baby,” he joked. 
Taryn spun round and aimed a swing at him, but Ozzie, expecting this, dodged 

quickly. 
“Relax,” he laughed.  “It was funny.” 
“Yeah, funny,” she grumbled.  “It’ll be funnier when I smother you in your 

sleep.” 
They then set off for the Crow’s Nest, which could be seen all the way down on 

the other end of the road.  Ozzie kept his distance, still sniggering to himself, while Taryn 
fumed to herself and cooled off. 
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Chapter 5 
 
When they arrived, Ozzie and Taryn learned that Marteen was an ex-sailor, thus 

the name of his establishment.  He was rather gruff with them at first, but when they 
mentioned that Mr. Baker had sent them, all of that fell away, and Marteen simply 
became a loud, gregarious innkeeper.  Apparently, Mr. Baker didn’t send just anyone 
with a recommendation, and Marteen went so far as to fill them in on what they needed to 
know about tomorrow’s market.  After they were done speaking with him and getting 
checked in, Taryn and Ozzie knew exactly where market was to take place, what was 
sold there, who to look out for, and who could be trusted.  Taryn was even a little 
flattered when Marteen mentioned the scene that had happened a little while ago at the 
fountain. 

“That Kemar is nothin’ but a worthless layabout.  Good thing for him that I don’t 
have a daughter, ‘else I’d have laid him out a long time ago.  ‘Course, if your sister 
hadn’t taken care of him, I’m sure you would have boxed him good, eh, son?  You won’t 
have anything to worry about traveling with a sparky thing like her.” 

“Definitely,” Ozzie said with a big grin. 
After that, the two were given a room key and were led to their room by a very 

sweet, little halfling maid. 
“You two look like you could use a nice rest,” the tiny woman said kindly, as she 

walked up the stairs to their room.  “I’ll bring some hot water in about an hour for your 
bath.” 

They both thanked the maid, but wondered what exactly she had meant.  When 
they entered their room, however, they didn’t have to wonder anymore. 

The room was simple.  There was a single bed in the corner, and a small, wooden 
tub near the opposite wall.  A window was placed in the wall that lined up with the head 
of the bed, which could be opened, closed, curtained, and latched.  The only other 
furniture was a wooden dresser, a chair, and a small desk on the far wall. 

“If there’s anything you need, just let Miss Natti know,” the halfling said before 
leaving. 

Both teens stood in the room looking around uneasily for several minutes before 
either of them spoke. 

“I guess you can take the bed,” Ozzie said hesitantly, hoping for this 
awkwardness to pass.  “I can get some extra blankets and sleep on the floor.” 

“Yeah,” Taryn agreed, just as uncomfortably as Ozzie.  “And I can go outside or 
downstairs or something while you bathe.” 

“No, no,” Ozzie insisted, trying to sound sure of himself, “you can have the bath 
first.  I’ll survive an extra twenty minutes or so.” 

Taryn agreed, trying to sound humble and reluctant, despite her relief.  The idea 
of a nice, hot bath sounded wonderful.  Miss Natti returned one hour later on the dot 
carrying a large, steaming kettle.  Her small size was very deceptive, however, as she 
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seemed to carry the massive kettle with what looked like no trouble whatsoever.  She 
made several trips before the tub was completely full, and insistently refused any help 
either Ozzie or Taryn offered. 

“Now don’t you two worry about a thing,” she fussed.  “You both need rest, and 
that’s what you’re gonna get.  Now, just let me know if you need more hot water, dears, 
and I’ll bring it straightaway.” 

The maid left once more, and Taryn began to look through her pack for the small 
bar of soap that De’dua had packed. 

“I’ll just be outside,” Ozzie said, fumbling over his words, “Just call, you know, if 
you need…Well, yeah, you know.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I will,” Taryn replied quickly. 
She waited for Ozzie to leave and made sure the door was shut and locked before 

getting undressed and into the bath.  Ozzie only waited outside the door about fifteen 
minutes before the lock clicked and he heard the door open.  He didn’t look up, but rather 
waited to see what Taryn wanted. 

“It’s all yours,” he heard her say, as she stepped out of the room. 
He trusted that it was safe to turn to her and did so.  She had changed into fresh 

clothing, and she looked much happier than she had before. 
“Thanks,” he said, and stood up, from where he had been sitting against the wall. 
“Hey, thanks for letting me go first,” she said with a bashful smile.  “Next time, 

you get first dibs.” 
“Thanks,” he repeated. 
Ozzie took his bath, while Taryn waited outside, just as he had.  After he was 

done and dressed, they used what was left in the tub to wash their dirty clothes as best 
they could.  They laid their clothes out to dry on the dresser and the chair, and then 
headed down to the dining room for some dinner. 

The dining room was very large, taking up almost the entire first floor of the inn.  
There was a large fireplace at the far end of the room, and a huge chandelier made of 
sheep horns and candles hung from the ceiling.  About two-dozen tables of all different 
sizes were scattered about the room, all with chairs to match.  A few tall windows graced 
the walls, but it had grown dark, so they didn’t serve much of a purpose at the moment.  
Ozzie and Taryn found a small table near the wall and sat down.  While they waited for 
their food to be served to them, they looked around at the other patrons. 

Many of them looked like common travelers, while others looked like they had 
some sort of importance.  There was one man who looked very proud and wore armor 
with a red hawk emblazoned on the chest piece.  This man was accompanied by a small 
company of similarly dressed men, but none of them carried the same airs as their leader.  
Ozzie guessed that these were knights in the employ of a great lord or something.  At the 
moment, the head knight could be heard recounting to two very pretty young ladies a tale 
of how he had slain two—no three!—full grown dragons at once, all while protecting a 
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wounded comrade.  The two girls giggled and flirted and swooned over the man, who 
was soaking in the attention. 

“He looks likes a great windbag to me,” Taryn said quietly. 
They also spotted a tall, spindly man in another part of the dining room.  He wore 

dark clothes and kept to himself.  Ozzie guessed that this man was most likely a rogue or 
some such thing, though he could have just been an unsociable wizard. 

“You’ve been playing too many role-playing games,” she mumbled, but decided 
to keep her distance nonetheless. 

Ozzie continued his guessing game, despite Taryn’s comment, until dinner came.  
The meal, unsurprisingly, consisted mainly of lamb—a favorite of Taryn’s—and mutton.  
It was nothing fancy, just a hunk of sheep covered with a simple gravy, some seasonal 
vegetables, and bread.  They were offered some of the house mead, but they both refused 
and asked for water.  Despite its simplicity, the food was very good.  There was 
something natural and earthy about it that both Taryn and Ozzie had never experienced.  
After they had finished, Taryn headed back up to the room while Ozzie went to go find 
Miss Natti.  Upon entering the room, Taryn found her emptying the very last of the water 
from the tub.  Using a simple pail, she was carrying water from the tub to the window and 
tossing it out onto the ground below.  Taryn offered to help, but the woman insisted 
against it.  Taryn nodded and asked if they could have some extras blankets and another 
pillow, knowing that that was what Ozzie had gone off to see about getting.  Miss Natti 
was glad to accommodate and, as soon as she had finished with the tub, she left to get 
started on her next task.  About five minutes later, Ozzie appeared. 

“I can’t find her anywhere,” he said, sounding a little disappointed. 
“It’s okay, she was here, and I asked her for you,” Taryn replied.  “She’s such a 

sweet, little woman.” 
Ozzie laughed and said, “She reminds me of my mom, only smaller.” 
Just then they heard a tiny knock at the door.  Ozzie opened it up and saw Miss 

Natti standing there with a heap of blankets so big that she could barely see over them.  
Beside her was another miniature person who bore a striking resemblance to the maid.  It 
was a precious little girl, and she was carrying the pillow for her mother.  The pillow was 
bigger than the child that carried it. 

As Miss Natti walked inside and set the blankets on the end of the bed, the girl 
stepped inside and looked up at Taryn, craning her neck back to take in the older girl’s 
face. 

“Hi,” she said softly. 
“Hi there,” Taryn replied sweetly, enchanted by the little girl.  “What’s your 

name?” 
The girl’s little pointed ears then turned pink, and she buried her head in the 

pillow. 
“That’s my little Bretta,” Miss Natti said proudly.  “She’s shy around strangers.  

Don’t know why she insisted on coming up to see you two.” 
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Taryn smiled again and looked down at Bretta, who looked up at her with big, 
wide, brown eyes and then scampered over to her mother.  She hid behind her mother’s 
skirt, tugging on it with one hand as she did, fighting to hold the pillow with the other. 

“What is it, Bretta dear?” Miss Natti asked, looking down at her daughter. 
The girl simply tugged at her mother’s skirt again, and Miss Natti knelt down so 

that she was eye level with the tiny girl.  Bretta whispered something in Miss Natti’s ear, 
causing the woman to smile.  She then stood up and faced Taryn. 

“She wants to know if it’s alright to tell you something,” Miss Natti told her. 
“Sure,” Taryn replied softly, looking at the little girl. 
Bretta tugged again, and Miss Natti let her whisper into her ear again. 
She then stood back up and said quietly, “She’s scared because you’re so big, 

dear.” 
She hadn’t even though about how gigantic she must look to the little girl and, 

with that, Taryn sat down on the ground, knees folded underneath her.  She saw Bretta 
glance nervously at Ozzie, who was still standing behind her, and Taryn tugged hard on 
his pant leg. 

“Wha…Oh, sorry,” he said quickly, and sat down, cross-legged on the ground. 
Bretta then approached slowly, and lowered the pillow from in front of her face. 
“Ma’am,” she said quietly, just above a whisper, “if I may say, you’re very pretty.  

I hope I can look like you when I grow up.” 
Taryn couldn’t stand it; the girl was almost unbearably cute.  This was the child 

that everyone wanted to have, and it was all Taryn could do to keep from reaching out 
and hugging her like a doll. 

“You don’t have to look like me, sweetie,” Taryn cooed.  “You’re so pretty as it 
is.” 

Bretta grinned widely, blushed, and scampered back to her mother once more. 
“What do you say, Bret?” Miss Natti said. 
“Thank you, ma’am,” said the little voice from behind the ruffles of Miss Natti’s 

skirt. 
“Is she your only child?” Taryn asked curiously. 
“No, I’ve got Kenta, her older brother too,” Miss Natti explained. 
“Really?” Ozzie said.  “And their dad, does he work here too?” 
“Well, he decided to take off a while back,” Miss Natti said unashamedly.  “But 

Marteen has been very kind in letting us stay here, me earning my keep.”  She suddenly 
seemed to realize that she had forgotten something and said quickly, “Well, listen to me, 
chattering away like a squirrel.  I’d love to stay, but there are chores to be done.  I’ll be 
by the check on you two later.” 

With that she bustled out, Bretta following close after her, once she had reached 
up to put the pillow on the bed. 

“Goodbye, ma’am and sir,” she said quickly as she left. 
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As Taryn looked after the girl leaving, she caught Ozzie looking at her with a 
smile. 

“What?” she asked. 
“I knew it,” he said confidently. 
“Knew what?” she asked, standing up. 
Ozzie followed and said, “You have a soft spot.” 
“For cute kids?  Sure.  You look at that girl and tell me that she didn’t make your 

heart melt.” 
“Yeah, but I wasn’t expecting that from the ice queen.  Now I at least know your 

weakness.” 
“Great.  What are you going to do, kidnap a small child and hold it up to distract 

me every time you want something?”  Ozzie looked as if he was considering this, and 
Taryn added, “That’s called kidnapping, you know.  It’s considered a crime in most 
places.” 

Ozzie put on a face of false disappointment, but quickly let the joke die, as he saw 
that Taryn seemed to be thinking about something. 

“You okay?’ he asked with concern. 
“Yeah,” she answered honestly.  “I just feel bad for Miss Natti.  I mean, two kids 

with a deadbeat husband, I wish we could do something for her.” 
“Yeah,” Ozzie said, as he seemed to understand.  “Maybe we’ll buy her 

something nice tomorrow at market.” 
“Good idea!  Thanks, Ozzie.” 
Ozzie smiled widely, but said nothing. 
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Chapter 6 
 
Ozzie and Taryn walked around the market the next day in awe.  Neither of them 

had really known what to expect, but they certainly didn’t anticipate all they saw before 
them.  The empty field behind the town proper of Shepherd’s Crook was packed with 
carts, shoppers, artisans, merchants, and their livestock.  A not inconsiderable number of 
live animals were being sold, including chickens, goats, horses, and oxen, all of which 
were making quite a racket. 

Taryn and Ozzie had decided to get up before dawn, as they wanted a chance to 
get the best of everything for the lowest prices they could haggle.  When Miss Natti had 
come to check on them, as she had promised she would, they had asked how they might 
get a wake-up call.  She informed them that, if the noise from the market didn’t wake 
them, the rooster’s crow would.  Indeed, both of them were roused in the wee hours of 
the morning by the mish-mosh of sounds that floated up from the streets.  Taryn awoke 
first, and it took several attempts for her to drag Ozzie out of bed.  Just as Miss Natti had 
predicted, they heard a rooster crow just as they were making their way out.  Breakfast 
was not being served at such an ungodly hour, so they each brought a large chunk of the 
bread they had bought the day before with them. 

Now they were walking through the open air market, trying to take everything in 
at once.  Merchants called at them, promoting their goods and talking up their deals.  
They looked over the foods and compared prices.  They inspected the various pieces of 
artwork in pottery, dishware, house decorations, and jewelry.  They played with the 
animals and wished that they could buy some horses, but knew that there was no way 
they could afford even one animal and still be able to eat.  They also looked at toys and 
amused themselves with some of them.  Taryn and Ozzie were both stunned by the skill 
that the merchants and artisans took to make their products.  They both had to admit that 
most everything there was better quality than some of the mass-produced items they had 
back home. 

Eventually, after exploring every nook and cranny of the market, they searched 
out those merchants that Marteen had suggested.  In their bargaining they mentioned his 
name, and most every one of those peddlers lowered the price for the two, even if it 
wasn’t by much.  For those items that they needed which Marteen didn’t have 
connections for, Ozzie haggled for, and it turned out that he was rather good at it, too.  
Taryn wondered how much of this he had learned since he and his mother had had to 
change their lifestyle so drastically.  Finally, the two had bought everything they thought 
they would need till they hit the next town.  Now they could look for Miss Natti’s gift. 

They debated for a long time about what would be best to get for her.  Ozzie 
wanted to get her something nice like jewelry, since that’s what his mom liked to get, but 
Taryn argued that she needed something practical, so she wouldn’t have to spend any of 
her own much-needed money on those sorts of things.  Though each one saw the other’s 
reasoning, it was hard to decide either way.  They finally compromised and bought her a 



Skateboards, Magic, and Shamrocks              For VIP Newsletter Subscribers Only               Dana Fraedrich 
 
 
very pretty, but very simple, inexpensive necklace and a set of warm blankets.  As an 
extra treat, they bought a small stuffed bear and a game of marbles for Bretta and Kenta.  
They made their way back to the inn with their arms full of supplies.  In addition to their 
gifts, they had dried meat, bread, cheese, nuts, and fruits. 

When they returned to the inn, they could find no trace of Miss Natti.  Both were 
disappointed, but determined to find her before they left.  Thankfully, they ran right into 
her as they were making their way out. 

“Leaving so soon are you, dears?” she said sincerely.  “Well, stop back by if you 
head this way again.  It was a pleasure serving you.” 

“Thank you very much for everything, Miss Natti,” Taryn said with a smile.  “We 
will miss you.” 

“But we got you something!” Ozzie said enthusiastically. 
Miss Natti looked stunned, but they just handed her the folded up blankets with 

the necklace, marbles, and teddy bear lying on top, as well as a few copper pieces.  Miss 
Natti’s mouth hung open in shock, and her eyes welled up with tears.  It was several 
moments before she found her voice.  When she did, her speech was scattered and 
disjointed at first. 

“Well, I never…I can’t believe…This is just…” Finally she looked at the two and 
hugged them both quickly, squeezing tightly and saying, “Bless you both!  You can’t 
know how much this means to me, how much it’ll mean to my little ones.  I’m going to 
go show them right now.” 

And before Ozzie or Taryn could say anything, she was gone.  They looked at one 
another and shrugged.  There wasn’t much more they could do, so they stopped to talk to 
Marteen to see if he had any advice for the road ahead and left.  They had only gone a 
little ways down the road, no further than a hundred yards from the inn, when they head a 
very small voice calling after them. 

“Ma’am!  Sir!” the voice called frantically. 
They turned to see Bretta running towards them as fast as she could, holding the 

bear in one hand.  They both smiled and walked back towards her, kneeling down as she 
drew near.  The little girl almost knocked Taryn and Ozzie over as she flung her arms 
around their necks.  She had a wide grin on her face, and she hugged them so tightly 
neither of them thought she’d ever let go. 

“Oh, thank you so much!” she cried.  “This is the best gift anyone has ever given 
me!  Thank you!  Oh, thank you!” 

“You’re welcome,” Taryn said, almost laughing. 
“Yeah, we were glad to,” Ozzie added with a big grin. 
The little girl then kissed them both on the cheeks and said, “I’ll ask Yurwyfen to 

bless you ‘specially tonight when I say my prayers.” 
“Thank you,” Taryn said. 
Bretta then pointed back to the doorstep of the inn and said, “That’s my brother, 

Kenta.  He says thank you too.” 
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They both looked to where she was pointing and saw a young halfling boy there, 
only a little taller than Bretta.  He waved happily at them, holding up his bag of marbles 
proudly.  They waved back and turned to Bretta again. 

“Tell him that he’s very welcome,” Ozzie replied. 
“Will you two ever come back?” Bretta then asked. 
Ozzie and Taryn exchanged helpless glances, and Taryn was the first to reply. 
“We’re not sure, but we will if there’s any way we can,” she promised. 
This seemed to satisfy the child, and she nodded, hugged them again, and headed 

back to where her brother stood.  Taryn and Ozzie watched them as they entered the inn 
again, and then started back on their way. 

“She’s quite the little chatterbox once you get to know her,” Taryn said with a 
smile. 

“You really were taken with her, weren’t you?” Ozzie said, smiling back. 
Taryn smirked at him and said, “You were too.” 
Ozzie laughed in agreement and said, “You know, she kind of reminds me of your 

sister, only smaller.” 
“Hmm,” Taryn replied, looking down as she walked.  “I miss her.” 
“Yeah,” Ozzie agreed, “I know how you feel, but—” 
“Please, don’t say it,” Taryn warned.  “I’m tired of hearing it.” 
“Sorry.” 
“It’s okay.” 
Ozzie looked up in surprise.  No comment?  No snappy comeback?  Taryn had 

softened, but he couldn’t be sure whether it was because Bretta had made her happy or 
the thought of Kyla back home was making her sad or if was something else completely.  
He thought it best not to ask and left Taryn to her thoughts. 

In reality, Taryn didn’t really know what she was thinking about either.  She was 
thinking about Bretta and her family, but not happily.  It had been a while since Taryn 
had actually thought about why they were traveling, and now the realization hit her all 
over again.  If they were somehow not successful in their mission, Miss Natti and her 
children would be included in whatever Vurnal had planned.  Taryn couldn’t bear the 
thought of that, which made her very determined.  The only problem was she didn’t know 
how they were ever going to succeed.  The task just seemed so big, but inside she was 
beginning to realize that success was the only option. 

 
Except for Packham’s Wood and the two towns the pair had traveled through so 

far, pretty much all of the land they had covered had been nothing more than continuous, 
grassy hills and valleys with a well-trodden path cutting through it.  As the two walked 
further and further from Shepherd’s Crook, however, the landscape on either side of the 
road gradually grew more and more wooded.  After another three days of walking, Ozzie 
and Taryn were trekking through a thick forest along a skinny, almost overgrown path.  
They did nothing but talk as they walked during the day, slept on the ground at night, and 
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only occasionally passed by other people.  It was boring and simple, but they were glad 
for it.  If the rest of the trip turned out to be just as uneventful, they wouldn’t complain.  
Of course, it was just their luck that something had to come along and shake things up. 

The first indication that something was off was the two smallish trees that had 
been felled right across the path, partially blocking it.  A quick inspection showed that 
they could climb over the obstruction, but they would have to be careful, as countless 
leafy branches obscured where a foot could be safely placed. 

“It could have been beavers,” Ozzie offered, seeing the concern on Taryn’s face. 
“Beavers dam up streams, not roads,” she replied tartly. 
“We’ll just have to be careful,” Ozzie said easily.  “Why don’t you go first?” 
They had just gotten started when the sound of something moving resounded 

somewhere off the path.  Taryn and Ozzie exchanged a quick glance and scrambled down 
again.  They were not about to become easy targets…well, not any easier than they 
already were.  They looked around, but there was no one to be seen. 

“Hello?” Taryn called. 
No answer.  They looked at one another and shrugged. 
Just then, however, something came flying out from the trees and hit Ozzie in the 

chest.  He fell backwards and put a hand over his heart.  His shirt was wet and warm. 
“Taryn!” he cried.  “I’ve been hit!” 
Taryn rushed over and quickly examined him. 
“I…I can’t find a wound,” she said frantically.  “Where does it hurt?” 
“I don’t know,” he said.  “It’s weird.  Around here.” 
Ozzie gestured to the left side of his chest.  There was a large, moistened spot 

there, and Taryn’s heart raced as she tried to figure out just how much blood Ozzie might 
have lost so far.  If it was near his heart, he could only have minutes!  She touched where 
it seemed most concentrated to find the source of the bleeding.  It was then that she 
noticed just how sticky the liquid left her hands.  It was red, but there was something very 
un-blood-like about it.  A somewhat familiar smell entered her nostrils when she brought 
her hand near her face, followed by an incredibly unpleasant one.  She made an ugly face. 

“What?” Ozzie asked quickly.  “What is it?” 
“I don’t know,” she replied. 
She tasted some of the stuff and spat it back out again. 
“Ew!  You’re eating my blood!” Ozzie accused.  “Sick!” 
“You’re not bleeding, idiot.  I think it’s honey and something else, something 

rank.” 
Taryn looked at the ground beside Ozzie and saw the remains of pouch.  It was 

made of a very thin, delicate material and seemed to have burst open.  Upon closer 
inspection, Taryn could see that the same goop that was now on Ozzie’s chest was inside 
the broken pouch.  She then stood up and looked around again, while Ozzie started to get 
to his feet as well. 

“Hello?” she called once more.  “Hey, whoever’s there, your attack didn’t work.” 
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Suddenly there was a flash of blinding light and Taryn heard Ozzie make a pained 
noise behind her.  A second later, she felt an arm come around her throat.  Taryn threw 
her elbow backwards as hard as she could and felt it make contact with something.  Her 
attacker released her, and she turned around to tackle him.  Both bodies hit the ground 
hard.  Thankfully, Taryn’s fall was broken by her adversary.  She opened her eyes after a 
moment and barely made out the figure of Ozzie next to her, simultaneously holding his 
bleeding nose and trying to sit up.  She stood up quickly but unsteadily and reached for 
Ozzie to help him up too.  The light had begun to fade quickly now, and they looked 
down to see a young man, maybe just older than them, on the ground. 

They noticed something strange about him from the start.  He had longish, 
graceful features, but they were muted somehow, like they could be even more elegant if 
they just developed a bit more.  His ears in particular were longer than theirs and came to 
a point at the ends.  He was tall with longish, dark hair tied back into a ponytail and soft 
blue eyes with strange flecks of gold.  His skin was fair and perfect, and his body was 
toned was like that of a slim athlete. 

He moaned in pain and opened his eyes.  Seeing Ozzie and Taryn standing there, 
he swallowed hard. 

“Please, don’t kill me,” he said meekly. 
“Who are you?” Taryn asked, more curious than anything else. 
“Tynixenal.  Tynx.  Whatever,” he replied quickly.  “I’m no one, really.” 
“Why did you attack us?” Ozzie asked. 
“I needed money,” Tynx replied. 
“So what’s this junk you threw on me?” Ozzie continued. 
“It’s just redberry juice, honey, and a kind of stinkweed, that’s all.  It’s meant to 

look like blood and keep you distracted.  I figured I could threaten her and take anything I 
wanted.”  At this, Taryn’s face darkened with indignation, and Tynx back-peddled 
quickly saying, “But I would never actually hurt anyone, so, please, don’t hurt me.” 

With that he covered his face.  Taryn and Ozzie exchanged pitying glances.  
Ozzie then extended his hand, and Tynx looked up at it warily for a moment.  He took it 
and was hoisted up onto his feet.  Tynx looked relieved for a moment, but then stumbled 
slightly.  Holding the back of his head he moaned in pain again. 

“Whoa there,” Ozzie said, helping Tynx keep his balance. 
Taryn moved around behind Tynx and saw where his dark hair was wet with 

blood. 
“Uh oh,” Taryn said in a motherly tone, “let me see.  Head injuries aren’t 

something you want to play around with.” 
She examined the wound carefully and found that it was not serious—just a little 

cut—but insisted on treating it against infection anyway.  She had Tynx sit down, while 
Ozzie followed her instructions.  Taryn was soon dabbing at the cut with cloth she had 
soaked in the water from one of their waterskins and rubbed with soap. 
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“So what’s your story,” she asked a little skeptically.  “Why are you out here with 
no money?” 

“Well, I was an apprentice to a wizard,” Tynx explained.  “Ow!” 
“Sorry,” Taryn said. 
“That’s okay.  Anyway, he died not too long ago.” 
“Stop moving,” Taryn scolded. 
“Sorry,” Tynx apologized. 
“It’s okay.” 
“He’s dead?” Ozzie asked. 
“Yeah,” Tynx replied.  “I got booted out when Cormin’s—that was my master—

son inherited his estate.  Never could stand the little show off.” 
“Couldn’t you employ yourself as a wizard or an apprentice somewhere else?” 

Taryn asked. 
“That’s the thing.  I’m not a very good wizard.  Obviously, no one would—ow!” 
“Sorry!  Stop moving!” Taryn snapped. 
“Sorry!  So you see, I can’t hire myself out since I can’t do much, and no one else 

will take me in as an apprentice at this point.  Cormin was a bit…eccentric…for an elf.  
He never stopped thinking that one day I would come into my own power and magic 
would just overflow out of me.  He figured it was only being blocked by my…mixed 
heritage.” 

“Mixed heritage?” Ozzie asked with interest.  “What do you mean?” 
Tynx now looked at him like he had grown a second head. 
“Half-elf,” he said shortly, and then seemed to wait for some sort of reaction. 
“Cool!” Ozzie exclaimed. 
This was clearly not the reaction Tynx was expecting.  Ozzie then assailed him 

with a barrage of questions about himself, his skills, and his family.  It was Taryn who 
came to the rescue. 

“Down, boy!  You’re being rude.” 
“Uh, no, it’s okay,” Tynx said uncertainly.  “I don’t think I mind.” 
“So how’d you survive on your own?” Taryn asked, keeping Ozzie at bay once 

more. 
“Let’s just say I depended on the involuntary charity of others,” Tynx responded 

evasively. 
“You mean you stole,” Taryn said disapprovingly. 
“Ow!  Yes!” Tynx exclaimed.  “Anyone ever tell you you’re not very gentle?” 
“Anyone ever tell you you’re a big baby?” Taryn retorted. 
“Okay, kids, don’t make me turn this walk-a-thon around,” Ozzie said lightly.  

“So what are you going to do now?” 
“I don’t rightly know,” Tynx said. 
“Maybe you could come with us,” Ozzie suggested. 
“Ozzie,” Taryn said sternly, giving him a look. 
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“What?” Ozzie objected with a grin.  “It’d be great.  He could be like the wizard 
of Ozzie.” 

Taryn rolled her eyes and stood up as she finished.  Tynx looked at the two in 
confusion. 

“Where are you going?” he asked with interest. 
“Nowhere!” Taryn replied before Ozzie could open his mouth to speak. 
“But, Taryn,” Ozzie whined.  “We can’t just leave him here.” 
Taryn looked at Tynx and said shortly, “Excuse us.”  She then motioned for Ozzie 

to follow her a little ways down the road, which he did, and said firmly, “We can’t afford 
to take him.  Besides, we can’t trust him.  He’s a thief.” 

“You’re a thief,” Ozzie said matter-of-factly. 
“What?” 
“You stole my G.I. Joe when we were four and lost it.” 
“Ozzie, that was thirteen years ago!” 
“Hey, lifelong behavioral traits are learned in childhood.  Don’t blame me for 

your kleptomania.” 
“I have other skills, if that helps,” Tynx interjected from down the road. 
Ozzie and Taryn looked to him and then back at each other.  The expression on 

Ozzie’s face was clear.  It was up to her to break the bad news to the wanderer. 
“Look, Tynx, I’m sorry,” she began, walking back towards him, “but we really 

can’t take you with us.  You wouldn’t want to come anyway, trust me.” 
“It’s got to be better than staying here,” Tynx reasoned.  “How about this, bring 

me with you as far as the next town and then decide if you want to let me come along or 
not.  You may come to think I’m rather handy.  What do you say?” 

Ozzie looked at Taryn and said, “He’s got a point.  And maybe he can help us out 
after all.  I mean, he knows this area.  It wouldn’t hurt to have a guide.” 

Taryn glared at him for a moment and then sighed in defeat. 
“Fine, but you’d better not cause any trouble,” she warned.  “Do so and I will 

make you cry like a little girl.” 
“She can do it, dude.  Believe me,” Ozzie concurred. 
Tynx nodded and said gratefully, “Thank you kindly, miss.  You won’t regret this.  

Tynx at your service!  You saved my life you know.” 
“Great!” Taryn said with thick sarcasm.  “Well, we might as well set up camp, it’s 

getting dark.”  The two boys agreed and Taryn added, “By the way, he sleeps as far from 
me as possible.” 

Much to Taryn’s dismay, however, that night was the first night of bad weather 
that she and Ozzie had experienced so far.  Rain fell hard as evening drew on, so the three 
gathered in the small tent.  When it had just been Taryn and Ozzie, the tent seemed 
almost spacious, as it had originally been designed to hold a maximum of four.  Now that 
there were three, adjustments had to be made to fulfill Taryn’s demand.  They split the 
floor space in half, leaving the redhead with one half all to herself.  Ozzie and Tynx were 
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not exactly snuggling, but it was still pretty close.  Sitting there in the tent together, they 
ate some food that Tynx had with him and talked. 

After the humiliation of the failed attack, Tynx seemed eager to prove himself.  
He was polite and thoughtful and very helpful.  He was an excellent storyteller and very 
funny.  Taryn was surprised when she suddenly found herself cracking up at one of his 
jokes.  She did her best to remain wary around him, but it was hard when he was just so 
congenial.  Over the next few days, Taryn and Ozzie discovered that their new 
companion really did make a good guide.  Tynx told them about the surrounding area and 
what was beyond it.  They discovered that he carried—and collected as they traveled—
various herbs that were useful for all kinds of things. 

“Herbalism was the one field I showed any strength in during my time with 
Cormin,” he explained.  “He didn’t bother with it as much as he did with magic, though, 
so my formal training was limited.  I tried to learn all I could from books as well.” 

Tynx also shared common folklore about Leleplar and, without knowing it, 
helped to fill some of the gaping holes in Taryn and Ozzie’s knowledge about that world.  
On the other hand, Tynx was very surprised by the way Taryn and Ozzie had been 
traveling so far.  They stopped to rest quite often and didn’t keep watch at night. 

“It’s not that this is a dangerous area, really,” the half-elf explained.  “It’s just a 
good idea.” 

“We’re not really used to this sort of thing,” Ozzie told him evasively. 
Tynx inquired further about just what they were used to and where they were 

from, but Taryn refused to tell him anything and wouldn’t let Ozzie say much either. 
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Chapter 7 
 
It took a few days to get to the next town, and during the journey Taryn and Ozzie 

were entertained and educated by Tynx.  Taryn was especially impressed by the fact that 
he had turned out to be a perfect gentleman…when you didn’t count his past rogue 
habits, of course.  He apologized several times for his attack on the two and offered to 
carry most of Taryn’s things.  It clearly made a strong impression on Taryn, though she 
kindly turned down this last offer—her pride wouldn’t allow her to be the weak female.  
Ozzie wondered if she might let Tynx join them for the rest of the trip after all. 

They came upon the entrance to the town after four full days of walking.  They 
rounded a bend in the road, and the trees stopped quite suddenly, opening up to a vast 
space, filled with the town known as Gablebrink.  Tynx had explained earlier that the 
area all the way around had been cleared long ago as a defensive tactic.  They were all 
glad to lay their eyes upon civilization again, especially after Tynx had described the 
town as a bustling, enterprising little place.  When they arrived, however, it looked 
deserted.  No one was in the streets, and a number of the windows were dark or boarded 
up. 

“Bustling, huh?” Taryn said sardonically.  “It looks—” 
But Taryn stopped as Ozzie motioned towards Tynx, who looked pale with 

concern.  The half-elf began running into the heart of the town.  Taryn and Ozzie had to 
run as fast as they could to keep up with their half-elven guide.  After taking several 
twists and turns through streets and alleys, all of which looked equally abandoned, they 
arrived at a narrow house squashed between two others just like it.  Tynx pounded on the 
door and waited with bated breath.  No reply came and he tried the handle.  It was locked. 

“Madeliss,” he called.  “Madeliss, are you there?” 
Ozzie and Taryn exchanged inquisitive looks, but said nothing.  Suddenly there 

was the sound of scuffling and mumbling inside.  Tynx called the name again, and a 
harried, female voice could be heard from inside. 

“Wecam, get away from the door, for goodness sake.  It’s Uncle Tynixenal.” 
The door opened a moment later, and a woman flung her arms around Tynx.  She 

was clearly several years older than him and looked quite a bit like him. 
“Oh, Tynx!  I’m so glad to see you,” the woman gushed.  “It’s been manic here.  

And never knowing where you are too!” 
“I’m just glad you’re alright, Liss,” Tynx replied.  “What happened?” 
“Come inside and I’ll tell you all about it,” she told him.  She then turned to 

Taryn and Ozzie and spoke.  “You two as well.  I’m sorry about the state of things and 
our lack of manners.  We can make the introductions inside.” 

Ozzie and Taryn exchanged another set of looks and followed Tynx into the little 
house.  Inside was cozy but haphazard.  Various pieces of furniture were strewn about in 
no particular order, knitted throw blankets were laid wherever there was space, and bits 
and pieces of projects and games of all sorts were scattered all over the place.  Despite 
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the mess, however, there was a coziness to the house, as if it were a happy place but 
perhaps with too many people and too many things going on at once. 

“And just where have you been, Tynixenal?” Madeliss asked scoldingly.  “We 
heard that Cormin died months ago.” 

“I sort of wandered around for a while,” Tynx replied evasively.  “I was living in 
the woods when I ran into these two.” 

That’s putting it lightly, Taryn thought to herself. 
“Liss, I’d like to introduce you to Taryn and Ozzie.  They were kind enough to 

travel with me here.” 
“Well, I’m very glad for that,” Madeliss said.  “You never know what you’ll run 

into on the road.  I’m Tynx’s older sister, by the way.” 
“We’re very pleased to meet you,” Ozzie said jovially. 
“What happened to the town?” Taryn asked, unsure of whether or not had been a 

good idea to come here. 
“It’s been pandemonium here, or at least it was before everyone ran off.  Ever 

since those things showed up, folk have been running for the hills.” 
“What things?” Taryn asked apprehensively. 
“Specters, my dear.  And not ordinary ones either, mind you.  These are angry 

spirits.  I’ve never heard of anything like it.”  The woman paused for a moment and 
looked very tired.  She spoke again, however, more cheerily this time: “Well, you three 
look famished and tired.  Come, sit down, and we’ll fix you up.” 

The three were ushered over to a mismatched set of chairs and couches and told to 
sit.  Then Madeliss began bustling about, giving orders to four children of various ages 
that had suddenly come out of the background.  Taryn and Ozzie learned that they were 
all Madeliss’, the youngest being only four and the oldest twelve. 

“So where’s Tenamel?” Tynx asked curiously. 
“Oh, he’s working for a farmer a ways out from here,” the woman explained, 

setting a crude platter of tea and some sort of cakes before them.  “It pays pretty well.  
Tenny’s taking care of his horses.  He’s been there for a few months now and sends us 
money.  He comes home when he can, though I‘ve written him to tell him not to try with 
those things running around.” 

They ate their tea and cakes gratefully and conversed with Madeliss and her 
children.  They offered to help with the cooking and tidying up, but she politely refused.  
Tynx ignored her and helped out anyway, in between teasing and playing with the 
children.  Ozzie and Taryn weren’t sure if it would be insulting to do the same, so they 
looked after the younger children when neither Tynx nor Madeliss could. 

Madeliss had the same, muted, elf-like features that Tynx did.  Her little ones did 
too, but theirs were even more subdued.  Ozzie guessed that their father, Tenamel, must 
be a human.  Something he found even more interesting, however, was the way Taryn’s 
entire demeanor changed when she was around the children.  Her scathing, sarcastic shell 
seemed to come away as she joked, laughed, and played with the children.  It had been 
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the same back in the inn with Bretta.  Taryn had been good with kids for as long as he 
had known her, but this strong compassion for them was new and it made him smile 
bittersweetly to himself. 

That night they all shared a wonderful dinner, for which the three travelers were 
very grateful.  They were all also able to enjoy a bath, which made everyone in the house 
happy.  The family was very pleased to have the company, and Taryn learned that they 
were better off than the clutter of their house suggested.  This made her feel better about 
the whole, strange situation. 

Meanwhile, Ozzie settled into the strange place quite easily.  It reminded him of 
his own house with his mother.  Though he couldn’t deny that he missed her and was 
concerned about how worried she must be, he was glad to have been brought to a place 
like this.  That night, he shared a room with Tynx in the boy’s bedroom, while Taryn 
shared with the two girls and Madeliss.  While the children slept, Ozzie and Tynx 
discussed an idea that they would bring up to Taryn in the morning. 

 
“So?  What do you think?” Ozzie asked curiously. 
“I think you’re insane, both of you,” Taryn replied sharply. 
It was early morning.  The three were out filling buckets of water from a well. 
“Taryn, I don’t know about you, but I’m not keen on leaving my sister and her 

children here to fend for themselves,” Tynx told her seriously. 
“I don’t want that either,” she said defensively, “but fighting ghosts?  Come on.” 
“Why not?”  Ozzie said easily.  “It can’t be that hard.” 
“Newsflash, Ozzie!” Taryn snapped.  “You can’t kill what’s already dead!  I 

seriously doubt you can fight it either.” 
“Well, I’m not going to let those things terrorize my family,” Tynx said.  “I’ll go 

alone if I have to, but I’d prefer help.” 
Ozzie then looked at Taryn empathetically, and she sighed. 
“Tynx, look, it’s not that we don’t want to help,” she explained.  “We do.  It’s just 

that, Ozzie and I, we’ve never done any sort of fighting…ever.  You’ve seen it yourself; 
we have no idea what we’re doing just walking through this place, much less combating 
supernatural creatures.” 

“Taryn,” Ozzie said, not looking at her.  “I’ve already decided I’m going with 
him.”  She looked at him incredulously, and he began to explain more confidently, albeit 
more quickly, “I don’t want to just give up because I’ve never done something.  I’ve seen 
enough stuff to at least kind of know—” 

“Don’t be stupid, Ozzie!” Taryn cried.  “This isn’t one of your little video games 
or a movie or whatever!  This is real life!  If you die, there is no one and nothing that will 
bring you back to life!  It doesn’t work that way!” 

“It’s better than leaving a family to fend for themselves,” Ozzie said evenly. 
With that, he picked up his buckets and walked back inside, leaving the other two 

standing there.  Taryn was fuming, and Tynx looked at her evenly.  He then followed 
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Ozzie, leaving her there with her unfilled buckets.  She stayed out there a long while, 
willing herself to calm down and think. 

It was a bad situation all around, and she cursed herself for her own fears and 
conflictions.  She knew that Ozzie and Tynx were right.  Well, Tynx more so, but Ozzie 
too.  It would have been cruel and heartless to leave Madeliss and her family to fend for 
themselves, and Taryn wondered why they just couldn’t leave too.  She already knew the 
answer to that, though.  Sure, the family might not be scraping for food and shelter, but 
they didn’t have the money to just pick up and move.  They had to stay where they were.  
Still, Taryn was afraid; she didn’t want to go on a suicide mission.  Part of her thought 
about making the excuse that she was a girl, but her pride flared up furiously at that idea.  
She was just as strong, or in some cases stronger, than Ozzie and Tynx.  That’s what she 
told herself, anyway, but how on earth were they supposed to pull this off?  And if she 
did just let them go, what was she to do if they didn’t come back.  She didn’t like the idea 
of trekking through the wilderness by herself.  In fact, she thought she liked that idea 
even less than going and facing a pack of ghosts. 

Eventually, she finished filling her buckets and went back inside. 
 
“I’m coming with you,” Taryn hissed. 
She had cornered Ozzie in the house while they helped with laundry.  Now, she 

was glaring hard at him as she spoke. 
“I’m coming with you because I don’t like options B, C, or D.  I think we’ll all 

have a better chance of survival if there are more of us, but I am not kidding when I say 
this Ozzie: Don’t you ever do something like this again.  You can’t play with our lives.  
It’s dangerous here and it’s not a game.  Okay?” 

Ozzie looked at the furious girl thoughtfully and said with a little smile, “I’m glad 
you’re coming with us, Taryn.” 

“Shut up,” she told him, before punching him in the arm and walking away. 
It was just then that Tynx came walking up and saw Taryn striding away. 
“What—” Tynx began. 
“Don’t ask,” Ozzie told him, shaking his head.  “She’s coming with us, though.” 
“Really?  I didn’t think she would.” 
“Yeah.” 
“Well, I found out that Madeliss has some old supplies we can use.  I’ll show 

them to both of you…you know, when she’s ready.” 
 
“What is all this?” Taryn asked curiously, looking at the splay of various items 

there. 
“Souvenirs from my parent’s adventuring days,” Tynx explained proudly.  “They 

were pretty famous bounty hunters.” 
“And did they, um,” Taryn said awkwardly.  “Are they still…” 
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“They settled down a few years ago, living happily in a town not too far from 
here.” 

“Oh, good for them,” Taryn replied, unsure of what else to say. 
Meanwhile, Ozzie was looking over each and every weapon and piece of armor, 

with great interest. 
“Do any of these have special properties?” he asked excitedly.  “What do they all 

do?  Do any of them do any flame damage or have any modifiers?” 
Tynx looked at his friend quizzically and replied, “They do the same thing any 

other dagger or chain shirt does.  They’ve all got stories though.  We’d be here all day if I 
told you all of them, so I’ll just tell you about your own items.” 

He then passed out pieces of equipment for their task.  Holding up an elegant but 
sturdy looking short sword, he told Ozzie that it would be good for him because it was 
light and quick, but it could do the job well.  It had belonged to Tynx’s mother.  Ozzie 
nodded, unabashed and even more curious now.  Tynx also gave him a chain link shirt, 
which his mother had used in her earliest adventuring days, and some bracers to wear.  
These hadn’t been used very much, as they didn’t offer the best protection, but he didn’t 
want to load them down with too much stuff, especially since they were so inexperienced.  
He gave Taryn some bracers as well and some leather armor.  He also gave her a pair of 
vicious looking three-pronged daggers, which Tynx called sais.  These had belonged to 
his father, but only used when he fought against smaller creatures.  He believed that they 
would be the kind of weapon that the fiery redhead would be able to make good use of.  
Finally, Tynx donned some chain link armor of his own, a short bow with arrows, and a 
short sword of his own, though this one was thinner and curved somewhat like a scimitar. 

“How good is your aim with that?” Ozzie asked excitedly, referring to the short 
bow. 

“A fair bit better than with my arm,” he said offhandedly. 
Taryn felt a pang of fear at this and thought to herself, We’re going to die.  We 

have no idea what we’re doing and we’re going to die. 
Madeliss had taken time to pack them three some food and some herbs that Tynx 

had requested.  She hugged all three, her brother most tightly, and told them all to come 
back safe…or else.  None of them had told her how inept they were; they didn’t want to 
worry her anymore than she already was. 

 
 



Skateboards, Magic, and Shamrocks              For VIP Newsletter Subscribers Only               Dana Fraedrich 
 
 

Chapter 8 
 
Why on earth did I agree to this? Taryn asked herself over and over again. 
She, Ozzie, and Tynx were traipsing through the woods well after dark.  The 

faintest shafts of moonlight penetrated the canopy of the trees, but this only made the 
dark forest more frightening than it already was.  Every shadow was a figure watching 
them menacingly.  Every bird or bat was something coming after them, only to turn back 
as soon as they looked, and every sound was some sort of unseen stalker creeping after 
them.  Taryn was a nervous wreck.  A twig snapped somewhere nearby, and she 
instinctively reached out and grabbed Tynx’s arm in a vice-like grip.  Something neither 
Taryn nor Ozzie knew about him yet was that he was especially empathetic to the 
feelings and emotions of those around him.  It came from his elven lineage, and he could 
feel how terrified Taryn was just now.  He stopped and turned slowly.  The weak 
moonlight only allowed her to see his outline, but she felt him put a comforting hand on 
her shoulder. 

“Don’t worry, we’ll be fine,” he told her. 
“Aw, you’re not afraid of the dark, are you, Taryn?” Ozzie joked, though his 

voice was thinner than usual. 
It was clear he was trying extra hard to make light of the situation. 
“Ozzie, shut up before I stab you,” Taryn snapped.  “I’m not kidding.” 
As the words left her mouth, a terrible, piercing shriek resounded, it seemed, right 

up out of the ground and surrounded them all.  Wraiths of green-grey-blue light appeared 
through the trees and from the ground, swirling, moving, surrounding the group.  The 
first shriek was joined by countless other angry, vengeful cries until it was simply one 
solid cacophony of sound.  The three stood back to back, all of them shaking with fear, as 
they gaped at the scene, hideously lit by the light effused by the specters.  The ghosts 
threw curses and insults as the little trio drew closer to one another.  Taryn was cowering, 
pressing herself into the backs of her two companions, wishing to disappear into them. 

One of the specters wailed and came charging straight for her.  It pulled up just 
before it reached her, but Taryn still screamed in fear and hid her face.  More of the 
wraiths followed the actions of the first and they were soon all diving at the trio, 
threatening and cursing them, flying back and forth around them.  Taryn shrieked and fell 
to her knees, covering her face and head.  As soon as Ozzie and Tynx saw what was 
happening, they crouched over her, shielding her from the creatures and trying to calm 
the hysterical girl.  The specters seemed to grow only more agitated by this and came 
closer.  When one of the transparent bodies touched any one of the three, it felt as if they 
had been dunked into a barrel of icy water, leaving the victim breathless and shivering.  
They knew they couldn’t put up with this for long, and yelled for the creatures to leave 
them be.  Their cries fell upon deaf ears, however, and, out of desperation, Ozzie 
suddenly reached into one of Taryn’s many pockets where he knew she had hidden her 
magical Stone. 
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He and Taryn had made it a point to forget about the Stones and had done so quite 
completely.  Ozzie hadn’t given it a second thought in many days, but that was done with 
now.  He didn’t know what using the Stones meant or what repercussions would follow, 
but they had to do something. 

“Leave us alone!” he cried, holding the stone up high. 
All at once, thunder clapped and lightning flashed.  A strong wind blew about 

them, and with one, singular shriek, the specters pulled back.  They now sat floating all 
around the trio, silent and still, while Tynx and Ozzie looked around in wonder.  Taryn 
was still curled up in fear, but she risked a peek out to their assailants. 

“Who are you to command the Stones?” came a single, grating, tortured voice. 
The three looked and saw a proud looking wraith step forward from the mass that 

circled around them.  Now that all was still, the three could make out specific shapes and 
faces, and they were surprised to see that the ghosts, the vengeful spirits, were those of 
magical creatures! 

Elves and wise centaurs, nightmarish unicorns and vulture-like phoenixes 
surrounded them.  Devilish goblins and orcs and vicious wyrmlings were joined there 
with what had been their enemies in life, and it was a very large, furious looking, griffon 
who stood before them and spoke now. 

“Who are you to command the Stones?” the griffon repeated.  “Two mere 
children and an abomination?  Creatures such as you have no business with the Stones!  
Give them to us!” 

“No!” Ozzie shouted, putting a hand to his short sword.  In reality, he had no idea 
what he was doing, but he did his best to look like he did as he said, “We were appointed 
to look after the Stones by a creature not so different from you.  A centaur named 
De’dua, and you shall not take them from us.” 

“Why?  Why would he do such a thing?” the griffon shrieked, joined by more of 
the ghosts now. 

“We…we don’t know,” Taryn suddenly replied, her voice shaking.  “He 
disappeared before we could ask.  He was taken by Vurnal.” 

All at once, the specters hissed, shrieked, and wailed at the mention of the name.  
It only seemed to infuriate them more. 

“There are no names among the dead,” the griffon hissed, “but this is a name we 
are all forced to remember.  It was he who took our lives, he who holds the third Stone.  
He shall not have the other two!” 

At this, the ghosts seemed to completely lose whatever senses they had.  They 
began to stalk forward, their pale, pupil-less eyes full of hatred and revenge.  The trio 
shook in fear, their minds frantically racing for a new tactic to distract the specters from 
their bloodlust. 

“We will seek to defeat this Vurnal!” Tynx cried suddenly. 
With that, the creatures stopped their advance and stood still once more. 



Skateboards, Magic, and Shamrocks              For VIP Newsletter Subscribers Only               Dana Fraedrich 
 
 

“By my binding word, I swear we shall seek out this Vurnal and avenge your 
tortured spirits,” he continued.  “We simply asked that you stop terrorizing the townships 
and villages of this land.” 

“We cannot rest,” the griffon replied.  “We must wander till the creature that 
binds us here is destroyed.  Your bond is made, however.  If you do not fulfill your vow, 
you will be tormented by those in torment.” 

Tynx nodded and replied, “We understand.” 
“Go.  Now.” 
With that, the spirits vanished into nothingness.  The three began to carefully 

make their way back the way they came, focusing only on the path that would take them 
home.  Taryn was still shaking and even stumbling slightly when they drew close to the 
town, and Tynx offered his shoulder for support.  When they arrived back at Madeliss’ 
house, they saw just one candle lit on the inside.  It was late, and they were sure all the 
children were in bed.  Madeliss, however, was still up and welcomed them back warmly, 
pouring relief all over them.  She had them sit down and rest while she made some tea. 
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Chapter 9 
 
“Here, drink your tea,” Tynx said, offering Taryn a cup.  “It will help you relax.” 
The girl was still visibly shaking even though she was wrapped up in a heavy 

blanket.  She sipped her tea silently, looking down with wide, terrified eyes. 
“Tynx, we need to know everything you can tell us about what happened tonight,” 

Ozzie said evenly.  “Afterwards, I’ll tell you what we know.” 
Clearly, the time for secrets between them was over. 
Tynx nodded and began with a heavy sigh, “Whoever this Vurnal character is, he 

killed those creatures in horrible, unnatural ways.  It would have taken great act of evil to 
make them the way they are now.  I believe what they said: They can’t rest till he’s dead.  
It looks like the townspeople all over are going to have to learn to avoid them.” 

“Right,” Ozzie said carefully.  “If I can ask, what was all of that about you being 
an…well…” 

“An abomination,” Tynx said reluctantly.  “How is it you don’t know?  Well, 
you’ll find out eventually anyway.  It’s considered disgraceful, abhorrent really, for any 
creature to breed outside of their kind.  My parents didn’t care about such ideas, neither 
does Tenamel, but that sort of open-mindedness is rare.” 

“That’s crazy,” Ozzie said.  “What’s the big deal?  I mean, there’s not that much 
difference between humans and elves.” 

Tynx looked at Ozzie curiously and spoke slowly, as if he was unsure of whether 
or not he wanted to impart any more information on the subject. 

“I’m not really sure where you get your ideas.  Humans are, well, they’re just 
humans.  No offense.  Many magical creatures look down on them.  Humans were the 
last of the races to be created, so they’re seen as the leftovers—not by me, but by most.  
That and they’re the only race in Leleplar that can’t use magic.” 

“Yes, we can,” Ozzie protested.  “Taryn and I use the Stones just fine.” 
“You can use magical objects to an extent, but you can’t use magic itself.  You 

can only do a fraction of the damage I could with one of those Stones, and you could 
never cast a spell or make a potion.  Humans just aren’t able to channel magical energies.  
That’s why it’s so disgraceful for races to mix; they’re just too different.  Elves see it as 
breeding beneath their status, and humans see it as unnatural.” 

“Well, I think it’s cool,” Ozzie told him with a smile.  “You get the best of both 
worlds.” 

Tynx did not respond to that, but instead changed the subject and asked, “So what 
are they?  The Stones, I mean.” 

“We don’t really know.  A friend of ours, a centaur, hid them with us…before 
Vurnal found him and took him captive.” 

“From what the specters said, it sounds like there’s another one, and this Vurnal 
has it.” 

“Yeah, I got that too.” 
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There was a long silence before anyone spoke again.  It was Tynx who started this 
time. 

“You and Taryn, you don’t make any sense.  Why don’t you…why don’t you 
know anything?” 

That might have been offensive if Ozzie was the kind of person to be offended, or 
if it weren’t so painfully true.  Ozzie took a deep breath and looked at Taryn.  Gyldain 
had told them not to tell anyone what they were up to, which was a good idea in theory, 
but it was impossible not to tell Tynx now.  She looked back and nodded once.  Ozzie 
then turned back to Tynx and began. 

“You’re right about that.  We’re not from Leleplar or anywhere that might be near 
it.  We’re from a completely different world, universe maybe, that’s nothing like this.  
I…I don’t even know how to explain how we got here.  We both thought we were 
dreaming, and it turned out to be real…” 

From there, Ozzie explained about their time with De’dua and the trip to 
Truewood.  He explained what they had learned about Vurnal and that Gyldain had sent 
them to Tymeras.  Ozzie also confessed about the difficulties they had had and still were 
experiencing. 

Tynx stared at Ozzie, barely blinking, for a long time.  It was several minutes 
before he finally found his voice. 

“I’m meant to believe all that?” he asked, trying to keep his skepticism in check. 
“I know, it sounds insane.” 
“Insane doesn’t even describe it.  De’dua hasn’t been seen in years—” 
“Short black hair, brown horse’s body, ridiculous collection of weapons, hangs 

out with a chimera named Chartyne.” 
“Well, Gyldain is dead.” 
“Incredibly creepy.  One eye sewn shut.  Really old.” 
“You don’t actually expect me to believe you’re from another world, do you?” 
“How else do you explain how clueless we both are…about everything?” 
Tynx fell back into his seat and looked up at the ceiling. 
“You know, we’re kind of all stuck together in this now,” Ozzie ventured.  “That 

makes it better, doesn’t it?” 
“No, it doesn’t make it better,” Taryn piped up suddenly. 
Both young men looked at her and saw that she had stopped shaking, but her eyes 

were still fearful. 
“It’s not alright because now we’ve gotten contracted into another task,” she 

snipped. 
“What do you mean?” Ozzie asked. 
“Do you remember what we just went through?” she said, doing her best to keep 

her voice low.  “We were just attacked by ghosts!  Spirits of the dead, Ozzie, made so by 
the thing that we’re supposed to kill!  You heard Tynx.  Vurnal had to have done 
something really bad for them to have ended up like they are, and we, two teenagers not 
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even from this world, plus Tynx, are supposed to kill him.  Otherwise, the ghosts are 
going to come after us!” 

She then began to shake again and retreated into her blanket, doing her best not to 
cry.  Tynx moved towards her and poured her another cup of tea. 

“No, thank you,” she said with a strained voice. 
“Please, Taryn, it’ll help you calm down,” Tynx said softly. 
She sighed and took the cup.  As she began to sip, Tynx looked at Ozzie and 

sighed as well. 
“You’re right; we are stuck in this together.  I just never imagined…” 
“Yeah, I know what you mean.  The question is: What now?” 
“You know, I don’t really feel like thinking about it now.  We’re all tired, let’s 

just go to bed.” 
“Sounds good to me.  Taryn?” 
The two boys looked to their friend just then and saw her fast asleep.  Not 

wanting to wake anyone up, Tynx suggested that they all just bed down there in the 
sitting room.  Ozzie, who could sleep practically anywhere, quickly agreed, and all three 
were soon fast asleep. 

 
They stayed with Madeliss for two more days before setting out again.  It was 

decided that they would continue on their original quest to Tymeras.  Once they got 
there…well…they’d figure that part out later.  While they were in Gablebrink, Ozzie and 
Tynx, along with Madeliss’ eldest son Wecam, helped out around the house, taking care 
of some much-needed repairs.  Taryn helped with cleaning and organizing and taking 
care of the younger children, which helped to calm her greatly.  Ozzie—and now Tynx—
were once again astounded by the transformation that took place in the girl when she 
dealt with the elflings, as she had come to call them.  It made Ozzie remember long lost 
days of their youth and Tynx wonder what lay beneath Taryn’s tough exterior.  During 
their time there, Tynx, Ozzie, and Taryn were well fed and rested, which made it that 
much harder to leave.  Tynx decided it would be best if they brought the weapons along 
with them, but not the armor, as it would be too heavy to carry comfortably for any 
length of time.  Besides that, they didn’t want to give the impression that they were 
looking for a fight.  Madeliss packed them with some hearty provisions, but could do no 
more.  Ozzie and Taryn were able to stock back up on the rest of their supplies at one of 
the few shops that hadn’t been abandoned.  They didn’t look for bargains there, however, 
knowing how hard life was for people in Gablebrink just now.  The three finally bid 
Tynx’s family a warm farewell and headed west again towards Tymeras. 

 
As they walked, with Gablebrink far behind them now, Tynx and Ozzie chatted 

between themselves, but Taryn was quiet, even for her.  She stared at her feet and 
remained lost in her own thoughts.  Finally, her voice broke through the conversation, flat 
and soft. 
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“Ozzie, we could die here.” 
“What?” he said in surprise. 
Taryn turned to face him and repeated, “Ozzie, we could die here in this place, 

and our parents would never know what happened to us.” 
Ozzie stared back at her speechlessly.  He knew she was right, and it worried him 

too, but what could he say?  There was still nothing they could do about it.  He didn’t 
think that this was an appropriate time to remind her of that, though, so he looked away 
and said nothing.  Taryn’s shoulders slumped, and, after a moment, Tynx piped up 
hopefully. 

“I seriously doubt you two were brought here to die.  Especially from another 
world or however it is that you two put it.  Things like this don’t happen without a reason.  
Yurwyfen must have a purpose here for you.”  Taryn said nothing, and Tynx added, 
“Maybe it would help if I told you some stories.  Many more people than you have faced 
hopeless odds and won.” 

“If nothing else, it’ll help the time pass,” Ozzie said somewhat hopefully. 
“Alright then…” 
The half-elf then proceeded to tell tales of great battles where Yurwyfen had 

intervened to bring victory to one side or another and about great feats that mighty heroes 
had achieved in his name.  He shared sweet and sappy stories about star-crossed lovers 
who had beat all the odds and ended up together.  There was even one about a village 
idiot that had saved his town from an orc warlord…by accident. 

Even Taryn found herself fascinated by the stories and listened to them avidly.  
She didn’t know why, but somehow she felt better after hearing about Yurwyfen and the 
way he moved, or chose not to move, in Leleplar, though he did not always act in the way 
Taryn had expected him to as she listened.  Nevertheless, she felt a little safer in the idea, 
even if it was just an idea, that he was an active presence in the world they had fallen into 
and had power over it. 

 
They traveled on for the next day in good weather until it rained again, making 

any wood they found completely useless.  It was then that Taryn and Ozzie got their first 
look at Tynx’s magic.  The wood was stacked and the kindling was set, all beneath a little 
roof at the entrance to the tent.  A fire pit had been built of stones to protect the tent from 
the fire, though it was so soaked there was no chance of a rogue spark even singeing it.  
Taryn and Ozzie were just inside, one on each side of the half-elf, and Tynx’s hands were 
covered in flames.  Ozzie was not the only one fascinated by this feat, as Taryn was 
staring with her mouth hanging open. 

“Wow,” they breathed together, like a pair of small children. 
Tynx looked at each of them and smiled. 
“I don’t think I’ve had a response like that since…well…ever.” 
He then gripped the kindling in both hands and waited.  Ozzie and Taryn didn’t 

say a word, unsure what would happen if Tynx’s concentration was broken.  After several 
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minutes, the wood had finally dried and began to catch, and Tynx was able to remove his 
hands and end the spell. 

“Can you do more?” Ozzie asked suddenly. 
“Yeah,” Taryn agreed.  “That was really cool.” 
Tynx looked at her with an odd sort of gaze.  It was intense and scrutinous, as if 

he were searching for something, and it made Taryn uncomfortable.  She looked away. 
“I suppose I can give you two a demonstration,” he then said, as if nothing had 

happened. 
They headed back inside the tent, and, from there, Tynx began a small display of 

magical talent.  He made the flames cover his hands again and then made them freeze 
suddenly, before letting them melt away again slowly.  He gathered the steam from this 
demonstration into a small semi-transparent globe and formed it into the shape of a fancy 
fish using nothing but his mind and voice.  Suddenly, a small burst of light erupted from 
the globe, and Ozzie and Taryn were suddenly blinded for a moment. 

“Boo!” said Tynx from behind them suddenly. 
They both jumped and then laughed.  The show was over, and even Taryn could 

not hide just how impressed she was. 
“That’s all really simple stuff,” Tynx said afterward.  “Child’s play really.” 
“Really?  I don’t think I’d want to get on your bad side if that was all kid stuff,” 

Taryn joked. 
Tynx looked down and began to rub his neck nervously then and said, “Yeah, 

well, I told you that I can’t do anything really advanced.” 
“Oh, I bet you could,” Ozzie said.  “Why don’t you try?” 
“Yeah, I bet you’d be really fantastic!” Taryn added. 
Tynx looked up at her, and she smiled encouragingly at him.  Finally Tynx agreed 

and closed his eyes.  It was clear that he was concentrating hard as he softly spoke words 
in a strange language.  Suddenly, a creature made of light began to appear in the middle 
of the three.  It glowed softly for a moment, but did not take any definite form.  It was 
simply a small ball of glowing light.  Tynx opened his eyes and held out his hands.  The 
little creature hopped into his open palms gladly and stayed there. 

“What is it?” Ozzie asked. 
“It’s a mote,” Tynx replied. 
“It’s adorable!” Taryn breathed. 
Ozzie rolled his eyes and muttered to the half-elf, “Why do all girls think that tiny 

things are cute?” 
Taryn hit him on the arm lightly and said, “Don’t be jealous.” 
Tynx then explained that the mote was simply a collection of dust and light that 

he had gathered together and animated.  Apparently, motes weren’t good for much 
besides giving off light, but the actual forming of one was what made the spell 
complicated.  It was what many students of transmutation began with.  Both Taryn and 
Ozzie were thoroughly impressed, and Tynx was clearly pleased with himself.  He spent 



Skateboards, Magic, and Shamrocks              For VIP Newsletter Subscribers Only               Dana Fraedrich 
 
 
the rest of the evening telling the two teens about magic while the mote buzzed around 
their tent until it dissolved itself again. 

That night, as they lay down to sleep, Taryn turned to face Tynx.  Her head 
wasn’t but a few inches from his, as she had relaxed her initial ultimatum, and the three 
had begun sleeping in a triangle, head to foot.  Still, she could only see half his face in the 
light from the small fire that was dying outside.  Despite all their talk that night, Taryn 
still found herself very curious about all that she had seen. 

“What’s it like to do magic?” she asked him suddenly. 
“It’s hard to say.  I’ve never really thought about it.  I suppose it’s like pottery.  

You know, making something with your hands, except you’re using your thoughts and 
willing it into existence.” 

“Do you always have to use your hands?” 
“To direct it where you want, usually.  I mean, really advanced users don’t have 

to, but I’m not that good.” 
“Oh.”  Taryn paused a moment and the asked, “Is it hard to learn?” 
Tynx smiled wryly and replied, “Apparently…for me anyway.  Can humans do 

magic in your world?” 
“No.  Magic doesn’t exist there.  I mean, there are some people who think it does.  

They try to cast spells and stuff, but it’s not real.” 
“How do you know?” 
“The world would be much different if it did.  Trust me.” 
“Well, even if you could learn magic, I don’t think I’d be able to teach you 

anyway.” 
“I bet you could.  You were brilliant tonight.” 
“I didn’t do much.” 
“You don’t give yourself enough credit.  That’s probably half your problem.” 
Tynx was silent for a moment, and Taryn suddenly felt as if she had overstepped 

her bounds.  She began to apologize, but Tynx interrupted her. 
“No, you’re probably right.  It’s just…it’s just that it’s not always that easy, you 

know, to get over those kinds of things?” 
Taryn nodded in response and said softly, “I do know.” 
Tynx began to look at her again in that strange way he had before, but stopped. 
“Taryn…why do you—” 
“Don’t ask,” she said sharply. 
“I’m sorry.  Good night, Taryn.” 
Taryn sighed and replied, “Good night, Tynx.” 
 
Days passed after that.  Tynx continued to teach Taryn and Ozzie about the land 

around them, and they fell more and more into a routine.  Tynx managed a lot of the 
activities that went on, whether it was who went out to gather wood or when they set up 
camp for the night.  Granted, he was no hardened journeyman, but he was far better than 
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Taryn and Ozzie could ever hope to be, and he was incredibly helpful.  When they 
entered somewhat wilder lands, Tynx began assigning night watches.  At first, he insisted 
that sentinel duty be left to himself and Ozzie, but quickly changed his mind after Taryn 
reamed him for excluding her just because she was a girl.  Thankfully, nothing more than 
the occasional lone wolf or other predator bothered them.  Tynx was quickly called to 
deal with these threats, and he dispatched them quickly with his magic, usually by 
shooting tiny fireballs at them.  It was a bit of a longer stretch between Gablebrink and 
the next town on the map, but it took even longer than it might normally have, as the land 
now dipped down and became wet and marshy. 

This meant fewer predators, both human and animal, but more misery for the 
travelers.  A fire was just about impossible to keep going here, as nothing stayed dry.  
Even Ozzie became irritable and taciturn in the muggy conditions, despite Tynx’s 
attempts to look on the bright side. 

“The variety of plants that we can harvest out here is better,” he said.  “There are 
mushrooms—” 

“Mushrooms are a fungus,” Taryn snipped. 
“And marsh mallow,” Tynx continued. 
“Marshmallows?” Ozzie said hopefully, his ears perking up. 
“Yes, it’s used as a medicine for sore throats and such,” Tynx explained. 
“Oh, we’re not talking about the same thing,” Ozzie said, deflating somewhat. 
“What are you talking about?” 
“Little, fluffy, soft, white candy-things.” 
“Oh, sorry.  Well, there are still loads of good things here.  How about this?  I’ll 

see what I can do about getting a fire going.  Then I’ll go gather some things for us, 
including dinner.” 

“Sounds good to me,” Ozzie said.  “Want any help?” 
“Sure.  Taryn?” 
“I’ll stay here and watch the wee fire…if we get one going,” she replied with a 

sigh. 
Clearly, she was fighting against her own misery and fairly close to losing.  Tynx 

nodded and then went about trying to get a fire going.  He was successful, but it would 
clearly need some close tending to keep it going, so Taryn was left with the task she had 
volunteered for.  She didn’t mind.  She was actually happy with such a menial task, as 
there really wasn’t much else she was good for at the moment.  Tynx had been right 
about the number of useful plants in this area.  He and Ozzie, under Tynx’s direction, 
seemed to be constantly coming and going with bits of some weed or leaves or 
something. 

“This one is good for helping an upset stomach, and this will stop headaches.  
This little weed can actually neutralize some poisons, the green berries are…well…don’t 
take those unless you’ll be near a privy for a while, and this scum is really good for 
making poultices on open wounds.” 
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“What are the purple berries for?” Ozzie asked curiously. 
“Eating!” Tynx said.  “I have an idea for dinner tonight.  We’ll be living off the 

land for once.” 
“Just as long as it’s hot, I don’t care,” Taryn said hopefully. 
She was just as pleased as the others about something besides their non-perishable 

stores for once. 
“No problem.  I’ll cook us up a really nice mushroom and elderberry stew.” 
The three then went about their various tasks, Taryn with her precious fire, Tynx 

with his cooking, and Ozzie was assigned to putting away their findings.  While the other 
two worked on their projects, Taryn snacked on some mushrooms that Ozzie had left 
beside her.  Dinner ended up turning out rather tasty and, not long after, the three curled 
up in their tent, trying to stay as dry as possible, and went to bed. 

 
Shadows.  Something was coming after her.  Taryn couldn’t say what it was, but 

she had to get away.  As she tried to run, however, she found that she couldn’t.  She felt 
sick and her legs refused to move.  The thing was coming closer.  She could feel it, so she 
stumbled forward as best she could.  Then something grabbed her and she screamed.  It 
shook her in its jaws like a rag doll, but she could do nothing but shriek. 

 
“Taryn!” a voice said suddenly. 
Taryn’s eyes flew open, and she saw Ozzie and Tynx leaning over her in the small 

tent.  Something was still wrong, though.  Her vision was dimmer, fuzzier, than it should 
be, and she heard the boy’s voices as if she was underwater.  And it was hot, unbearably 
so.  It kept her from thinking straight. 

“Taryn,” Tynx said again.  “It was just a dream, calm down.” 
Taryn made a little noise of protest and then said, “Stop.  Go away.” 
“You don’t look good,” Ozzie said.  “Are you okay?” 
“Ughn, go away,” the girl repeated, weakly trying to wrench herself away from 

Tynx’s grip. 
“That’s not normal,” Ozzie said worriedly. 
“I know,” the half-elf replied.  “Taryn, you’re freezing.  What’s wrong?” 
Taryn futilely tried to pull away once more.  Everything was so muddled and 

confusing.  She didn’t want to deal with their questions, she just wanted to sleep. 
“No, stop,” she said.  “I didn’t do anything.  I’m hot.  Let me go.” 
“Did anything bite you?” Tynx continued.  “Look at me.  Go through your day 

with me.” 
“No, I want to sleep.” 
“Come on, Taryn.  Something’s wrong,” Ozzie urged. 
“Shut up and go away!” she snapped. 
“Taryn, answer me!” Tynx commanded so firmly that it surprised them both. 
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“Fine.  I walked with you two today.  Nothing bit me.  We stopped, we set up 
camp, you two went collecting, you made mushroom stew, I cleared up, and we all went 
to bed.” 

Tynx seemed to relent for a moment, thinking hard about her words.  He repeated 
the routine to himself, taking it upon himself to check the girl’s arms, legs, and neck for 
bites as he did.  Then he stopped suddenly. 

“Mushroom stew?  Did you eat anything else besides my mushrooms?  The ones 
in the stew.” 

“No, I just had the stew and the leftovers next to me.” 
“Leftovers?  I didn’t have any leftovers.” 
“Yes, you did,” Ozzie cut in.  “I put that little bag of them next to her for you.  

Don’t you remember?” 
Tynx’s eyes suddenly grew wide with panic and he shook Taryn, who was trying 

to settle back down. 
“Keep her awake!” Tynx said. 
“What’s wrong?” Ozzie asked, his voice rising in fear.  “Oh no!  Did I get them 

mixed up?  Were they poisonous?  I’m sorry!  I…I thought you said…” 
“It doesn’t matter!” Tynx commanded.  “Keep her awake!” 
“Go away.  I want to sleep,” Taryn said angrily. 
She had heard everything, but didn’t care.  The meaning of the words didn’t reach 

her brain.  She was tired and hot and didn’t feel good.  Ozzie ignored her and began 
asking her simple questions: Her middle name.  Where she went to school.  Where she 
lived.  If she looked like she was drifting off, he would shake her till she came back.  
Meanwhile, Tynx riffled through his pack and pulled out some sort of yellow-green 
grass—it was the weed he had mentioned earlier.  He put a bit of it in his mouth and 
began to chew vigorously.  As he did, he reclaimed his spot next to Taryn and turned her 
on her side.  He stuck his fingers in her mouth and down her throat.  Taryn gagged and 
bit down hard.  Though blood flowed immediately, he didn’t pull back.  He just reached 
farther until she retched.  Dinner came up, and Taryn tried to fight.  Ozzie grabbed her 
arms, however, and she was helpless.  Tynx then took the chewed up weed out, which 
was a gooey wad now, and put it way back into her mouth.  He covered her mouth with 
her hand and told her to swallow.  The stuff was bitter and its juices burned her throat.  
Tears ran down out of the corners of Taryn’s eyes as confusion and fury and, most of all, 
fear began to invade.  In her current state, she felt as if she was helpless against the two 
boys who were, for reasons she didn’t understand, suddenly attacking her.  She had no 
choice but to swallow the rank, chewed up grass.  After she did, Tynx let her go, 
followed closely by Ozzie.  Immediately, she wanted to fight, but found herself too weak 
to even try, so instead she just pulled away and curled up into a ball, crying weakly to 
herself. 

“Is she going to be okay?” Ozzie asked. 
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“I don’t know,” Tynx said shakily.  “I should have warned you two.  The 
mushrooms she ate can be deadly, but even if they don’t kill you, they can cause serious 
damage.  I only collected them because they can be dried and used as a weapon.” 

“I…I’m really, really sorry…” 
“Don’t.  We don’t need any blame here, it won’t help.  We need to watch over her 

and keep her warm.  Come on.” 
“She can use my blankets,” Ozzie volunteered. 
“No, she needs more than that.” 
Tynx then lifted the girl up from where she lay.  She was limp as a rag doll now, 

but still crying pitifully.  Tynx held her against him, wrapping her up in his arms and then 
had Ozzie put a blanket around them both.  The girl shivered, but she was sweating, and 
the two boys exchanged another worried glance. 
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Chapter 10 
 
For the rest of the night and through part of the next day, Ozzie and Tynx took 

turns keeping her warm, while the other either tried to sleep or attended to other tasks—
like cleaning the vomit from the tent—that needed to be done.  By noon the next day, 
however, Taryn wasn’t looking any better, despite several more doses of the disgusting 
swamp weed.  She was still cold to the touch, but was sweating profusely.  They were 
near a stream, which was lucky, but it was difficult to force her to stay hydrated.  Her 
mental state didn’t improve either, and she slipped in and out of delusions. 

“This isn’t working,” Tynx declared finally.  “We have to get her help.” 
“Where?” Ozzie asked.  “There aren’t any hospitals or anything here.” 
“Wherever we can.  Pull out the map.  What’s the closest village?” 
Ozzie did as he was told and traced his finger to about where he thought they 

were. 
“Um, Carter’s Way is still a few days out.  There’s a little place near here, sort of 

southeast.  Something called Creekbend.” 
“Then that’s where we’re going.” 
“Should we build something to carry her on?” Ozzie asked. 
“There’s no time.  She needs proper care.  We’ll just have to take turns carrying 

her.” 
They then set off as quickly as they could.  They did not stop to rest or eat, as 

Tynx suspected they could reach Creekbend just after nightfall if they hurried.  He did 
not say whether or not Taryn had that kind of time.  Ozzie ended up carrying their 
supplies most of the way.  Taryn was a slim girl, but she was only a few inches shorter 
than Ozzie, who was not anywhere close to peak physical condition.  He was fit enough, 
but carrying another person for any distance, even over his shoulder, was too much for 
him.  It was then, for the first time in his life, that Tynx found himself truly thankful for 
his elven heritage and the extra strength and endurance it provided him. 

During this time, Taryn continued to slip in and out of delirious sleep.  She was 
convinced that she was being kidnapped by ogres or bandits or some such thing.  It was 
hard to tell with all of her disjointed rambling.  She was still too weak to fight, however, 
which made Tynx and Ozzie’s job much easier. 

Just as Tynx had predicted, completely exhausted but determined, they arrived at 
the gates to Creekbend about an hour after the sun had set.  The gates were closed, 
however, and Ozzie and Tynx had to bang on them for several minutes before anyone 
came to answer. 

“No entry after sundown!” barked a voice from the other side. 
“Please!” Ozzie called.  “We need help!  Our friend has been poisoned.” 
“Not my problem!” came the voice again.  “Come back in the morning.” 
“Listen, you fat pig!” Tynx said with such sudden vehemence that it made Ozzie 

jump back.  “If she dies, her blood will be on your hands!  We’ll come back in the 
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morning all right, and we’ll tell everyone how you let an innocent girl die.  Now open up 
this thrice-cursed door before I break it down!” 

“Alright!  Keep your jerkin on,” the voice replied, clearly taken aback by such a 
speech. 

A minute later, a small door inside of the massive gates opened and an older, 
bitter-looking man waved them through. 

“Thank you,” Ozzie barely breathed before Tynx cut in. 
“Where can we find a doctor?” 
“Ain’t no doctor here,” the old man replied.  “Best you’re gonna find is the local 

herbalist.  Her place is two streets over.  Got a sign above her shop.  Can’t miss it.” 
And they were off.  Just as the gatekeeper had said, the two boys had no trouble 

spotting the hanging sign with the image of a mortar and pestle and some sort of leafy 
sprig painted on it.  Ozzie banged on the door, calling for help, paying no attention to the 
neighbors, who were beginning to poke their heads out of windows to see what was 
causing such a commotion.  Finally, a light could be seen within, coming towards the 
door.  A middle aged woman with a long auburn plait down her back opened the door and 
waited.  She looked ready for a fight if someone had brought one to her door. 

“Please,” Tynx said, “help.  She ate some Dusty Reaper.” 
That was all the woman needed to hear.  Her expression changed instantly and she 

began giving orders. 
“Bring her inside.  Put her there on the sofa.  Light those lanterns.  More, I need to 

see.  How many did she have?  What did you give her?  How much?  How long?  
When?” 

The woman was already well into her work.  She tore through her cupboards, 
taking out various jars and bottles and whatnot.  She began combining ingredients, told 
Ozzie to crush them together into a paste, and pulled out a knife. 

“What’s that for?” Ozzie demanded to know. 
“Bloodletting,” the woman replied.  “The poison is in her veins, so we need to get 

rid of what we can.” 
“Are you crazy—” Ozzie began, unable to believe his ears. 
“Do you want her to die?” the woman demanded.  “If so, then I’ll stop, by all 

means.” 
“No, continue.  Do what you have to,” Tynx said. 
Ozzie worked on his task, all the while grumbling to Tynx.  Ozzie, being from the 

world he was, just knew something as archaic as bloodletting wouldn’t work.  He then 
went on a tirade about the advanced medical practices back home, and Tynx let him go 
on for as long as he liked.  It was all in one ear and out the other for the half-elf.  Even if 
he did understand it, he didn’t care just now. 

Another woman, this one much older, soon appeared and began to lend a hand.  
She moved much more slowly than the first, so she began giving directions as the 
younger one fetched and mixed. 
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“There’s nothing more you two can do,” the younger one said shortly.  “Get some 
rest.  We’ll let you know if there is news.” 

“Thank you, Miss…” Tynx said. 
“Fern.  My mother is Rose.” 
With that, she was gone.  Tynx and Ozzie did as she suggested and settled down 

there in the sitting room, just one room from the shop, and fell asleep.  They were both so 
fatigued that nothing woke them for a good many hours.  Not the constant movement of 
the two women, not the continual light either from lanterns or the sun, not even the 
occasional shopper that came and went once morning came.  It was only when another 
girl, much younger than Fern, shook the two boys awake that they finally rejoined the 
waking world. 

“Good morning,” the girl said kindly, setting down a tray of tea and scones.  “I’m 
Calla, Fern’s daughter.” 

“Good morning,” Ozzie replied quickly before asking, “How’s Taryn?” 
“Oh, that’s your friend’s name,” Calla replied.  “We didn’t even know.  Who are 

you two?” 
“I’m Ozzie, and this is Tynx.  Please, we really need to know how she is.” 
“It’s hard to tell.  You two should eat.” 
Neither Tynx nor Ozzie had much of an appetite, but they both had some tea and 

nibbled on a pair of scones.  Afterward, they went in search of Taryn.  They quickly 
discovered that she had been moved into Calla and Fern’s bedroom upstairs.  If anything, 
she looked worse than she had before, and that only worried them more.  Taryn looked 
deathly pale and her breathing was shallow, but she twitched as if chased by nightmares 
as she slept. 

“Taryn,” Ozzie began, sitting down on the side of the bed.  “Can you hear me?”  
She didn’t respond and Ozzie tried again, “Hey, you need to fight this off.  Okay?  
Because…I…Please, Ryn.” 

His voice trailed off.  Clearly it was too difficult for him to continue.  Tynx 
suggested that they try and find something useful to do to keep their minds off of Taryn.  
Ozzie agreed easily, and they went off in search of either Fern or Rose. 

 
“You want something to do?” Rose said with a half smile, as she watered an 

endless collection of plants out in the courtyard.  She chuckled and said, “How much 
time do you have, lads?” 

“We’ll take anything you have for us, ma’am,” Tynx said softly. 
Rose stopped her watering and approached the two boys.  Putting a hand on 

Tynx’s cheek, she spoke warmly. 
“Don’t fret, dearie.  We’re doing everything we can for her.” 
Tynx and Ozzie nodded, but said nothing. 
“Go see Fern.  She’ll give you a laundry list if that’s what you need.” 
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And Fern did indeed have more than a few tasks to help Tynx and Ozzie occupy 
themselves.  Bits of the roof needed to be re-thatched, and there were weeds to be pulled 
out in the garden.  There were other repairs that needed to be done throughout the house, 
linens could be aired out, dusting could be done, the shop could be organized, and, last 
but not least, there was laundry to be washed.  Both boys dove into their tasks, stuffing 
their pockets with the leftover scones for snacking on in between jobs.  By the end of the 
day, the house was looking brighter inside and out.  Fern came to fetch the two inside just 
as they were finishing repainting the sign outside. 

“That looks very nice,” Fern said with a smile. 
Ozzie, who was on top of Tynx’s shoulders, looked down with a proud smile and 

said, “It’s not as easy as it looks, you know, staying inside the lines.” 
Fern’s smile widened and she replied, “I’m sure Taryn will agree.” 
“Is she up?” Ozzie asked, nearly toppling off his half-elf perch. 
“She’s awake now, and lucid, but I can’t say how long she’ll be that way.” 
Ozzie scrambled down Tynx, and the two hurried inside and up the stairs, nearly 

running over the cat, Nip, in the process.  They burst into the room like a couple of small 
rhinos and saw Taryn turn her head towards them weakly. 

“Ryn!” Ozzie exclaimed, running forward.  “Oh man, you’re okay.  How do you 
feel?” 

“Terrible,” she managed to whisper. 
“Do you know where you are?” Ozzie asked.  “We had to carry you the whole 

way.  Tynx did most of it.” 
“Wuss,” she said, and turned to the half-elf, who had been hanging back.  

“Tynx?” 
He stepped forward, practically hanging his head. 
“Dude, what’s up?” Ozzie asked. 
“Taryn,” he began, “I…I’m so sorry.  I should have told you…about the 

mushrooms.  I should have given Ozzie better instructions.  I—” 
“What do you mean?” she asked suddenly. 
“I was supposed to be your guide, and you…you almost died.” 
“Wait a sec!” Ozzie exclaimed.  “You told me we weren’t playing the blame 

game.” 
“We’re not, I’m taking responsibility.” 
And there he waited, waited for something, for the anger to rise, for the yelling 

and insults to start.  None of this occurred, however.  Ozzie and Taryn just looked at him 
for a long moment.  Finally, after a full minute, Ozzie piped up again. 

“Tynx, everyone makes mistakes.  We can’t expect you to watch over us like little 
kids.  I mean, I should have paid attention, and Taryn, well, she should know better than 
to eat strange mushrooms.” 

Taryn pushed Ozzie weakly at that, but the corners of her mouth were playing at a 
smile. 
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“No one here is going to punish you, dude.  Relax.” 
Taryn then motioned weakly for Tynx to come closer, which he did.  She grasped 

his hand in her own and gave it a tiny squeeze. 
“Thank you…for saving my life,” she said. 
Tynx smiled a little and gave her hand a return squeeze.  After that, Taryn said 

she wanted to sleep again, so Ozzie and Tynx left her. 
On their way back down the stairs, Ozzie said, “You really shouldn’t be so hard 

on yourself.  Not everything falls on you.” 
Tynx did not reply, but only made a noise of acknowledgement.  This was strange 

for him.  All his life people had been hard on him, and he believed it was because he was 
a half-breed, yet it was somehow still his fault.  Suddenly, these two, strange humans had 
appeared, and they needed him.  He had been terrified that they would spurn him after 
this, but they hadn’t, despite how disastrous it almost was.  And why was Taryn 
so…okay with it?  The tempestuous redhead had seemed relieved more than anything.  
They had told him the opposite of what he had expected, and he wasn’t sure what to think 
of it, other than the fact that he was thankful.  Still, he couldn’t completely let go of the 
dark thoughts that rolled around in his head. 

The two boys shared a delicious dinner with Calla, Fern, and Rose that night.  It 
was warm and friendly, despite the heated debate Tynx and Fern got into over the proper 
use of some random root that Ozzie couldn’t care less about.  Fern won, and Tynx 
learned something new.  They were given a proper place to sleep that night in the attic, 
which they had just helped clean that day, and they slept like rocks until a the banging of 
a broom handle on the ceiling below awoke them the next morning. 

 
A few more days passed, and Taryn got progressively better.  There were a few 

scary moments when she would wake up and seem to have forgotten important details, 
like who Ozzie was or where they were, but Rose told them it was just the poison 
working its way out of her system.  Tynx was especially fascinated by the measures the 
three women had taken to heal their friend—what he didn’t tell Ozzie was that almost no 
one escaped eating the Dusty Reaper mushrooms unscathed—and he began having long 
discussions with the three women, eager to learn more about their craft. 

Meanwhile, neighbors had begun to come by and inquire about the three strange 
visitors, and it was Ozzie who often ended up giving explanations.  Of course, he never 
gave them the full story, but he loved it nonetheless.  The people here in this small 
village, simple as they were, drew him to them.  It wasn’t just because being in the little 
village was like living inside a role-playing game, minus the monsters and battles, though 
that was true, but because of the strong sense of community that was there.  Everyone 
knew everyone else, and they all helped one another out.  It was necessary in a place this 
small and remote, and it created a warm and welcoming environment.  On the other hand, 
the people of Creekbend were endlessly amused by the young man with the ceaseless 
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smile, and it wasn’t long before it felt like the little group had been there much longer 
than the week and a half that eventually passed. 

When Taryn was finally able to come downstairs to eat, a large crowd of people 
she had never seen before were gathered in the little dining room, and they all burst into 
applause and cheers when she appeared.  Her surprise was so much that Tynx and Ozzie 
had to keep her from falling back when her weak legs gave out on her at that moment.  
The two boys gave her a quick, happy explanation and began making the introductions.  
The town leader’s wife was there, as well as the butcher, who had brought a magnificent 
ham for everyone to share.  The grumpy, old gatekeeper, who was really very friendly 
once you got to know him, and the milliner, plus countless others, had all come.  Word 
had spread like wildfire through the little community about the two lads who had raced 
across the marshes to save their friend, and everyone wanted a piece of the celebration.  
There was much eating and talking that night, and Ozzie didn’t think he had ever seen 
Taryn smile so much.  She had been smiling a lot lately, though he couldn’t be sure if it 
was from some lasting effects of the mushrooms.  The night went on jovially, but Taryn 
didn’t have the strength to stay for all of it.  Halfway through, Fern ended up taking her 
back to bed. 

Taryn began to recover even more quickly after that, having finished her battle 
against the toxin.  Ozzie and Tynx continued to help around the house and began lending 
themselves out to other neighbors as well, who were all very glad for the help.  The 
village’s founding festival was fast approaching, and everyone was busy getting ready for 
it.  Stalls and tents were being pitched in the village square, people were getting geared 
up to compete in contests, and everyone was getting their best clothes out to wear.  The 
three companions had already been asked to judge several competitions, as they were all 
unbiased.  Ozzie immediately accepted the task of judging a number of food contests.  
None of them were invited to compete, however, as the competitions were only open to 
village members.  When the day of the founding festival finally came, Taryn was very 
nearly back to full health, and they knew they would have to leave the next day.  They 
had lost so much time already, but they really couldn’t bear to miss such a celebration. 
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Chapter 11 
 
The founding festival was the most amazing thing that any of them had ever 

experienced.  From the moment the sun peeked over the horizon, the village began to 
move like a clock, every piece working and doing its part for the good of the whole.  
Taryn, Tynx, and Ozzie were all woken by the sound of people setting up in the village 
square.  It was practically a holiday there in Creekbend, so Rose, her daughter, and 
grand-daughter were able to take time and enjoy a leisurely breakfast with their guests.  
Taryn even volunteered to help cook, which really spoke to what a good mood she was 
in.  The six of them ate together and then took their time getting ready to go out. 

“Do you think we’ll be able to buy anything here?” Ozzie asked hopefully, as he 
changed into a clean shirt. 

Taryn, who was behind an old changing screen, replied, “I wish, but we don’t 
exactly have disposable income.” 

“Yeah, I know, but it’d be nice.” 
“What would you buy?” Taryn asked, followed by, “I’m dressed.  Can I come out 

now?” 
“Yeah, we’re mostly decent,” Tynx joked. 
“I don’t know,” Ozzie said, “some sort of souvenir?” 
“How about a shirt that says, ‘Someone I know went to Creekbend, and all I got 

was this lousy tee shirt’.” 
“That was really lame, Ryn.” 
“Whatever.  At least I’m not a nerd like you,” she said, giving him a playful bump 

as she walked by. 
“Geek.  The preferred term is geek.” 
“Ozzie, don’t you have a pie competition to be judging soon?” Tynx cut in. 
Ozzie looked out the window, down to the town square, and jumped.  He was 

late!  Within a matter of moments, all three were running out of the house at full speed, 
Ozzie running fastest of all. 

The day couldn’t have been better.  The weather was good, the food was 
unbelievable, and there was fun to be had for each and every person in the village.  Ozzie 
took his responsibilities as judge very seriously, and enjoyed every bit of the decision-
making process.  By the end of the day he had tasted eleven kinds of pie, four types of 
sausage, twenty-three preserve samples, nine different stews, and seventeen varieties of 
bread, and he could have died happy right then and there.  Meanwhile, Taryn helped 
judge an arts and crafts competition and presented a number of athletic competitors with 
their prizes.  Tynx had volunteered to do a magic show, which was a hit with audience 
members young and old.  After the show, he caught a few people staring at him and 
whispering behind their hands with big smiles on their faces. 

“Hey, I thought no one liked half-elves,” Ozzie whispered to Tynx at one point, as 
they politely waved to a group of giggling young girls. 
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“You don’t see it nearly as much in little places like this,” he replied easily—all 
the positive attention was certainly helping him deal with the ugly subject they were 
discussing.  “Out here, people don’t care as much about that sort of thing if you prove 
yourself to be good, hard-working, and honest.  I’ve seen the judgment in a few places 
here.  It still matters to people, but I think our epic story and contributions have helped 
most of them forget about it.  The rest are in the minority, so they haven’t said anything.” 

Ozzie nodded and said, “Let’s go find Taryn.  Things look like they’re wrapping 
up.” 

They found her sitting under a tree, taking a moment to catch her breath. 
“I’m going to miss it here,” she said as soon as the two boys came near.  “Your 

country isn’t so bad, Tynx.” 
The half-elf laughed and said, “Thanks!  Think you might stay here a while 

longer?” 
“Eh, just as long as they don’t run out of redberries.” 
The two boys helped her to her feet, and they headed back into the crowds, only 

to find that the festival was not winding down at all, but moving onto a new set of 
activities.  The center of the square was being cleared of debris and a few tents, and a 
group of musicians were setting up on the stage where Taryn had presented awards 
earlier. 

Taryn was really impressed with how the village was going all out, and she was 
glad they had come to Creekbend when they had, save for the reason why they had had to 
come.  She was alive and thrilled about it.  She was so thankful for that, everything else 
seemed insignificant for the time being.  Plus, she was discovering wonderful things 
about this place they were stuck in, which surprised her.  The people made up a big part 
of that, and she was thankful for them, too. 

The village square was cleared within half an hour, and the musicians, who had 
been tuning up in the meantime, wasted no time in getting started.  After the first few 
measures, Taryn’s ears perked up and she began to smile widely. 

“What?” Ozzie asked quizzically. 
“It’s…it’s like Irish music,” she replied, looking over at the musicians. 
“But, Taryn, there’s no Ireland here.” 
“I know.  It’s not exactly like it, but it’s similar enough.  I like it.” 
Ozzie then listened carefully and realized that the bouncy rhythms and airy sound 

of the instruments did sound like some of the Celtic music he remembered hearing in 
Taryn’s household.  As he was thinking, he saw Tynx bend down and whisper in Taryn’s 
ear.  He was wearing a big smile, and Taryn grinned and nodded.  Then they disappeared.  
People had begun to dance in the square, and a moment later, Ozzie was shocked to see 
Taryn in the crowd with Tynx, dancing! 

Taryn could tell from the start that this was going to be fun.  She loved the music 
that reminded her so much of her native Ireland, and it brought back memories from 
when she and her entire family would get together and dance in her house.  Tynx held her 
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by the hands as they spun, pounded their feet, and stepped across the ground.  After some 
time, as they were skipping across the square, Taryn spotted Ozzie pass by.  He had also 
joined the dance and was holding onto Calla’s hands.  Taryn laughed and, for a while, she 
was able to forget that they were even in a strange land at all. 

 
“Where did you learn to dance like that?” Tynx asked breathlessly, as they made 

their way back to Rose’s house. 
“I learned from my family,” she replied.  “We all dance like that.” 
Tynx laughed and said, “How many injuries are there?” 
“Ryn, remember when we were little and we tried learning to Irish step dance 

together?” Ozzie said with a grin. 
Taryn suddenly broke into a wave of laughter and said, “Yes!  And you knocked 

my mum’s favorite shamrocks off the table and broke the pot!  There was dirt 
everywhere!” 

“How long have you two known each other?” Tynx asked. 
“Forever,” Taryn replied. 
“My mom was on a vacation in Ireland where she met Taryn’s.  They were pen 

pals for a while until Taryn’s parents immigrated to America after they were married.  
We grew up together,” Ozzie explained.  “In our sophomore year of high school, 
though—” 

And then the two teens stared at each other blankly.  A wall of tension fell 
between them so think it seemed almost tangible. 

“Taryn stopped talking to me,” Ozzie said quietly, looking away from her. 
“Don’t blame me for that,” she hissed, suddenly looking very angry.  “It’s not my 

fault.” 
Ozzie shot her an angry glance, but said nothing.  The three then walked back to 

the shop in silence, the energy between them crackling in the night air.  All the happiness 
that had been there not seconds before had evaporated instantly. 

 
Tynx opened his eyes as the sound of someone padding softly across the room 

roused him from sleep.  He looked around and saw that Taryn was missing from her 
pallet nearby.  Getting up, he headed down the attic steps, down to the bottom floor of the 
house, and saw the front door close silently.  He followed quickly and then tracked the 
footprints left in the dirt and grass outside down to the creek that flowed a little ways 
from Rose’s house.  There he found Taryn sitting behind a large rock.  She was staring up 
at the moon and stars and failed to turn even after the half-elf purposely made himself 
heard. 

“Taryn,” he said quietly.  “Are you alright?” 
“No,” she replied simply. 
He sat down next to her and looked at her with soft eyes, but said nothing.  If she 

wanted to talk, she would.  She didn’t reply for a long time, but Tynx knew he needed to 
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at least stay, so he sat there looking down to the grass between his feet.  When she finally 
spoke, it was strained, and he could tell she was nearly to her breaking point. 

“I blame him.  I blame him for everything that happened.”  It was at this point that 
tears began to flow and mingle with her words, and as she continued, she only cried 
harder:  “It was his idea, Ozzie’s.  He wanted to go on a boating trip with his dad and my 
dad…and my little brother, Kael.  Kael was…Kael was Kyla’s twin brother.  My dad 
couldn’t go, so it was just the three of them.  There was an accident…something 
happened…I don’t know what.  Their boat crashed and only Ozzie came back.  He came 
back, but not his dad and not…not Kael.  He was only five years old, and he died!  Why?  
What did they do to make their boat crash?  Why did only Ozzie come back?  And it’s 
horrible…I’m horrible…because he was my best friend, and I wished…I wish…that their 
places had been switched, that Kael had come back and not…And not…I wish Ozzie had 
died instead…” 

With this, Taryn’s voice was lost in a tumult of racking, hiccupping sobs.  She 
would have collapsed and crumpled into a little heap had Tynx not taken it upon himself 
to gather her up in his arms and hold her.  Taryn clutched to his shirt and buried her head 
into his chest, as if she wanted to disappear from the world, her whimpers lost in fabric 
and flesh.  Tynx’s empathetic intuition allowed him to see Taryn’s pain to some small 
extent, but even just that was enough to show him how deeply she was hurting.  It was a 
wound deep inside of her heart that she had nursed, and it had grown infected with 
bitterness and remorse.  She had covered it over with gauzes of sarcasm and cynicism, 
not to heal, but to grow more and more malignant.  As Tynx felt the vague reflection of 
her own pain within his heart, he pulled her closer, holding her tightly but so tenderly, 
tangling his fingers in her hair as he pressed her to him.  He suddenly realized that Taryn 
needed help.  Maybe not him specifically, but she needed someone to depend on while 
she carried this burden, and he was willing to be that person. 

Taryn sobbed there for a long time, neither of them knew for how long, and 
neither of them moved.  She didn’t care what happened or who saw.  She had opened a 
floodgate that had been closed up for far too long, and now there was nothing she could 
do to stop the deluge of her feelings even if she wanted to.  It seemed that, somehow, 
Tynx understood too.  She wasn’t really sure if that was true, but he was there for her.  
He was there with her.  She didn’t need him to say anything.  She didn’t want to him to 
try to fix her or make it better because she wasn’t even sure she wanted it to be better.  
She just wanted him to hear her and not run away or judge her. 

 
The next morning, as they packed up their things, almost nothing seemed any 

different.  The same tension that had hung in the air the night before was here again, and 
all was quiet.  When Taryn looked at Tynx, however, she saw him differently than she 
had previously. 

After Taryn had sobbed all over him for what seemed like hours, she had finally 
gathered enough courage to look at him.  She was scared of what he might see when she 
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did.  Would it be disgust?  Pity?  She couldn’t bear it if it was pity.  There was nothing 
like that, however.  When Taryn looked into Tynx’s eyes, she saw hope.  At least, that 
was the only word she could think of when she considered it later.  It was like a light 
deep inside of him meant just for her, and it comforted her for some reason.  That was 
why she called it hope.  She felt she could trust him when she saw that light, and it 
calmed her anguished heart.  She had thanked him in simple words before silently 
heading back to the house.  Ozzie had snored the whole way through everything, and the 
two had returned to their own pallets. 

Nothing was said of either incident all that morning while they said their 
goodbyes.  Rose, Fern, and Calla packed Tynx’s bag full of remedies, herbs, a few books, 
and an assortment of other items.  Tynx thanked the women for all the knowledge they 
had shared, and Taryn exchanged embraces with them all, the unspoken, endless thanks 
in her tone and eyes.  Ozzie was rather downcast during the whole thing—he was clearly 
upset to be leaving such a wonderful place and such wonderful people—but he did his 
best to smile and assure everyone that they would be safe.  Tynx tried to pay the 
herbalists for their services, but was refused.  Rose told him they had paid their debt 
through their hard work, and Tynx thanked them again.  Others from the village came to 
the farewell gathering as well, each bestowing some small token of their own for the 
three travelers.  Tynx promised to return when they could, and both Ozzie and Taryn felt 
a stone of guilt deep in their stomachs.  If things went the way they were meant to, they 
would never return to Creekbend.  The time finally came for them to set off, and it 
seemed as if the entire village was present to watch as they departed through the gates, 
down the little hill, and away. 

 
Despite the bittersweet event of leaving Creekbend, the tension emanating from 

Taryn and Ozzie remained, causing for a silent journey out.  It was mid-morning before 
anyone said anything, and it was Ozzie who spoke first. 

“Taryn,” he began carefully. 
“Yes?” she replied flatly. 
“I’m sorry for bringing things up last night that I shouldn’t have, and I’m sorry for 

letting you get involved in that, Tynx.” 
“Don’t worry about it,” the half-elf replied with a smile.  “No harm done.” 
Taryn didn’t reply for a few minutes, but she did finally speak with a tone that 

was soft and serious, “Don’t worry about it, Ozzie.  It’s just…it’s just too hard to talk 
about.  Just…please don’t bring it up again.  Okay?” 

“Yeah,” Ozzie sighed.  “No problem.” 
 
Carter’s Way was the next destination on the map.  They had reached the fork 

where the road split off towards the town and decided to camp there for the night.  As 
they looked over the map the next morning, they began to question whether they really 
needed to make the stop.  After all the time they had just lost and with all the fresh 
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supplies they had received, it seemed a little unnecessary.  If they skipped it, they would 
reach the next milestone on the map, the capital city of Leleplar, Sunrise Tower, at least 
three days sooner.  The only drawback was that it meant they would be traveling through 
wilderness for a day during that part of the trip. 

“If it’s just one day, what’s the big deal?” Ozzie asked. 
“I’m just not sure it’s a risk I want to take,” Tynx replied, furrowing his brow. 
“It will be faster in the long run though,” Taryn added. 
Tynx sighed and said, “I suppose we can.” 
Ozzie was all for it and got up to start packing up camp, but Taryn hung back.  

She had heard the reluctance in Tynx’s voice. 
“You don’t think it’s a good idea?” she said softly. 
“I…After everything, I just don’t want to take any chances,” Tynx said softly. 
“Then say that,” Taryn said more brusquely than she had meant to.  She then took 

a deep breath and added gently, “We need your input to stay safe because we have no 
idea what we’re doing.  Please, take charge and do what you think is best.” 

Tynx nodded and thought hard to himself.  After a full minute he finally spoke. 
“We’ll go straight to Sunrise Tower.” 
“You’re sure?” Taryn asked. 
Tynx gave her a reassuring smile and replied, “Yes.  It’s just one day, and I think 

we’ll be able to handle anything that might come along.” 
Taryn looked unsure, but agreed.  She then began to help Ozzie pack up camp, 

and they set off within the hour. 
 
As they traveled, the terrain around them became more and more sparse.  The 

trees around them shrunk to scraggly bushes and shrubs, and tall grasses extended as far 
as the eye could see.  Tynx liked this better than any of the other lands they had 
encountered so far.  He said that if anyone were out to get them, they’d be able to see 
them coming.  He was able to relax a bit more now, and that raised both Taryn and 
Ozzie’s spirits.  Boulders began to appear in the distance as they progressed, and these 
made for very good shelter at night.  By the end of their second day of traveling, morale 
was higher than it had been in a long while.  Everyone was convinced that this was the 
best leg of the trip so far. 

Things only got better from then on.  Two nights later, after they had set up camp 
beneath two large boulders, Ozzie and Tynx were feeling particularly confident, so they 
decided to go hunting and shake up the usual menu. 

“Ozzie, you don’t know how to hunt,” Taryn pointed out offhandedly, as she went 
about unpacking her pallet for the night. 

“So?  Tynx does.  How hard can it be?” Then, switching into caveman mode, 
Ozzie said, “We hunt.  You cook.  Make big fire for big meat.” 

“Tynx, don’t feel obligated or anything, but you might want to make sure he 
doesn’t get killed.” 
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Not long after that, the two boys set off.  Taryn knew they probably wouldn’t find 
more than a few skinny jackrabbits, and killing any with night fast approaching would be 
a real feat.  Still, she smiled to herself and went about getting a fire ready…just in case.  
It was just after dusk when she thought she heard them coming back. 

“So did you actually catch anything?” she asked, getting some bread and cheese 
out of her pack. 

Something like a deep-throated whine was the only response she received.  Taryn 
stopped dead and turned her head slowly in the direction of the noise.  There, partially 
shrouded by the growing darkness, was a large form standing not fifteen feet away.  Its 
yellow eyes peered at her, glowing in the darkness.  Taryn was unsure whether or not she 
should move.  The creature, whatever it was, whined again and took several steps 
forward.  Taryn remembered the food she was holding and slowly lobbed it towards the 
animal, hoping it would eat and leave.  It was a bad toss, and the bread and cheese landed 
midway between her and the creature. 

Crap. 
The creature approached tentatively, but practically inhaled the food so quickly 

that Taryn swallowed hard at the thought of her own chances with it.  She could see it 
completely now that it was so close, and it only frightened her more because she had 
never seen anything like it before. 

The creature had a triangular head that was similar to a fox’s, but its chest was 
very deep.  It was much larger than either of those, however.  Its body was shaped like a 
lion’s, which explained the enormous size, and it had front feet like those of an eagle, 
while the back end resembled a wolf’s more than anything. 

After the creature was done eating, it lifted its huge head and looked at Taryn 
pitifully.  She thought it might be a griffon, but it didn’t look right.  The ghostly griffon 
they had encountered at Gablebrink was able to speak, and it had been strictly like the 
myths said: Half eagle, half lion, wings included.  This creature was not that by any 
means. 

“You want some more?” she asked nervously, reaching into her pack and pulling 
out an entire loaf of bread. 

She held it out for the creature, who gladly ate from her shaking hands.  After 
finishing, the animal began to nuzzle Taryn gently with its head.  She felt as if she might 
offend the affectionate being if she ignored it, so she carefully began to scratch it behind 
his ears.  The creature clearly enjoyed this and began to bask in the attention, allowing its 
tongue to loll out.  Seeing this, Taryn began to relax. 

“You’re not so bad are you?  No, you’re a good…um…whatever you are.” 
This continued for a few minutes.  The animal licked Taryn’s arms and hands, and 

she grew more and more comfortable with it, wondering if it were maybe some strange 
breed of dog.  At one point, however, the animal looked up sharply and let out a low 
growl.  Taryn turned to see Ozzie and Tynx standing there.  They were standing 
completely still and looking desperately at Taryn for an explanation. 
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“Hiiiiiii,” she tried to say as casually as she could, as she got up slowly and 
walked over to the two boys.  “I’m glad you’re back.  No dinner I see.  That’s 
oooookay…buddies.” 

Taryn made a very elaborate show of demonstrating how much she liked the two 
newcomers, putting her hands on their shoulders and the like.  Both Ozzie and Tynx 
nodded but said nothing.  Taryn went back to her spot and continued to scratch the 
animal’s head.  The creature relaxed after a few moments, but kept a wary eye on the two 
boys. 

“So…Taryn…who’s your new friend?” Ozzie asked carefully, sitting a little ways 
from the two. 

“I don’t really know,” Taryn replied.  “He came looking for food and took a 
liking to me.” 

“Great.  Any idea what he is?” Ozzie pressed. 
“It’s an enfield,” Tynx said in wonder.  Both Taryn and Ozzie looked at him 

curiously as he added, “I’ve never seen one in real life.” 
“A what?” Ozzie asked. 
Tynx took a moment to collect himself and explained, “He’s a purebred guard 

dog.” 
“He’s not exactly what I would call a purebred anything,” Taryn said, “though he 

is cute.  Wait, how do you know it’s a he?  Maybe it’s a girl.” 
“Females are slightly smaller and have a sandier coloration on the heads.  The 

males are always that bold red color,” Tynx explained.  “And he’s not the purebred, you 
must be.” 

Taryn smiled and said proudly, “Full-blooded Irish, but what does that have to do 
with anything?” 

“An enfield will only attach themselves to someone from a pure line, which is 
why they’re so rare.  They mostly live with elves, but he must have chosen you as his 
charge instead.” 

“Chosen me?” 
“If an enfield is ownerless, unless they’re given to a new pure blooded master, 

they’ll search out one on their own.  Once they’ve made their choice, they’ll never 
abandon him...or her.  They’re fiercely protective and very faithful.  Smart too.” 

“Wait, how do you know all this?” Ozzie asked. 
“My mother, she was the elf, had one growing up.  She used to tell me all about 

them, but I never thought I’d get to see one.” 
“So what are you going to do with him, Ryn,” Ozzie asked curiously. 
“I guess I’ll have to keep him,” she said with a smile. 
“So you made a big fuss over Tynx coming along with us, but you’re going to let 

some wild animal join us just like that?” 
The enfield began to growl as Ozzie raised his voice at Taryn. 
“Sorry, never mind.” 
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The enfield laid back down and Taryn said playfully, “You’re going to need a 
name, aren’t you.  How about Heinz?  He’s all mixed up, like a Heinz 57.” 

“Sure, whatever you want,” Tynx replied—he had gotten used to not always 
knowing what the other two were talking about. 

“Works for me,” Ozzie agreed.  “Just as long as he doesn’t eat me.” 
“What do they eat?” Taryn asked Tynx. 
“Anything,” he replied.  “They’re really good hunters too, so he’ll be able to feed 

himself most of the time.  You could have him hunt for us too.” 
“Yes!” Ozzie exclaimed.  Finally, some real food!” 
Taryn smiled and scratched Heinz’s neck affectionately.  She suddenly felt much 

better about this trip. 
That night, as they were all were settling down to sleep—they were foregoing the 

tent again since the weather was so nice—Heinz insisted on sleeping next to Taryn, 
which she was fine with now that she knew just what he was.  It was clear even now that 
the large, furry creature was to be a permanent part of the party. 
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Chapter 12 
 
The group made it to Sunrise Tower easily after another two days of traveling.  

Long before they reached the actual city, however, they could see the great white 
monolith that was Sunrise Tower’s namesake.  It was a huge spire of white quartz, 
unmarred by any human or creature.  Around the tower spread the great city, descending 
slowly down a gigantic mound of earth.  Various governmental buildings were located in 
the center around the tower, followed closely by the most expensive homes in the entire 
city.  From there it was a jumble of shops, clumps of neighborhoods, and eateries.  The 
cobblestone streets snaked out and around in every direction like a spider’s web, reaching 
out even to the outlying farms beyond the city walls.  The cobblestone paving didn’t stop 
until the edge of the most remote farm. 

“They like to make sure every citizen has a proper path to get to the city.  It’s 
supposed to help commerce or some such thing,” Tynx explained. 

“It’s incredible!” Ozzie said in wonder as he and the others gazed down at the city 
from the next hill over. 

Tynx said nothing after that besides a small noise of acknowledgement.  It was 
nearly dusk while they stood there, so the group decided to camp where they were and 
just head into the city the next day.  Watching the light from the setting sun turn the 
quartz monument a fiery orange was breathtaking, and Tynx told them the sunrise was 
even more beautiful. 

“We should probably make sure to try and collect any information we can about 
Vurnal’s attacks while we’re in town,” Taryn suggested that night as the three were 
eating dinner, a couple of roast pheasants that Heinz had caught. 

“We’ll need a cover story,” Ozzie said. 
“Good point, but what do we say?” 
“Tynx,” Ozzie asked, “what’s the best way to ask about disappearing magical 

creatures?”  The half-elf did not reply at first, so Ozzie said again, “Tynx?” 
“Hmm, what?” he asked, startled out of whatever thoughts he had been lost in. 
“We need to get information about Vurnal,” Ozzie said.  “How do we do that 

without looking suspicious?” 
“Find the ones that like to gossip,” Tynx replied simply. 
“How do we know which ones they are?” Taryn asked. 
“They’ll be easy to spot, trust me,” Tynx replied. 
He was being far too quiet.  Taryn and Ozzie exchanged glances but said nothing.  

Conversation was light for the rest of the evening and the three soon decided to get some 
rest. 

 
Like clockwork, the great stone gates to the city opened as soon as the first rays of 

sunlight peeked over the horizon.  When those first rays hit the quartz tower, there was a 
flash of light bright enough to temporarily blind the three young people who watched 
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from their hilltop perch.  Once the initial sunburst was over, the tower gradually began to 
glow brighter and brighter, prismatic hues reflecting off of its many facets as the sun 
made its slow ascent.  Tynx had been right; this was worth getting up early for.  They 
could not stay and watch all morning, however. 

The three had taken inventory of their supplies the night before, so they had a 
pretty good idea of what they would need to purchase.  Their hope was to be able to 
bargain for better prices since there were bound to be competing merchants there.  The 
group filed slowly through the gates with a number of other early morning visitors—
mostly farmers and other vendors hoping to sell their goods in town.  The guardsmen at 
the gate were scrupulously watching the people enter, nodding after familiar faces and 
occasionally stopping strangers.  The trio was one group that was stopped. 

“Oy, you three.  State your name and your business here,” a guardsman barked. 
“Taryn, Ozzie, Tynx…and Heinz” Taryn replied, pointing at each person and the 

faithful enfield after he had nudged her legs.  “We’re just passing through to buy 
supplies.” 

“What’s an enfield doing traveling with the likes of you, halfie?” the man 
demanded, gesturing at Tynx. 

This got the attention of another guard there, who laughed and said, “Aspiring to 
new heights, are we?” 

The two men guffawed loudly, causing others around them to notice and begin to 
laugh as well.  Tynx’s face was flushed and his eyes were downcast, but he said nothing. 

“The enfield’s mine,” Taryn snarled, her eyes flashing angrily. 
“Oh, we got a live one here,” the first guard said.  “You don’t expect me to 

believe that do you, lass?”  His tone took on a more serious note as he said, “Now, you’d 
best tell me who you stole the creature from, or I’ll be forced to take more forceful 
measures.” 

His hand was on the hilt of his sword and there was no mistaking the steely glint 
of a soldier in his eyes.  It was just then, however, that Heinz swept round Taryn’s legs 
and came to the front of the group.  With his head lowered and legs taught, he let out a 
deep, spine-chilling growl that seemed to start down at his tail and grew until it reached 
his throat.  The guard instantly stepped back and exchanged glances with his closest 
comrade.  Taryn put a hand on the creature’s head and stroked it gently, staring hard at 
the men. 

“Very well,” one of them finally said.  “Move along, but don’t cause any trouble.” 
Ozzie was the only one who would dignify the command with a response—a 

quick head bob and “yes, sir”—before hurrying away with the rest of his party.  Taryn 
was muttering a number of oaths and curses under her breath as they walked, so Ozzie 
decided to leave her alone for the moment. 

“Tynx, dude, you shouldn’t listen to stuff like that.  They just don’t understand.” 
“What’s there to understand?” Tynx replied softly.  “I’m neither elf nor human, 

not good enough for either race.” 
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“But why should that matter?  Your parents love each other.  Just because—” 
“Drop it, Ozzie!” Tynx suddenly snapped.  His tone was harsh enough to make 

even Taryn jump, and he added, “Nobody cares about any of that.  Different races aren’t 
supposed to mix.  You don’t see elves and dwarves getting married or dragons and 
unicorns mating, do you?  It’s not supposed to happen, and you’re the only ones that 
don’t seem to get that.” 

“Tynx,” Taryn said softly. 
He ignored her and began to storm off. 
“Tynx!  Where are you going?” she called after him. 
“To a tavern.” 
Taryn and Ozzie watched as their friend hurried away, pulling the hood of his 

cloak up over his head as he went. 
“How are we going to find him?” Taryn asked. 
“Hopefully he’ll stay at the tavern…wherever that is.”  He then sighed and added, 

“It’d be kind of nice to have cell phones right about now.” 
“Yeah.  Well, if he’s the only half-elf around, maybe that’ll help us.” 
Ozzie nodded, and the two then walked off to attend to their tasks.  They were all 

business that day, no joking, no chatting, nothing except bargaining and buying.  The 
merchants here were harder nosed than any they had met so far and not many of them 
were willing to cut any sort of deal. 

“The prices are what they are.  If you don’t like it, you can take your money 
elsewhere,” was what one particularly gruff shopkeeper told them. 

Even Taryn’s best attempts at charm had little effect.  Apparently these people 
had seen it all.  By the end of the day, they two had replenished their goods, but their 
purses were much lighter than they had originally hoped they would be. 

“We’d better get to Tymeras soon, or else we’ll have to start depending on the 
unintentional charity of strangers,” Ozzie said, trying to get a smile out of somber Taryn. 

“I know,” was all she said. 
Heinz then made his equivalent to a bark—it was more like a deep, rumbling 

chittering sound than anything else—and nudged his mistress’ hand with his nose. 
“Oh, of course, baby.  We’ll let you hunt for us.  That’s a bit of silver lining, isn’t 

it, Oz?” 
“Yeah…”  Ozzie was suddenly looking down at Heinz with a thoughtful look on 

his face.  “You don’t really feel like searching every tavern for Tynx, do you, Ryn?” 
“I’d rather not.  Why?” 
“You think Heinz could hunt him down?” 
“Good idea!  Heinz, honey, can you sniff out Uncle Tynx for Mummy?” 
The enfield barked again and began to wag his tail, happy to be of use. 
“You know, he’s bigger than me,” Ozzie said.  “You don’t need to treat him like a 

baby.” 
“He’s my baby!” Taryn objected, stooping down to hug her bodyguard. 
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Heinz happily licked her face, while Taryn cooed about what a sweet enfield he 
was.  Ozzie just rolled his eyes. 

“You’ve got a dog.  You should understand,” Taryn said, standing back up and 
starting back to where Tynx had parted ways with them. 

“Yeah, but Timber’s a man’s dog.  Never has he been called ‘baby’ or ‘honey’.  
Among dogs, he’s a mighty warrior.  He’s—” 

“Afraid of thunder.” 
“What?” 
“He runs and hides anytime there’s a storm.” 
“He knows well enough not to challenge the forces of nature.” 
Taryn rolled her eyes and cooed over Heinz one last time.  They reached the spot 

where they had lost Tynx, and Taryn set the creature on his task.  Heinz found the scent 
easily and began to trot off in the direction Tynx had gone.  Taryn and Ozzie followed.  
After a while, the two began to worry about just how far Tynx had walked.  The 
neighborhoods looked to be getting more and more run down, and there seemed to be 
shady characters hanging out in every alleyway.  Several of them were clearly sizing the 
group up, but one look at Heinz inspired them to find another mark.  After an hour or so 
of walking, they finally stopped in front of a very dodgy looking tavern. 

The windows were all greased over; only the distorted light of candles from 
within shone through.  The stone that made up the building, like the other buildings 
around it, were blackened with grime, and the sign that hung from the post above looked 
ready to fall off its hinges. 

“The Carrion Crow,” Ozzie read sarcastically.  “Sounds nice.” 
“Sounds like a place that doesn’t care where money comes from, just so long as it 

comes.” 
With great trepidation, Ozzie and Taryn headed inside, Taryn keeping Heinz close 

by.  Inside the tavern was dark and hazy.  Stunted candles struggled to provide light 
through the smoke that wafted up from the open oven in the middle of the place and from 
various pipes that some of the patrons were smoking.  Every eye was on the two teens as 
they looked around the place. 

“I don’t see him,” Taryn whispered.  “Heinz, can you smell him?” 
Heinz tried, putting his nose to the ground.  A barrage of dust and grit assailed the 

creature’s senses as soon as he began, however, sending him into a sneezing fit. 
“Okay, nevermind.  Ozzie, ask the barkeep.” 
He obeyed, leaning over the filthy bar there and discreetly getting the man’s 

attention.  He was a hard looking individual with a variety of scars on his face and arms, 
possibly from breaking up bar fights or participating in them himself.  His greasy, blond 
hair hung around his face as he came forward to speak to Ozzie. 

“This ain’t the place for the likes o’ you two,” he hissed. 
Ozzie ignored the obvious statement and said, “We’re looking for a friend.” 
“What’s he look like?” 
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“Black hair, blue eyes, dark cloak.” 
“Sorry, can’t remember no one like that.  I think ye’d best make your way out 

now for your own good.” 
“He’s a half-elf,” Taryn cut in. 
“Oh, well.  He’s out back.  Tell him to he’d better learn to keep his mouth shut 

when blokes start in on his lineage.  Else he might get a knife in the back.” 
Taryn and Ozzie exchanged a panicked glance before hurrying out the back.  

There, amidst discarded rubbish, rotting food, and other refuse, was the prone form of 
Tynx. 

“Tynx!” Taryn exclaimed, running to him. 
Ozzie helped her lift the half-elf up as they tried to rouse him.  Tynx groaned and 

opened bloodshot eyes.  Looking blearily to Taryn and Ozzie, he spoke, or tried to. 
“Wh…what’re you…doing here?” 
As soon as he opened his mouth, they could both tell he had been drinking 

heavily. 
“Holy cow!” Ozzie exclaimed.  “You smell like a frat house the morning after.” 
“Let me go,” Tynx replied, attempting to pull away.  “I need to go back in there 

and tell those—” 
He was successful in his escape attempt, only to lose his footing and fall back into 

the muck.  Tynx swore and then turned and vomited into the mess.  He swore again, 
while his two friends stooped down to pick him up again. 

“Come on,” Taryn said firmly.  “We need to find a place to get you cleaned up.” 
“Stop,” Tynx objected.  “I’m fine.” 
“No, you’re not,” Taryn snapped.  “Ozzie, did you see anything that looked 

affordable today?” 
“I think I remember one or two.  We’ll have to find them again, though.  I think 

one might have been one near the bakery.” 
“That’ll have to do then.” 
“Come on now,” Tynx said, having given up struggling and was now resorting to 

pleads.  “I can take care of myself.” 
“Clearly,” Taryn retorted.  “We just picked you up out of who knows what.  

You’re lucky you didn’t drown in a puddle.” 
The half-elf said nothing besides that, save for a few grumbled curses beneath his 

breath.  It was a slow-going, smelly business, but after a half hour of half-dragging Tynx 
along, they arrived at the Hedgehog Inn.  The innkeeper was against letting such a foul-
smelling trio in, but his wife had pity on them and convinced her husband to let them 
stay.  Taryn and Ozzie thanked them several times as they made their way back to their 
room.  They purchased the cheapest one available and asked for bathwater to be brought 
in.  While they waited for the water, Tynx sat on the floor.  Taryn had suggested he not 
dirty up any of the furniture.  He was slightly more sober now, but quiet too, keeping to 
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himself.  Finally, when the water had come, Tynx took off his shirt, while Ozzie and 
Taryn helped him wash off a bit. 

“You don’t have to tell us if you don’t want,” Taryn began, “but what on earth 
happened in there?  We heard you nearly got into a fight.” 

“I did get into a fight,” Tynx replied shortly. 
“So?” Ozzie asked. 
“I’d had a few drinks by then…okay, maybe more than a few, and my hood fell 

back.  When some people there saw, they thought it would be funny to insult my mother.  
You can probably figure out the rest from there.” 

“You got the crap kicked out of you,” Ozzie surmised, looking at the angry cuts 
and bruises on Tynx’s face. 

Tynx looked away and balled up his fists in fury.  He didn’t need to say anything, 
and Taryn and Ozzie didn’t need extra senses to see how Tynx felt.  He was hating 
himself.  No matter what they did, no matter if they told him a hundred times that it 
didn’t matter who or what his parents were, it wouldn’t help unless he believed it himself.  
It was easy to see why Tynx had such a problem with confidence.  They had seen the 
prejudice with their own eyes, and it was ugly. 

Taryn and Ozzie helped Tynx wash his hair and get cleaned up as best they could.  
When it was time for him to clean the lower half of his body, they turned away.  Taryn 
stared out the window, wishing she could help her friend.  Tynx burned his clothes in the 
grate, knowing there was no way to salvage them.  After he was wearing trousers again, 
Taryn and Ozzie turned back and helped clean up.  Tynx was still feeling a bit off-kilter, 
so he lay down on the bed and chewed on some mint leaves to try and settle his queasy 
stomach. 

“Ozzie and I will try to get a bath in the morning,” Taryn said, as Tynx and Ozzie 
were both averting their eyes so that she could change. 

“Yeah, Ryn.  I can smell you from all the way over here,” Ozzie joked. 
He was then attacked in the face by a flying blouse. 
“Oh!  The stench!” he cried dramatically, still keeping his eyes closed. 
Taryn laughed and said, “Whatever, jerk.  It’s safe to look now.” 
They opened their eyes and it was Ozzie’s turn, so Taryn sat down on the edge of 

the bed, facing away from Ozzie and towards Tynx. 
“How you feeling?” she asked him. 
“Not great,” was his only reply, as he stared at the ceiling. 
“Is the mint helping?” 
“Yes.  It’s not that, though.” 
“Hey, I’m changed.  I’m going to go see if I can’t get some leftovers for us from 

downstairs,” Ozzie cut in. 
“Okay,” Taryn replied, watching him disappear through the door on a mission for 

his stomach.  Turning back to Tynx she asked, “Do you want to talk about it?” 
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Tynx did not respond at first.  He looked away towards the wall for a few 
moments, only looking back when Taryn placed a hand on his.  Sitting up carefully, he 
started to say something, but stopped. 

“It’s okay.  The mint has helped your breath tremendously,” she said, a small 
smile on her lips. 

Tynx tried to smile back a little and said, “I’m really sorry for putting you both 
through this.” 

“Through what?” 
“Having to take care of me, to deal with…all the…well, everything that comes 

with being a mixed breed.” 
“Don’t worry.  We’d rather be there for you than let something bad happen.”  She 

smiled at him, but he did not reciprocate, so she spoke again.  “Why do you buy into 
what they tell you?” 

“The whole world can’t be wrong, can they?” 
“Yes, they can!”  Taryn then softened her tone and said, “Believe me, your world 

is not the first to experience racism…or whatever the best word to describe it is.  What 
other people say about you means nothing.  You are good and clever and talented enough 
to do for yourself, so it shouldn’t matter to you what they think.” 

“While that’s really nice, Taryn, you and Ozzie won’t always be here.  Remember 
what I was doing when you found me?  I wasn’t doing for myself, and, once you two 
leave, I’ll probably be back to scrounging and stealing.” 

He looked away darkly, and it pulled at Taryn’s heart.  Quite suddenly, she leaned 
forward and wrapped her arms around him. 

“You don’t have to make that choice.  I care about you, Tynx.  I’m sorry we have 
to go, and I wish you wouldn’t hate who you are, because you’re really great.” 

Tynx did not reply, but just hugged her back.  He did not cry, he did not do 
anything, but Taryn could tell he felt defeated, despite her words.  Ozzie came back some 
time later with one large plate of food.  It was piled high with scraps from dinner: small 
slices of ham and a random assortment of vegetables.  There were some sort of potatoes 
there, and it was all covered in thick, brown gravy.  The meal was quiet, and it was 
silently decided that they would leave the next day without trying to collect news on what 
was happening with Vurnal. 
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Chapter 13 
 
The next morning, after bathing, the trio packed up their things and made their 

way out of Sunrise Tower as quickly as possible.  They still had about a little more than a 
week’s worth of traveling ahead of them, and that was only if they didn’t have any more 
diversions.  This was fortunate, as their finances were running dangerously low after their 
stay at the inn.  Things fell back into their usual routine after a day of traveling, but Tynx 
was quieter than usual.  Granted, he still laughed and joked and told stories, but there 
were times now when he would simply stare off into space, completely lost in thought.  
Both Taryn and Ozzie tried to draw him out and discover what he was thinking, but Tynx 
always brushed it off and told them not to worry. 

Heinz proved invaluable during this time for his ability to hunt.  The trail became 
surrounded by trees again, providing shelter for all manner of creatures.  As often as he 
could, he would strike out on his own after scenting some type of game.  It was usually a 
small creature, and Heinz was successful most of the time, which meant he got to eat 
quite often.  Once he had had his fill for the day, however, he would proudly carry his 
kills back to Taryn, who always told Heinz what a good boy he was.  It fell to Tynx to 
dress the game Heinz did share, which he was happy to do.  He seemed to feel better 
when he was of use, especially when it was something neither Ozzie nor Taryn had the 
slightest idea how to do.  After three days of traveling, the group was feeling quite a bit 
better than they had when they left Sunrise Tower, especially since their supplies were 
not as depleted as they could have been.  Tynx had told them that, after they made it out 
of the forest, they’d be able to see the Skyrent mountain range, beyond which lay the 
sacred valley of Tymeras.  Just a few more hours and they’d be in the home stretch. 

It was late afternoon on that third day when the group discovered that they were 
not alone on the road.  As the three came around another bend, they spotted a group of 
rough looking men just ahead.  Tynx inconspicuously took a hold of Taryn’s elbow and 
gave it a squeeze.  Taryn got the message and exchanged a quick glance with Ozzie.  The 
group ahead looked like bad news, and the odds were not favorable.  There were five of 
them casually blocking the road.  Who knew if there were more in the woods on either 
side? 

“Good afternoon, gents,” Tynx called jovially as they came closer.  “Lovely 
weather we’re having.” 

“Good afternoon to you,” the largest of the men replied.  “How’s the traveling 
today?” 

“Oh, we’ve been fairly well,” Tynx said.  “Can’t really say either way.  Fortune’s 
a fickle mistress, she is.” 

Tynx led Ozzie and Taryn on, Taryn resting a hand on Heinz’s back for security.  
She tried her best to keep a mildly pleasant expression, but the men unnerved her.  They 
looked exactly like the sort of vagrants that preyed on unwary travelers in books, and it 
wouldn’t surprise her if they were just that. 
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“Why don’t you three come and sit with us a spell,” the leader of the group said as 
the trio was getting close. 

“We’d love to, but we’ve got to make up lost time,” Tynx replied.  “You 
gentlemen have a wonderful day.” 

“I really think you ought to stay,” the man said, pulling a dagger from his belt. 
I hate it when I’m right, Taryn thought. 
“We don’t want any trouble,” Ozzie said carefully.  “We just want to go on our 

way.” 
“You refused our hospitality, and we’re right offended by that, aren’t we boys?” 
The other men followed the leader’s example and pulled out their own daggers 

and hunting knives. 
“What do you want?” Tynx asked, stepping in front of the group. 
“Nothing more than to share a meal, perhaps a bit more,” the leader of the group 

said. 
There was a hungry look in his eye, and Taryn’s blood ran cold when he turned 

that look on her.  Four more men stepped out from behind the trees just then, and the 
teens wondered if they would make it out of here alive.  There was sudden movement 
from Tynx, followed by a blinding light. 

“Run!” came Tynx’s voice through the light. 
Taryn and Ozzie obeyed, tearing back down the path.  Tynx was faster than them 

both, but Ozzie and Taryn were not far behind.  Behind them they could hear an animal 
fighting and men screaming. 

“Heinz!” Taryn shrieked, turning back. 
“Taryn, no!” Ozzie called. 
He managed to grab a hold of her arm and keep her from running back. 
“Ozzie, let go!  Heinz, he—” 
She did not finish, as two of the bandits suddenly came charging into view.  They 

took off again, but the men gained quickly.  Taryn cried out as one of them caught up 
with her and grabbed her by the arm.  Ozzie was the next one caught, but an arrow 
whizzed by his head just as the bandit had caught him.  Ozzie pulled free and spun to see 
an arrow sticking out from the man’s shoulder.  He turned again and saw Tynx standing a 
ways off, fitting another arrow to his bow.  Ozzie then pulled his short sword from his 
belt and went after the man that Taryn was struggling with. 

The girl was so quick and nimble, not to mention desperate, that she was making 
it very hard for the bandit to hang onto her, but she was losing ground fast.  Ozzie 
attacked him, hacking at the man’s side.  The sword hit armor, but Ozzie was undeterred.  
He slashed at the man’s legs and he went down.  Then he slashed a few more times for 
good measure.  Taryn and Ozzie looked back and saw the man who had attacked Ozzie 
on the ground, several arrows sticking out of his body. 

“Tynx,” Taryn said, as the half-elf ran over to them, “I have to get Heinz!  Please, 
help me.” 
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He nodded, and the three set off, Taryn pulling the sais from her belt.  They came 
back around the bend and saw Heinz surrounded by five of the bandits.  There was a sixth 
one in the ring with Heinz, grinning like a madman.  The body of a mauled bandit lay 
nearby.  Heinz was snarling and snapping, trying to stay away from the ring of men, who 
would stab him with their weapons if he got too close.  Fighting a rare enfield was clearly 
more entertaining than terrorizing travelers.  The man facing off against Heinz then took 
a swing at him with his knife. 

“Leave him alone!” Taryn screeched, running forward. 
Every man there turned to see that the little group had returned.  One of Tynx’s 

arrows landed in a bandit’s head, sending him to the ground.  Heinz took this opportunity 
to take down his opponent, leaping for the man’s throat and tearing it out with ease.  
Taryn nearly collided with one bandit, but swerved at the last minute, slicing and 
stabbing indiscriminately with one sai and then the other.  Ozzie was instantly in the fray, 
slicing away with his sword.  The bandits were far more experienced fighters, though, 
and Taryn and Ozzie had to dance and dodge to keep away from enemy blades.  Arrows 
were whizzing by, heading for unknown targets, and Heinz was nowhere to be seen. 

“Oy, stop there or the halfer dies!” came a gruff voice above the battle. 
Taryn and Ozzie leapt away from their assailants, who likewise turned towards 

the voice.  It had come from the bandit leader, who now had Tynx at knife point. 
“Now, I’m a reasonable man,” he called.  “Drop your weapons and come quietly.” 
Tynx was shaking his head at the two, but they ignored him.  Short sword and sais 

were lowered carefully to the ground without a word. 
“That’s right, real slow,” the leader said.  “Now, you—” 
Suddenly, a great roar resounded from the woods and Heinz exploded from the 

trees, pouncing on the bandit leader’s back.  Taryn and Ozzie gripped their weapons 
tightly again and spun round, lunging for ankles, knees, and anything else that was 
exposed.  One man went down, clutching his thigh, while the two others ran forward.  
Another arrow flew by, hitting one of them in the arm.  Taryn and Ozzie double teamed 
and attacked erratically, and Tynx’s arrows continued to fly.  Miraculously, all the 
bandits were soon felled or had decided to retreat.  Taryn and Ozzie turned towards 
where the leader had been and saw him lying there with blood pooling around his head 
and neck.  As quickly as that, it was over.  Shock laid heavily on the three, as they looked 
around, unable to believe that they were the ones still standing. 

“Heinz!” Taryn cried suddenly, rushing towards her beloved guardian. 
Both boys turned and saw the animal laying beyond behind the bandit leader.  

Blood was flowing slowly from a deep laceration in his side. 
“Heinz, baby.  Oh, honey,” she whimpered, tears beginning to stream from her 

eyes. 
Tynx gently pushed her out of the way and began to give orders. 
“Ozzie, we need to make sure they won’t come after us.  Go finish any survivors 

off.” 
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Ozzie tried to swallow, but his mouth had gone dry.  It had been one thing when 
they were fighting for their lives, but any of the bandits that were still alive were now 
helpless.  It seemed cruel and wrong to kill them now. 

“I…I…” he stuttered. 
“We can’t take any chances,” Tynx told him firmly.  “If any of them get up, they 

could come after us again.” 
Taryn exchanged a glance with Ozzie.  She could guess how he felt.  Ozzie was 

no cold-blooded killer, but she couldn’t help but see Tynx’s point too.  Ozzie thought 
hard to himself and spoke uncertainly. 

“Let me go check their…condition.” 
Ozzie simply could not end their lives if they were still alive, not if they were 

defenseless.  He just couldn’t.  Instead he had decided that he would make sure they were 
all incapacitated enough so as to not be a threat.  If they weren’t, he’d…well, he’d think 
of something.  Meanwhile, Tynx stayed to assess Heinz’s wound.  Taryn stayed to help 
him. 

Ozzie looked over the men who had surrounded them first.  They were all pretty 
much done for.  Tynx had been right, his aim with the short bow was better than with his 
arm, much better.  Ozzie was infinitely thankful for that.  It was what had saved them.  
Ozzie knew he should salvage all the arrows he could, despite his qualms about so many 
deaths being on their hands, so he went about pulling them from the bodies.  Thankfully, 
Tynx’s arrows did not have very large heads, so they came out relatively easily, but still 
caused some damage upon being retrieved.  Ozzie refused to think about anything as he 
went about his task.  Afterward, he trudged back up the road to check on the two men 
they had left there.  One, the one that had been shot so many times, was dead, but the one 
he and Taryn had hacked at so, was trying to drag himself from the road. 

“Hold it!” Ozzie commanded more firmly than he thought possible.  He trotted 
towards the man, who was glaring at him hatefully. 

Ozzie had his short sword out, and the bandit was gripping his dagger tightly.  He 
tried to stand, but his injured legs would not hold him.  Ozzie could see the man had lost 
a lot of blood.  Some of his wounds were deep, and Ozzie could guess that at least one 
major vein or artery had been severed.  He said nothing for several moments, as the two 
stared off against one another.  Ozzie did not know what to say, much less do. 

“Well, get it over with then,” the man finally growled.  “Kill me already.” 
“You’re probably going to bleed to death as it is,” Ozzie replied automatically. 
“Then let me die with some honor, like a man,” the brigand spat, “or don’t you 

know anything about that, boy.” 
“You attacked us.  Don’t talk to me about honor,” Ozzie snarled.  “I won’t do you 

any favors.  I’ll leave you to whatever fate wills, but remember this: Three of us killed all 
of you.  Don’t even think about coming after us.” 

With that, he stalked off. 
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Meanwhile, Tynx had finished his examination of Heinz’s wounds.  He had a 
number of small, shallow stab wounds and slices, but they could be staunched later.  The 
major issue was the deep gash in the animal’s side.  While it went all the way through the 
flesh, it looked like all the organs were intact.  That was good, but he needed to stop the 
bleeding.  He went to work, pulling herbs and bandages from his pack.  He had Taryn 
help, and Ozzie too when he returned. 

“He saved our lives,” Taryn whispered, stroking the creature gently. 
“Tynx will take care of him, don’t worry,” Ozzie said, putting a hand on her 

shoulder. 
“We can’t stay here,” she said. 
Ozzie didn’t have a response to this, so he turned to Tynx.  Tynx was busy hastily 

stitching the flesh back together.  Then he would apply poultices for clotting and 
infection prevention before bandaging everything tightly.  He could see the whole 
process in his head from start to finish, but he was worried about not being able to get it 
done fast enough.  After he was done, he looked up at his companions and spoke grimly. 

“There’s a place near here that we might be able to go.” 
“Where?” Ozzie asked. 
“Nerlua.  It’s an elven village about two hours walk from here.  It’s where my 

mother grew up.” 
“So let’s go!” Taryn insisted. 
“It’s not as easy as that.  When my mother ran away with my father, she was 

banished from ever returning.  I seriously doubt her half-breed offspring would be 
welcome.” 

“But we need help,” Taryn insisted.  “Won’t they see that?  I mean, aren’t elves 
supposed to be helpful?” 

Tynx looked as if he were seriously questioning her sanity, but then shook it off 
and nodded. 

“I’ll take us there, but I can’t promise anything.” 
The three then rolled out two pallets and laid Heinz, or as much of him that they 

could, on them.  They would tie Heinz to them and use the makeshift litter to drag him 
without injuring him further.  Ozzie and Taryn had to work together to pull it, while Tynx 
led them through the forest and cleared the way as best he could.  It was hard work, but 
they didn’t stop.  The trio’s shared concern for their four-legged companion and the 
knowledge that, without help, he would most likely perish was what kept them going.  To 
take their minds off of their predicament, they began to talk. 

Tynx asked Taryn where she had gotten her ideas about the nature of elves, and 
Taryn described the few scraps of information she had gleaned from popular culture.  
Ozzie filled in more details.  He explained that elves were usually depicted as almost 
ethereal creatures, possessing grace and strength unlike any human.  He explained that 
elves were almost always depicted as inherently good and benevolent and that half-elves 
were common and widely accepted in most fiction.  Tynx then explained that, while the 
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part about elves’ prowess and beauty was true, they were not what he would consider 
benevolent.  They were arrogant, considering all other races beneath them, and usually 
only helped others when there was something to gain.  They were cunning and political, 
but were often able to escape trouble through their slippery words or other skills. 

Bitterness and resentment seemed to fill Tynx’s voice as he spoke, so they 
dropped the subject.  Tynx soon began a different thread of conversation, however. 

“Why did you two just give up when that man told you to?” 
“He would have killed you, dude,” Ozzie replied.  “What’d you expect us to do?” 
“We probably would have died no matter what anyway,” Taryn added, “but we 

weren’t about to just give you up.” 
Tynx seemed surprised by this, but only nodded.  Long after night had fallen, the 

forest seemed to thin out until the three arrived at what could only be described as a wall 
of leaves.  Great weeping willows grew close together here, so much so that their strands 
of leaves created a great, solid curtain in either direction as far as the eye could see.  It 
was an uncanny and amazing sight to behold.  Above them, the canopy from the other 
trees around them arched as tall and as broad as a cathedral, the leaves and moonlight 
creating an abstract mosaic of greens, blues, and silvers.  Tentatively, Tynx approached 
the curtain and raised his hand to clear a path.  He stopped when he heard a rustle in the 
branches above and stood stock-still. 

“Half-elf Tynixenal!  How dare you desecrate our home with your mixed blood?  
Be gone now, before we take the lives of you and your companion for this trespass.” 

“No, wait!” Ozzie called.  “We need help.  We’re on a mission to destroy the 
creature that threatens the magical creatures of this land.  We were attacked on the road 
by bandits, and our enfield was injured protecting us.” 

Taryn stared at him in disbelief.  She could not believe he would give up so much 
secret information as easily as that.  He looked at her helplessly and shrugged.  There was 
silence now; not even the leaves rustled as the three stood there waiting.  Suddenly, the 
leaves parted with a whisper.  They flowed easily, like water, until a group of about half a 
dozen elves, tall and slender and fair, could be seen standing beyond.  They were armed 
with bows, scimitars, and daggers and looked upon the teens with eyes of twilight, spring, 
sunset, and starlight.  The group dragged Heinz through the entrance, which closed 
behind them just as smoothly as it had opened.  Taryn, Ozzie, and Tynx all bowed to the 
elves and waited for them to speak. 

“Welcome, travelers,” an elf with dark hair and light eyes said coolly.  “I am 
Orill.” 

There was a moment of awkward silence then.  The three expected more from the 
elf, but nothing came, so Taryn stepped forward and spoke as steadily as she could. 

“Thank you for allowing us into your village, Orill.  I am Taryn, and these are my 
companions Ozzie and Tynx.” 

“You have an enfield?” 
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“Yes, he…well…found me in the woods not too long ago.  His name is Heinz and 
he was hurt protecting us from bandits.” 

The elf nodded and motioned to his companions.  Four of them came forward and 
carefully lifted the enfield up as if he weighed nothing. 

“We will care for him.  Now, how is it that you have come to be so worthy as to 
be chosen by one of the greatest guardians in these lands.” 

“I’m sorry…I don’t think I understand…” 
“Enfields never choose humans as their charges.  Too much…mixed blood there.” 
“What does this have to do with anything?” 
“You must understand, Lady Taryn, we need to understand who it is that we’re 

inviting into our home.  This is quite an anomaly.” 
Taryn pursed her lips tightly, but kept her thoughts to herself.  Yes, she 

understood the elves position, but Tynx was right, they were arrogant.  More than that, 
they weren’t really welcoming the group; they had trapped them there. 

Not wanting to reveal more information than was necessary, she replied, “I can’t 
explain why he chose me.  He just did.  I’m sorry, I don’t know any more than that.” 

“I see,” Orill said, clearly weighing her words.  “Well, I suppose we have no 
choice but to believe you.  You may stay here, but do not cause trouble.  Gilraen will 
show you to your quarters.” 

The last of Orrin’s companions, a female, came forward and motioned to them 
silently.  Ozzie was staring at her with his mouth gaping open.  Taryn noticed and pushed 
him none-too-gently to bring him to his senses.  The three then followed Gilraen further 
into Nerlua. 

All around them rose great, strong willows, their leaves falling like millions of 
streamers, creating little alcoves and secret spaces.  Simple but expertly crafted tree 
houses sat in the boughs of many of the trees, connected by an endless highway of 
branches.  They soon arrived at a tree with an elevator-like contraption on the ground 
next to the trunk.  Gilraen led the way into the elevator and grabbed a hold of a smooth 
rope with knots tied at even intervals along its length. 

“We’re really going up there aren’t we?” Ozzie asked hesitantly, swallowing 
hard. 

Taryn sighed a little, remembering Ozzie’s unreasonable fear of heights.  When 
they were younger, he had always refused to go tree-climbing with her, convinced that 
the branches would break and send him plummeting to his death.  She was about to say 
something when Gilraen cut in. 

“We rarely allow visitors into our village.  When we do, they often sleep on the 
ground in one of our small hovels.  More than that, tainted blood such as yours has never 
been allowed through our gates.  You should be honored to sleep in one of our houses of 
favor.” 



Skateboards, Magic, and Shamrocks              For VIP Newsletter Subscribers Only               Dana Fraedrich 
 
 

Ozzie looked hurt and ashamed, while Tynx’s face was dark with rage.  Taryn’s 
own indignation was about to boil over, but she bit her tongue and gently took Ozzie’s 
hand. 

“Come on,” she said softly.  “I’ll make sure you don’t fall.” 
She then shot a withering glare at the elf, who only stared back coolly.  Gilraen 

then pulled on the rope, and they began to ascend slowly.  At the top, she tied off the rope 
and led the way into the little house. 

The walls were plain, smooth, unfinished wood, as were the floors.  Three simple 
pallets lined the wall on one side, a pump rose up from the floor in the corner over a 
basin, and a closed door led to a water closet on one side of the room.  On the opposite 
side was a balcony.  Outside, next to the landing platform, was a large limb that led to the 
network of hundreds of other branches.  Both Taryn and Ozzie were surprised at the 
scarcity of everything. 

“In the morning, at midday, and at twilight a call for meals will sound,” Gilraen 
explained briskly.  “If you are late, I am sure there will be leftovers.” 

She then gave the three a final look over and rolled her eyes before leaving.  The 
trio didn’t move as they listened for the sound of the elevator touching down below and 
subsequently exploded. 

“What a little witch!” Taryn cried. 
“This is exactly why I didn’t want to come here,” Tynx said. 
“Where does she get off treating us like…like…like rubbish?!” 
“I knew this was going to happen.  Always, they always treat outsiders like this.” 
Only Ozzie was quiet as he sat down on the floor, wanting for any sort of stability 

he could find in the arboreal dwelling.  It was Taryn who noticed him first and went to 
him as Tynx continued on with his rant. 

“Hey,” she said, coming to sit behind him, “you okay?” 
“I’m fine,” he replied uneasily.  “Those hovels she talked about sound mighty 

good right about now, though.” 
“They’re only called hovels because they’re on the ground,” Tynx snipped.  

“They think they belong up high, above everything else.  That’s usually where they keep 
horses and other livestock.” 

Ozzie nodded and then crawled over to one of the pallets. 
“What are you doing?” Taryn asked. 
“Going to sleep.  I’m beat, and it will take my mind off my hunger till breakfast 

time.” 
“Good idea,” Tynx said, walking over to claim his own pallet. 
Taryn could not argue, so she followed the two boys and took the last one.  She 

was pleasantly surprised at how soft the mattress beneath her was.  It was like sleeping on 
a cloud, and the blanket was soft like silk, but warm like flannel.  As soon as she pulled it 
up to her chin, she knew she wouldn’t have any trouble sleeping here. 
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Chapter 14 
 
The next morning, the group awoke to sunlight and the sound of activity below.  

They all found themselves very sore after their adventure from the day before, so they 
took it slow and easy as they made their way out. 

“So what do elves like to eat?” Taryn asked, as they walked. 
“I don’t know,” Tynx answered. 
“What’d your mom make?” Ozzie asked. 
“Regular food,” Tynx shrugged.  “It was never anything special.” 
“Maybe that’s what elves eat then,” Taryn said. 
It was easy to find where the food was coming from.  Several massive tables were 

set up in the center of the village, and countless elves were already seated.  They found a 
table that was still mostly empty and had clean, wooden plates set out.  They looked 
around and saw that the elves were simply serving themselves from the great platters of 
food that lined the centers of the tables, so they did the same. 

The food was very good.  It was mostly fruit, but the fruit had been prepared in a 
variety of ways.  There were sweetbreads with redberries—Taryn’s new favorite—baked 
in and turnover-like pastries stuffed full of apples and cinnamon.  There were other 
things, casserole-like dishes, that the three could not identify, as well as a few meats like 
bacon and ham. 

“Is this what your mum made?” Taryn asked, stuffing her face with abandon. 
“No!  I don’t understand why we never ate this well,” Tynx said, eating just as 

heartily. 
No one bothered them during their meal.  In fact, no one even spoke to them, but 

plenty looked their way.  Elves pointed and stared at the newcomers, clearly talking about 
them and making no attempt to hide it. 

“Reminds you of high school, doesn’t it?” Taryn said, also doing nothing to hide 
her feelings.  “Whispering, back biting, gossiping…maybe closer to junior high.” 

“Just like junior high,” Ozzie agreed.  “You think there are any ketchup packs 
around here?” 

Taryn suddenly erupted into laughter, nearly snorting her cider. 
“What?” Tynx asked. 
“Ozzie was a riot when we were younger—” 
“I’m still a riot.” 
“—he started a food fight one day after stomping on an arsenal of ketchup 

packets.” 
“It was the last week of junior high, and Greg dared me to.  I couldn’t back 

down.” 
Though he didn’t understand everything in the story, Tynx got the gist of it from 

Taryn’s illustration and hand movements, and he laughed heartily.  For some reason, the 
laughter seemed to turn more heads than anything else, but Taryn, Ozzie, and Tynx didn’t 
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notice, as they were too busy sharing more stories.  After breakfast was over, they 
decided to check up on Heinz.  They weren’t really sure where he was being treated, 
however, so they had to do some exploring.  They tried asking for help once, but the 
response they got was so cold, they decided against trying again.  They finally found their 
way to some sort of medicine house.  At least, that was the best name they could think of 
for it.  After taking the elf version of an elevator up, they walked in and saw a number of 
pallets lined up on either side of the room.  Heinz was lying on the one farthest from the 
door.  Taryn made a beeline for him, but an elderly elven woman stepped in front of her, 
blocking her path. 

“Excuse me.  Just where do you think you’re going?” she sneered. 
“I’m going to see my enfield, so I’d suggest you move,” Taryn growled. 
“Have I released him to see you?  No, so I’d suggest you turn around and not 

come back until I tell you to.” 
Taryn’s eyes flashed angrily, and she opened her mouth to say something else, but 

Tynx stepped forward and spoke for her. 
“Lady Healer, I am sure you have nothing but good intentions for your patient, 

but we are all very concerned and—” 
“Silence, half-breed,” the woman hissed.  “You’re lucky I don’t curse you here 

and now for your mere presence.” 
Ozzie could see a small battle about to break out, so he did the first thing he could 

think of to prevent it. 
“Heinzy!  Wake up, puppy!  Come see your mommy!” he called loudly, clapping 

his hands. 
The enfield’s head popped up and, upon seeing his mistress, he stood up as 

quickly as he could, whining a little, but wagging his tail weakly.  He limped over to the 
trio and lay down at Taryn’s feet, clearly exhausted by this small effort. 

“Oh, my brave baby,” Taryn cooed, tears springing to her eyes again.  “You are 
so good.  Yes, you are.” 

While Taryn continued to cuddle with Heinz, the Healer scowled at the other two 
angrily.  Ozzie flashed her a big, shameless grin, but said nothing. 

“I suppose it was you that administered the herbs?” the woman finally said, 
turning to Tynx. 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said respectfully. 
“You used borshti algae.” 
“It does in a pinch.  I wish I had had tucchi root instead.” 
“I use sourberry leaves.” 
“You don’t think those are a little too strong?” 
“On people, yes.  On enfields, they work very well.  The starches inside is the best 

thing to stop heavy bleeding.” 
“Really?  I’ll be sure to remember that.”  After a moment, Tynx added sincerely, 

“Thank you.” 
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The woman nodded and walked away for a moment.  She fetched something from 
a small shelf and returned a moment later. 

“This is the first journal I kept as an apprentice.  It may be helpful in your craft.” 
Now Tynx bowed a little and thanked her again.  The woman then turned back to 

Taryn and spoke firmly. 
“Lady Taryn, I must ask that the enfield get more rest.  He still has a ways to go 

in the healing process.” 
Taryn kissed Heinz on the head one last time and sent him back to bed.  Heinz 

whimpered sadly, but Taryn promised to be back soon. 
Turning to the elven woman, she took a deep breath and said, “Thank you, 

Madam Healer, for taking such good care of him.” 
“I was glad to, though I wasn’t glad to hear of his human owner.” 
“I know it’s strange, but I really can’t explain it,” Taryn said evenly. 
“Indeed.  Well, I can see the creature respects you.  Clearly, he was not 

manipulated.  You have my approval.” 
Like I needed it, Taryn thought, but said nothing. 
“Always cherish the creature,” the woman went on to say.  “He is a precious gift.” 
“About that…creatures that is,” Ozzie piped up.  “You’ve probably heard a rumor 

that we’re traveling to—” 
She silenced with a hand and said, “The whole community heard that.  I suggest 

you not broadcast such things out in the open again.  Our leader, Falerill, will want to 
speak to you about this.  You should schedule an audience with him before you leave.” 

“We will do so, Madam Healer,” Tynx said. 
They then made their way out onto the landing platform of the medicine house. 
“Let’s just climb back across,” Tynx suggested. 
“Do we have to?” Ozzie squeaked. 
“What’s wrong?” Tynx asked. 
“We have a little trouble with heights,” Taryn replied for him.  “Oz, I’ll go down 

with you if you like.” 
He nodded, and the two boarded the elevator again, while Tynx easily made his 

way across the branches, testing his own agility.  When Taryn and Ozzie reached the 
ground, they were faced with another conflict.  Gilraen and a few others were pointing up 
at Tynx and giggling. 

“He moves like an ox,” one said. 
Another had a rock in their hand and was poised to throw it when a redheaded 

hurricane blew in. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” Taryn demanded, grabbing the would-be 

offender by the wrist. 
“Keep your disgusting hands off me!” the elf said, yanking his hand away. 
“Are you stupid?” Ozzie said in disbelief.  “If he fell, he could die.” 
“And?” Gilraen asked coolly. 
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“Man, Tolkien really got it wrong with you guys,” Ozzie said shaking his head. 
The elves looked slightly confused, but said nothing. 
“Look,” Taryn said, “I’ll say this once: I don’t like conniving, vicious little brats 

like you and I won’t stand for you treating my friends like garbage, so back off!” 
With that, Taryn huffed away.  Ozzie followed quickly and spoke to her 

discreetly. 
“Holy cow, Ryn.  You’ve been tetchier here than I’ve ever seen you.” 
“Can you blame me?  I can see why Tynx has such self-loathing.” 
“I know, but is it really a good idea to start fights with elves?” 
“Hey, what was all that about?” Tynx asked, running up to join them. 
“I hate your relatives,” Taryn said darkly. 
“Huh?” Tynx said baffled. 
“Forget about it,” Ozzie said.  “Is there anything to do around here?  Preferably 

alone?” 
“I don’t know.  Let’s see what we can find.” 
They walked for some time and discovered something very curious.  Elves 

certainly knew how to keep themselves busy.  Everywhere they looked, elves were busy 
doing something.  Some were practicing archery and fighting, while others were making 
things.  The trio saw looms out and simplistic pottery wheels.  Others were sewing and 
more were carving or whittling things out of wood, while a few were even making 
jewelry. 

“Elven goods are highly prized,” Tynx explained.  “They only sell to exclusive 
merchants, though, so you can imagine how expensive it is.” 

“Do they do any smith work?” Ozzie asked, fascinated despite the elves arrogant 
nature. 

“Only for themselves.  Dwarves are really the true masters of that craft.” 
Finally, the group came upon a great, azure lake.  A number of elves were already 

there, enjoying the brisk waters, so the little group made their way around to an empty 
part of the shore to relax. 

“How long do you think we’ll need to stay here?” Taryn asked, letting the small 
waves lap at her feet. 

“Until Heinz is better, I expect,” Tynx replied. 
He had pulled his trouser legs up and was wading knee deep in the water.  Ozzie 

had followed suit and was simply enjoying the quiet for now. 
“I think she knows that, dude.  How long do you think it will take?” 
“A few days, at least,” Tynx replied.  “Enfields are resilient and heal really 

quickly.  He’ll be right as rain in no time.” 
“That seems awfully long,” Taryn sighed. 
“I know what you mean,” Tynx replied with a meaningful look. 
They spent the next two days avoiding contact with the other elves and keeping to 

themselves.  They ate at the empty tables and spent a good deal of time by the lake, and 
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they were happier for it.  Whenever the three shared stories that brought on laughter, 
which was fairly often, the elves there looked on curiously.  What reason could humans 
and half-elves have to be happy?  The trio went to check on Heinz at least twice a day, 
and Tynx and the Healer woman, whose name was Gladelia, built up a civil sort of 
rapport based solely upon their shared craft.  Truth be told, Tynx was thankful for any 
knowledge the woman would impart.  Elves were renowned for their plant lore and 
medicinal skills.  He knew what she shared were little nuggets of gold.  They spent a 
good deal of time just walking and talking and sunning themselves, allowing their own 
wounds to heal.  There was always time for leisure in their little tree house too, however.  
The three were all happy to have a place to wash properly and sleep without the fear of 
being discovered in their sleep.  Despite the tension with the elves, it really was a good 
time for the three to recuperate.  On the third day, however, the peace was broken. 

The trio was eating lunch at the community tables when, out of nowhere, a lump 
of sweet potato casserole came flying through the air and hit Tynx square in the face.  
There was a moment of deep silence and then an eruption of laughter from every elf 
there.  Tynx’s face turned a deep red, and he slumped down in his seat to hide his face.  
Taryn was instantly on her feet, searching for the offending party.  She was not surprised 
when she spotted Gilraen and her cronies standing there and pointing, laughing 
uproariously and holding a large serving spoon covered with sweet potato residue. 

“That’s it!” Taryn roared, stomping over the elven girl.  “Look, you little, pointy-
eared cow, I am sick and tired of you treating us like dirt.  What is your problem?” 

Gilraen’s face grew dark at the question, hatred filling her lovely eyes. 
“That thing is a disgrace to our whole family!” she hissed.  “He had no right to 

come back here, much less be born.  Offal like him should all be drowned and—” 
Gilraen didn’t finish, as Taryn’s fist connected with her eye.  The elf stumbled 

back a few steps and looked at Taryn in shock. 
“Taryn…” Tynx began, running up to her, but it was too late. 
“Are you challenging me?” Gilraen asked with a sudden, sardonic smile. 
“Yeah!  So let’s go!  Right here!” Taryn raged. 
“Taryn, don’t,” Tynx tried again. 
“No, not here.  Follow me,” Gilraen told her. 
Taryn was suddenly very confused.  Tynx sidled up to her and hissed in her ear. 
“What are you doing?  Now you have to go fight her in the challenge ring.” 
“The what?” Taryn demanded. 
“Anytime an elf challenges another elf, they fight it out in a ceremonial ring.” 
“So?” 
“So it’s really shameful to lose.  You shouldn’t have challenged Gilraen over such 

a little thing.” 
“It is not a little thing!” Taryn replied vehemently.  “That snot-nosed little brat 

has a good beating coming her way, and if all we’re fighting for is honor, I couldn’t care 
less.  These snobs all think we’re scum anyway.” 
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With that, Taryn stalked off. 
“You know,” Ozzie said, watching her walk away, “she’s got a point.” 
Taryn soon found herself inside a simple ring of rocks and was handed a 

quarterstaff.  The entire elven community had come to watch, though there was no 
shouting as would usually accompany such a match.  Instead, the elves all stood and 
watched respectfully. 

“Do you even know how to use that?” Tynx asked. 
“It’s a stick.  How hard can it be?” she snipped back. 
Tynx could only sigh and shake his head. 
“I’ll go pack our bags if you want,” Ozzie volunteered.  “They’ll probably kick us 

out of here after Taryn gets her butt handed to her.” 
“Hey, where’s my support here?” she snapped. 
“No offense, Ryn,” Ozzie replied, “but she’s an elf.” 
“She’s an elf,” Taryn mimicked back.  “I don’t care if she’s a ninja.  I’m taking 

her down.” 
“Well, as long as she stays good and mad, she might have a chance,” Ozzie 

whispered to Tynx, “but probably not.” 
Taryn walked forward when Gilraen began to do so and stopped only a few feet 

from the elf. 
“Since the enfield likes you so much, you can have the first hit,” Gilraen said 

acidly. 
Taryn did not reply, but simply flew into action.  She took a swipe at Gilraen’s 

head with one end of the quarterstaff.  Gilraen blocked the shot with ease and 
counterattacked Taryn in the side.  The attack hit its mark, sending Taryn reeling.  She 
stood up a moment later, only to be hit again, this time across the back once, twice, three 
times until she went down.  Taryn fell onto her knees, pain reverberating through her 
entire body. 

“This is pathetic,” she heard Gilraen say above her. 
Taryn pushed herself back onto her feet, only to be knocked hard onto her back as 

Gilraen struck her right behind the knees and then across the collarbones.  Taryn couldn’t 
remember ever being in this much pain, which made her angrier than ever.  Gilraen was 
busy chuckling, so Taryn took it upon herself to aim a swift kick into the she-elf’s 
kneecap.  Gilraen went down instantly, and Taryn was on top of her with just enough 
time to land a few good punches in the face.  Gilraen recovered quickly, however, and 
threw Taryn off of her. 

“That’s enough,” she declared, and the two sat several feet from each other, 
staring daggers at the other.  “This human is too weak to challenge me properly and not 
honorable enough to fight without brawling.  There is no point in this.” 

Taryn was still plenty fired up, and she was about to launch a barrage of insults at 
Gilraen, but Tynx put a hand over her mouth and lifted her up onto her feet. 

“Forget about it, Taryn.  Let’s just go.” 
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Taryn tried standing up on her own, but the pain was too much.  She would have 
collapsed if Tynx had not been there to catch her.  Without another word, he lifted her up 
into his arms and began carrying her back to their tree house.  Ozzie followed behind, 
worried for them all. 

Back in the tree house, Tynx and Ozzie began caring for Taryn’s injuries, all 
while she fumed her pent up rage. 

“It’s not that big a deal,” Tynx said flatly. 
“Yes, it is!” Taryn cried.  “No one has a right to treat anyone like that.” 
“Taryn, really,” Tynx insisted. 
“No!  Not really.  Did you hear what she said?  She said you should be drowned.  

She called you garbage.  She threw food on you!” 
“This is just—” Tynx began, but it was Ozzie who cut him off this time. 
“She’s right, dude.  I don’t care who you are, that’s not okay.  Ryn, good going 

taking one for Team Misfit.” 
“Thank you, Oz,” she said. 
Tynx had Taryn lie down and carefully tended the angry bruises and welts that 

were already appearing on her back, legs, and chest.  An elf suddenly appeared in their 
little house as Taryn was lying on her stomach and Tynx was tending to her back. 

“Elder Falerill has asked for your presence immediately,” the elf informed them. 
“Um, kind of in the middle of something here,” Taryn said angrily. 
“I will be waiting outside,” he replied and left. 
“Ever hear of knocking?” Taryn hissed. 
Tynx finished a little while later, and they headed out.  The elf led them through 

the tree boughs—the three held hands as they went, Ozzie praying the whole way—to the 
largest house in the entire settlement.  They were led inside and then left alone.  At the 
opposite end of the house was a finely crafted throne, formed from silvery birch wood.  
On it sat an elderly elf with pure white hair and eyes that spoke ages. 

“Welcome, Taryn, Ozzie, and Tynixenal,” the elf said with a deep voice. 
He beckoned them forward, and they all bowed before him when they reached the 

throne. 
“I hear you have been causing quite a stir in my village,” Falerill said calmly. 
“With all due respect, sir,” Taryn began, but the elven elder raised a hand, and she 

stopped. 
“I know your reasons, Lady Taryn, and I do not disagree with them.” 
“Then why—” she started again, but stopped. 
“We are a different people than you.  This is simply our way.  I do apologize for 

the actions of Gilraen, but she and her family was deeply hurt when her Aunt Lunara left 
us.  I do not say this to justify her actions, but to help you understand her.”  The three 
said nothing, so Falerill went onto say, “Now, about your mission.  What do you know 
about this creature you face?” 
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“Not as much as we’d like, sir,” Ozzie said.  “We know he is a Shifter and that he 
possesses some sort of power against magical beings such as yourself, but not much 
beyond that.” 

“Indeed.  That is more than most know.  I myself know very little of this creature, 
but I can tell you this.  Having lived for as long as he has, he knows more than any of us 
can imagine.  You three must use any advantage you have against him, especially 
knowledge from your own world.  He will not know how to combat that.” 

The three exchanged uncertain glances, and Ozzie finally said, “What makes you 
think…” 

He let his voice trail off, hoping that was enough to draw out the information 
without giving too much away. 

Falerill laughed heartily and replied, “Gyldain and I talk.” 
“He was here?” Tynx asked.  “Has he left yet?” 
“He has already passed through, but you will see him again, I am sure.  Now, I 

believe your enfield has recovered for the most part.  It’s time you three left.  I’m afraid 
your presence causes too much turmoil.” 

“Thank you for your hospitality, sir,” Taryn said, as the three bowed. 
“Of course.  May Yurwyfen be with you all.” 
He then motioned for them to leave, and they filed out quietly.  Outside, the same 

elf who had fetched them was waiting with all of their belongings gathered neatly at his 
feet.  Heinz was waiting on the ground below. 

“I will escort you out,” he said. 
“Um , thanks?” Ozzie replied. 
 
“That was…a little weird,” Ozzie added later, as the group made their way back 

to the main road. 
“Those are elves for you,” Tynx said blandly. 
They walked carefully, both Taryn and Heinz now in pain.  They made camp 

early that evening and looked forward to the progress they would make tomorrow.  Tynx 
went to bed early, his mind clearly full of thoughts that Taryn and Ozzie could only guess 
at.  Meanwhile, the two humans stayed up and talked. 

“You know,” Ozzie said, trying to sound casual, “I’m beginning to think that 
Tynx has a thing for you.” 

“Okay, he’d be the first,” Taryn replied.  “What makes you think so?” 
“There’s something about the way he looks at you,” Ozzie said.  “I don’t know.  It 

just seems weird.  Not weird-bad, just weird-different.  Weird-different in a good way.” 
“So?” 
“So what?” 
“So why are you bringing it up?  I didn’t think guys did this sort of thing.” 
“We don’t, it’s just…I mean, do you like him?” 
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Taryn didn’t reply.  This was something that had been nagging at her for some 
time, but she had pushed it away again and again.  It was a moot point, so why should she 
bother trying to figure it out?  At least that had always been her thought. 

“I only ask,” Ozzie added, “because I don’t want to see you get hurt.  It’s not like 
he can come back with us.” 

Taryn looked at him.  In that moment, everything was the same as it had been 
over year ago.  He was her best friend again, looking out for her and trying to protect her. 

“Ozzie, that’s a really complicated question,” she finally replied.  “I mean, he’s 
not exactly my type, is he?” 

“And what exactly is your type?” 
This was a valid question, and they both knew it.  Taryn had never dated before, 

and she was only just really getting interested in guys when the two had stopped talking. 
“I don’t know,” she said with a huff.  “I’m not really sure.” 
Ozzie nodded, seeing the walls go back up. 
“Just…just be careful.  Okay?” he said softly. 
Taryn nodded and simply muttered, “Thanks.” 
She sighed and looked away, frustrated.  A little flower of warmth had bloomed 

inside of her when she had seen Ozzie’s attempt at a reconnection, but her own bitterness 
and anger had squelched it.  She hated herself for once again deflecting his kindness and 
friendship, but she didn’t know how to not do so.  As for Tynx, that was a whole other 
can of worms.  There was something tiny inside of her that tried to rise up and be 
recognized, but she ignored that too and soon went to sleep unhappy. 
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Chapter 15 
 
The next day, the three found the road again and left the woods.  It made them all 

giddy with hope as the great, grey mountain came into view.  The trees had thinned out 
quickly, and an empty, rocky valley lay before them.  Tynx optimistically surmised that 
they could be across and at the foot of the mountain by the end of the day.  The traveling 
was easy, as the ground flattened out, and the group made good progress.  Taryn reined 
Heinz in from going after the quail and other small wildlife that made their home in the 
long grass, telling him to save his strength.  The creature obeyed his mistress, but still 
looked out with ears cocked when small noises resounded from nearby.  As they walked, 
Taryn and Ozzie became curious about the apparently legendary place they were nearing, 
and Tynx seemed especially animated as he answered their questions. 

“It’s said that Yurwyfen used to speak to people who journeyed up the mountain 
to meet with him.  They brought him their questions or requests, and he would answer 
them, though not always in the way they expected him to.” 

“De’dua mentioned that,” Taryn said.  “He said the way was blocked or 
something.” 

“Yes, there was a huge landslide.  The mouth of the caverns that lead to his 
audience chamber were completed blocked.  Dwarves and dragons and so many more 
tried to clear the way, but no one could.  It’s said it was as if the rocks simply refused to 
be moved.” 

“Won’t Yurwyfen clear it?” Ozzie asked. 
“No one can say what Yurwyfen will or won’t do.” 
They reached the foot of the mountains by the end of the day as planned and had a 

larger-than-usual dinner, as Tynx said they would need their strength the next day. 
“There’s a path up, but it won’t be easy,” he told them.  “We’ll have to climb at 

points.” 
“Should we tie ourselves together or something?” Ozzie asked.  “I saw that in a 

movie once.” 
“Not a bad idea,” Tynx replied.  “And you two should put on your extra clothes.  

It’s going to get cold.” 
Ozzie and Taryn agreed easily, but they didn’t realize just how cold it would get.  

The next day the group started the slow ascent up the mountain.  The path was pretty 
much a straight shot upwards rather than winding back and forth.  While this made the 
trip faster, it also made the going harder.  At times, the trail grew so thin that it seemed to 
disappear completely, only to reappear a little ways off.  The trio had to pick their way 
over patches of scree and over some very unsteady looking boulders at times, but the rope 
Ozzie had suggested saved more than one of them from falling back down to steadier 
ground on several occasions.  Heinz also proved to be very helpful.  He was surefooted 
enough to find the best path up, so the group wound up following him more than Tynx.  
Cold winds blew down from the mountaintop above them, stiffening fingers and 



Skateboards, Magic, and Shamrocks              For VIP Newsletter Subscribers Only               Dana Fraedrich 
 
 
reddening noses.  The conditions made Taryn moodier than usual, which didn’t help 
anything either. 

“She gets snarky when she gets cold,” Ozzie muttered to Tynx that afternoon as 
the three were making camp in a little area off of the path. 

There was a small ledge above the spot that sort of sheltered them from the wind, 
but just barely.  The difference wasn’t enough to help any of their moods, especially 
since Tynx had just told them that they couldn’t afford to have a fire that night.  They had 
only brought a little firewood with them, and Tynx insisted they save it for when they 
were further up the mountain.  It would be even worse then. 

“Suck it up, princess,” Taryn snipped, having heard Ozzie’s comment. 
“I’m sorry you’re uncomfortable,” Tynx said, hoping to diffuse the girl’s temper.  

“If there’s anything I—” 
“Don’t bother.  We can’t have a fire, unless you can produce one from thin air.” 
She stared hard at Tynx, waiting for her goading dart to have an effect.  It did, but 

not the desired one.  Tynx looked hurt for a second, but looked away and attended to 
setting up the tent.  Ozzie glared at her, but said nothing.  Taryn immediately felt remorse 
for her words and wished she could take them back.  She then went about trying to help 
with the setup, but there wasn’t much to do with no fire, so she sat down and petted 
Heinz, who kissed his mistress on the cheek, sensing she was upset.  The three had a 
mostly silent, cold dinner of dried meat, dried fruit, nuts, and very stale bread.  Soon 
afterwards, they gathered in the little tent.  Heinz was too big to fit, so he slept outside, 
seemingly content to play watchdog.  Even in their little tent, however, it was cold and 
only getting colder. 

“I think we need to do something different,” Tynx said.  “Otherwise we might 
freeze up here, or at least catch our deaths.” 

“Like what?” Taryn asked. 
“Let’s make like fabric softener and snuggle!” Ozzie said with a laugh. 
“Heck no!” Taryn snapped.  “I barely feel human right now as bad as I stink, 

much less like a cuddle bug.” 
“Taryn, we all smell,” Tynx reasoned.  “Would you really rather be cold?” 
She sighed, her breath turning to white mist, and said, “No, but everyone had 

better watch their hands.” 
“Come on, Ryn,” Ozzie said.  “You really think either of us is that stupid?” 
Taryn sighed and agreed, “Fair enough.” 
After that they all lined up back to front in the tent, Taryn in the middle, and 

found themselves feeling much warmer. 
“Why didn’t you tell me you were so cozy?” Ozzie asked from behind Taryn. 
“I mean it, Oz, you’d better start pretending like we’re four…when taking naps 

together was far less complicated.” 
“Can I have a cookie?” 
“Only if I get one.” 
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There was another pause, and Ozzie sniggered, saying, “You can mark elf-
cuddling off your list of things to do before you die.” 

“Half-elf,” Tynx corrected. 
“Close enough.  Still cooler than your average human.” 
Taryn rolled her eyes, but said nothing.  She was immensely more comfortable 

now, but her conscience was still nagging her about what she had said to Tynx earlier.  
Very carefully, she tapped Tynx with the arm she had draped over his waist—Ozzie had 
his hand safely on her stomach—and whispered his name. 

“Yes?” he whispered back. 
Having his attention now, Taryn craned her head so that she could whisper into 

his ear.  She didn’t really want Ozzie to hear her conversation with Tynx. 
“I’m sorry for what I said.  I didn’t mean it.” 
Tynx did not saying anything for several minutes until finally, “I’m sorry.  I wish 

I could do more.” 
Taryn sighed and said, “You’ve already done so much.  Please, I hope I didn’t 

hurt your feelings.” 
“Don’t worry about it.” 
There was a moment of silence and then Taryn simply said, “Hey.” 
“What?” 
“I think you’ve been incredible,” she whispered, and squeezed him around the 

middle. 
She could feel him smile as he said gratefully, “Thanks.” 
She nodded, rubbing her cold nose against the back of his neck and then settled 

down to sleep. 
 
The next few days were grueling, especially for Taryn and Ozzie who had never 

worked so hard in their whole lives, as they simply tried to make it up the mountain.  
They continued to sleep huddled up against each other, and Tynx treated the various cuts 
and scrapes that the terrain inflicted on the three.  They did start making a fire on the 
third day, but it was small, only large enough to make some dinner and warm the 
traveler’s hands.  After the fire died, the three huddled in the tent, sitting up until it was 
time to sleep. 

During this time, the physical closeness was a catalyst for bringing the group 
closer together as friends.  Ozzie’s jokes made the somewhat awkward sleeping situations 
seem more humorous than anything, and Taryn actually started coming up with various 
games for the three to play to stave off boredom during the times between eating and 
sleeping.  There were unspoken memories between Taryn and Ozzie during these 
games—Tynx could see the way one would look at the other at times—but no one said 
anything about it, and it kept the peace. 

On the fifth day, the three came over a ridge, the top of the pass, and could see 
down into the valley below.  The sight of the green, rolling hills below reenergized them.  
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There was something else there, however, that caused a great mixture of feelings in the 
group as well.  Far, far below, the three could see shapes moving.  They all knew they 
were the shapes of all sorts of magical creatures.  Ozzie was ecstatic and willing to travel 
nonstop until he got down there, while both Taryn and Tynx were apprehensive, each for 
their own reasons.  They did have to get back down the mountain first, though, and 
nonstop was not an option. 

This was the coldest part of their journey, and the path grew icy as they went.  
This was also the point where Ozzie’s rope idea backfired.  Taryn lost her footing on the 
path and went down hard.  Her body slipped down the slope until coming down to rest on 
some more level ground.  Ozzie and Tynx could not help but be dragged down with her.  
They followed the same trajectory she had and crashed into Taryn.  The wind was 
knocked out of her.  She groaned in pain and opened her eyes.  There she saw Ozzie and 
Tynx piled on top of her in a heap. 

“Ow, is everyone okay?” Tynx asked. 
“Yeah, I’m good,” Ozzie replied.  “Taryn?” 
“Guys, get off of me,” she heaved, fighting to breathe. 
“I don’t know, this—” Ozzie began. 
“Now!” Taryn yelled, finally getting air back into her lungs. 
The boys took a few seconds to untangle themselves and then got to their feet 

quickly.  They helped Taryn stand up and took several moments to make a few 
embarrassed apologies.  The three also made sure to check for any injuries, Heinz 
worriedly sniffing Taryn to make sure everything was okay.  As he did so, he seemed to 
smell something on the air and began to growl.  Everyone went on high alert and pulled 
out their weapons.  Then, from behind the surrounding landscape—boulders and small 
ridges and whatnot—came several figures. 

“Stop, we mean you no harm,” Tynx called to the approaching figures.  “We will 
defend ourselves, however.” 

“Tynixenal?” came a voice. 
One of the figures pulled back their hood and came forward quickly.  The small 

group prepared themselves, but did not retreat.  As the figure came out from the shadows, 
a look of recognition came over Tynx’s face. 

“Mother?” he said. 
After a moment, he walked forward and embraced the elven woman standing 

there.  Taryn and Ozzie stood there silently, wondering how Tynx’s mother could be here 
of all places.  If they remembered right, her name was Lunara.  At the moment the mother 
and son were exchanging a heartfelt reunion, but she was all business after the initial 
greetings were exchanged. 

“I am sure you have all sorts of news to share with me, but that must wait.  We 
must return to our camp.  We can talk there.” 

“Can we talk on the way?” Ozzie asked. 
Lunara looked at him, clearly amused, and replied, “A little.” 
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It was then that five others came forward and removed their hoods.  One of them, 
unbelievably, was Gilraen. 

“What are you doing here?” Taryn spat. 
“Peace,” Lunara commanded, her voice firm and even.  “This is not the time for 

petty bickering.  We have more important—” 
“You wouldn’t think it was petty if you knew what she said about your son!” 

Taryn interrupted, spinning to face the elven woman. 
There was a tense moment where it seemed as if Lunara was sizing Taryn up, and 

Taryn wasn’t backing down.  Finally, Lunara spoke evenly again. 
“I have heard of your battle with Gilraen, Taryn, as well as what started it.  I have 

made my own peace with my niece.  You will get a chance to speak with her later.  Until 
then, we must go.”  Taryn said nothing, and Lunara then proceeded to introduce her 
companions: “Gilraen you know.  There is also Birch, Amra, Silawen, and Tariel.  
Follow us.” 

All but one of the newcomers were elves.  Birch was strange.  She looked like a 
human for the most part, but there was a certain fluidity to her movements that was 
uncanny.  Her hair was a strange sort of texture—the strands were far thicker than 
usual—and her skin looked rough.  Ozzie was staring. 

“She’s a dryad,” Tynx whispered as they walked.  “Don’t speak to her unless she 
speaks to you first.  They don’t usually like men.” 

“Ah, okay.”  Then, turning his attention, Ozzie asked congenially, “Gilraen, 
how’d you get here so fast?  We just left Nerlua.” 

“You travel slowly, while we do not,” she replied shortly. 
The group left the main road and headed off onto what looked like a little game 

trail.  The going was surprisingly easy, as the slope was gentle, and the way seemed to 
have been cleared beforehand.  There were a few rough spots, but they were easily 
traversed with a helping hand from one of their guides. 

“Are those my sais?” Lunara asked as they walked. 
“Uh, yeah.  Tynx said it was okay,” Taryn said uncomfortably.  “Do you want 

them back?” 
Lunara laughed—a musical sort of sound—and said, “No.  I think they have 

probably served you well.  I would like you to keep them.” 
“Thank you,” Taryn said awkwardly. 
Lunara then turned to her son and began telling him about how his sister Madeliss 

was doing.  Apparently it was very well since Tynx’s father, Gabiel, had given her some 
money and helped her move the entire family into his house. 

“It was the right choice with everything that’s happening,” Lunara said, though 
there was a sadness in her eyes. 

“I’m sorry you had to leave Father,” Tynx said.  “I know how much you must 
miss him, and he you.” 
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Lunara nodded and dashed away the tears that had appeared at the mention of her 
husband. 

“I know, and we all have to make sacrifices now.  I will see him again.” 
There was a confidence in her voice that surprised Taryn, and she wondered how 

the woman could be so self-assured.  After about an hour of walking, firelight appeared 
in the near distance, and the group came upon a rather large camp. 

The whole thing was nestled in between three or four rather large boulders that 
stood several hundred yards from each other in each direction.  There were three large 
tents set up there and a fire pit in the center.  A few others were there taking care of 
various tasks, and they looked up as the group approached. 

“Lunara, you brought strangers here?” demanded an elf that had been tending the 
fire. 

“Relax, Haur,” Lunara said calmly.  “They are hardly strangers.  This is my son, 
Tynixenal, and these are his companions.” 

Haur sized the three up for a moment and finally said, “They have an enfield with 
them.  I suppose they can’t be too bad.  Who is the pureblood charge?” 

“Me,” Taryn said tiredly, raising a hand. 
“I see.  Well, I’m sure we’ll all get a chance to hear the story later.  Until then, 

stay out of the way.” 
The three were then left standing there as the elves and Birch went about their 

business as usual. 
“You’ll have to excuse the accommodations.  Quarters here are a bit tight,” 

Lunara told them before heading off. 
“Don’t worry.  We’re used to it,” Ozzie called back. 
Taryn gave him a look and shook her head.  She then sat down by the fire and 

tried to get warm. 
“How’re you doing?” Tynx asked her, sitting down beside her. 
“Tired, hurting, cold, but otherwise okay,” she said dryly. 
The journey on the mountain had really taken it out of her.  She didn’t even have 

the energy to be snippy just now. 
“Well, we can rest now, right?” Ozzie asked. 
“Sure, I don’t see why not,” Tynx replied.  “We can probably stay out of the way 

here as well as anywhere else.” 
“Fantastic,” Taryn said.  “I say we do that then.” 
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Chapter 16 
 
The three simply allowed themselves to drift off to sleep by the fire, Taryn curled 

up with Heinz and Ozzie and Tynx lying with their backs against a log.  Sometime later, 
after night had fallen, they were woken again, and Taryn decided that she wanted to go 
wash up before dinner.  A makeshift rain barrel—an oversized waterskin really—had 
been set up nearby, and she pulled a small bucket of water from it to use.  While she 
washed her hands and face as best she could, trying to ignore the biting cold, someone 
she hadn’t met before approached. 

“Do we have visitors in our camp?” the stranger said.  “I’m surprised Haur let you 
in.” 

“People will do surprising things when you travel with an enfield,” Taryn 
bantered, feeling much more refreshed now. 

She then looked up and saw a very handsome man standing there.  He was tall 
and had dark hair that fell messily just to his shoulders.  His eyes were deep and dark, 
while his skin was pale.  The man smiled down at Taryn, and she felt her heart skip a 
beat. 

“So you’re the mistress of that fine animal.  I should have guessed.  Allow me to 
introduce myself.  I am Ralen.”  He took her hand as he spoke and kissed it, sending a 
thrill down her spine.  “And who might I have the very good pleasure to meet?” 

“Taryn,” she breathed. 
“Well, Taryn, if you ever need anything, feel free to call my name.” 
She nodded and said softly, “Ralen.” 
“Exactly,” he said, brushing her cheek with his hand. 
With that, he glided away, and Taryn watched him go. 
“Who was that?” came Ozzie’s voice. 
She jumped and saw him standing right next to her. 
“What?” she asked. 
“Who was that?” he repeated. 
Taryn looked in the direction Ralen had gone, seeing that he had disappeared into 

the thick darkness. 
“Ralen,” she said again, wishing he would come back. 
“What?” Ozzie asked. 
“That’s his name,” Taryn replied, shaking her head.  “That’s who I was talking 

to.” 
“Are you okay?”  Ozzie asked.  “You’re acting weird.” 
“I’m fine, just tired.  Let’s go eat.” 
They headed back to the fire pit and joined everyone else in getting their food.  

Dinner was a thick hearty stew made with the meat of who knew what.  There wasn’t 
much talking while people ate, as the mountain air gave everyone a healthy appetite.  As 
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dinner began to wind down, people began to converse again, sharing information and 
talking about the day. 

“I think we need to hear from Lunara’s son,” Silawen said finally. 
“I agree,” Haur said.  “You three look like you’ve come a long way.” 
“It’s a bit of a long story,” Tynx said somewhat bashfully, and Taryn had a 

feeling he wasn’t really keen on sharing some parts of his history. 
“We have time,” Lunara said.  “Just start at the beginning.” 
Tynx nodded and took a deep breath.  He started with his former master’s death 

and brushed over the whole living-like-a-thief thing.  He also left out the parts about 
Taryn and Ozzie being from another world and having the Stones.  It wasn’t long before 
the listeners there were clearly impressed with everything the three had been through. 

“Yurwyfen has been keeping a special eye on you,” Birch said softly. 
It was the first time any of the little group had heard her speak, and her voice was 

like wind through tall grass. 
“Well, we’re almost to the valley,” Ozzie said, “so hopefully he won’t have to 

worry about us much longer.” 
“Why are you headed to Tymeras?” Amra asked.  “Humans aren’t usually brave 

enough to approach the mountain, much less come this far.” 
“Yes, Tynixenal didn’t mention just what you two were doing,” Tariel added. 
Taryn and Ozzie exchanged nervous glances.  They hadn’t considered how they 

would explain themselves and didn’t even know why Tymeras would make humans 
scared.  Neither of them could think of anything to say and suddenly worried about what 
would happen next. 

“They don’t need to justify themselves to us,” a voice said suddenly.  “They travel 
with Lunara’s son and an enfield.  What more do you need to know?” 

The two teens looked up and saw Ralen there, coming round to join the group.  
Taryn smiled prettily at him. 

“Ah yes, here is Ralen,” Lunara said.  “He is our night watchman, so to speak.  
Ralen, I’d like to introduce my son, Tynixenal and his friends Taryn and Ozzie.” 

“Taryn I’ve met,” he said with a bow.  “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, 
gentlemen.” 

“What do you mean night watchman?” Ozzie asked. 
“He’s a vampire,” Tynx said shortly.  “Mother, what are you doing with someone 

like him?” 
“In this time, all magical creatures must band together,” Lunara replied easily. 
“And just how is he surviving?” Tynx demanded, glancing at Taryn quickly. 
“All of us are contributing,” Lunara replied. 
“Mother, you let him…” Tynx began, but he couldn’t finish. 
“Yes, for the good of all, I have,” she said, and then proceeded to show them her 

wrists, which were both punctured with bite marks. 
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Meanwhile, Taryn had gone white with fear and was staring at Ralen with wide 
eyes. 

“I apologize if I frighten you,” Ralen said gently.  “I promise, not all my brethren 
are evil as so many would believe.” 

“Do you burn up in the sunlight?” Ozzie asked suddenly. 
“Oz!  That’s a bit rude, don’t you think?” Taryn exclaimed. 
“What?  You’re all scared of him.  How is that any worse?  I’m just curious.” 
Suddenly, Ralen’s smooth laughter erupted from across the way, and some of the 

anxiety that had begun to build disappeared. 
“I think I like how forthright you are, Ozzie,” he said after a moment.  “No, 

sunlight will not kill me.  It is rather uncomfortable, though.” 
“How often to you eat?” Ozzie asked, and Taryn rolled her eyes. 
“Only once every few days.” 
Ozzie clearly wanted to ask more questions, but Haur said he didn’t want to hear 

anymore and suggested they have some music.  That idea went over very well, and some 
instruments were brought out.  There was a lyre and a mandolin, as well as some pan 
pipes and another sort of low toned wind instrument that looked like a short, fat flute.  
Only the elves played instruments, and very well at that, while Birch and the others 
danced.  Ozzie got up and joined them, while Taryn and Tynx stayed seated. 

“Ralen said he met you before,” Tynx said quietly.  “What happened?” 
“It was when I was washing,” Taryn explained.  “He came over and introduced 

himself, I introduced myself, and that was it.  Why?” 
“I…I just don’t trust him.” 
“Why not?  Your mother and all the others here do.  They’re even…helping feed 

him, as weird as that is.” 
“Do you?” 
“Well, the fact that he drinks blood kind of freaks me out, but it seems like that’s 

just…it’s just what he is.  It’s not like he can help it.” 
Tynx sighed and said, “Yes, that’s true.  Vampires are what they are, but they 

have…powers.” 
“Powers?” 
“Not over elves and other magical creatures, but over humans.  They can charm 

humans and leave them senseless.” 
“Oh,” Taryn said, remembering how fuzzy-headed she had gotten around Ralen. 
“Just be careful, okay?” Tynx said. 
“No problem.” 
After a while, the musicians grew tired, and Lunara suddenly called on Tynx. 
“Tynixenal, dear, why don’t you play for us?” 
“Alright,” he said, brightening at the idea.  “It’s been a long time, though.” 
“I didn’t know you were musical, Tynx,” Ozzie said from across the fire. 
“Why didn’t you tell us?” Taryn asked. 
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Tynx shrugged and replied, “It never came up.” 
He took the lyre from Haur and began to pluck a few strings to get his bearings.  

He then began to play properly, and a voice that neither Taryn nor Ozzie had ever heard 
before resonated deep from within his chest.  The voice Tynx sang with was clear and 
solid and passionate.  He closed his eyes as he sang a song about two lovers separated by 
great turmoil.  Both of them were trying to resist their feelings, knowing that pain was the 
price of giving in, but, like all good love stories, it was futile to try.  The bittersweet song 
ended happily, but through the darkest parts Tynx’s voice became more fervent and even 
a little gritty.  Taryn was entranced.  She had never heard anything so beautiful, and 
hearing it sung by her good friend made it even better.  When the song was over, Tynx 
opened his eyes and looked around. 

“That was lovely,” Silawen said, as the little audience clapped. 
“Yes, it’s been a while since I’ve heard the ballad of Felleren and Muriela,” 

Lunara said. 
“More,” called Ralen.  “You must play a few more.” 
Tynx nodded and began again.  This time the song was lively and joyous.  Ozzie 

got up to dance again, but this time he invited Taryn along.  She looked unsure at first, 
but he pressed her. 

“Come on, Ryn.  I know what a great dancer you are.  After all, this might be your 
only chance to dance with elves.” 

Taryn laughed and took his hand.  The two danced and jumped and spun with 
each other, everything else forgotten about for the moment.  Tynx played several more 
songs, and the group danced on before he finally handed the lyre back to Haur.  
Sometime after that, everyone decided it was time to retire. 

“Taryn, you can sleep in the tent with me, Birch and Silawen if it’ll make you 
more comfortable,” Lunara said.  “We can have Amra move over.” 

“Actually, I’d like to stay with Ozzie and Tynx if that’s okay,” she replied. 
Lunara looked surprised at this, but nodded anyway.  The trio plus Heinz then 

climbed into the smaller of the two tents.  Before they did, though, Ralen appeared and 
bowed to Taryn. 

“I apologize that I was not completely truthful about myself during our first 
meeting,” he said.  “Please, forgive me.  It’s just that people tend to judge first.” 

Taryn had to fight hard to not fall head over heels for Ralen again.  After a 
moment, she finally nodded and spoke. 

“I understand.  I’ve seen that sort of prejudice before.”  She glanced at Tynx with 
a smile—he didn’t look too happy about Taryn having the same sort of compassion for a 
vampire—and then turned back to Ralen to say, “I accept your apology.” 

“Thank you.  I will make sure you sleep safely.” 
Then he smiled.  Not a fanged vampire smile, but a charming closed-mouth smile, 

and Taryn felt herself get all twitterpated again. 
“Thank you,” she said quickly and hurried inside. 
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It was only then that she realized that Tynx was holding her hand. 
“Thanks,” she said. 
“What’s your deal, Ryn?” Ozzie asked her quietly so that their neighbors could 

not hear.  “I’ve never seen you this ga-ga over some guy.” 
“I don’t know,” she said honestly.  “He’s just…he’s kind of irresistible.” 
Her jaw then dropped, as if she had not meant to say what she had just said.  Both 

boys were staring at her.  Ozzie then started cracking up, while Tynx’s face grew dark. 
“I…I need to go to bed,” Taryn said quickly. 
The three then settled down, but not before Tynx gave Taryn a few tips on 

resisting vampire charms—like remembering that they drank blood.  Taryn hoped this 
was the last she would hear of the incident. 

Just then, as if reading her thoughts, Ozzie said in a high, mocking voice, “Oh, 
Ralen.  You’re so hot.  Thanks for protecting me.  Want to be my boyfriend?” 

Taryn groaned and knew Ozzie would never let her live this down, which proved 
to be absolutely true.  The next day the three arose late and headed out of the tent.  There 
they met the sight of a large pot of some sort of breakfast gruel with pieces of dried fruit 
in it.  All three were famished again and ate heartily.  It was during breakfast the Lunara 
appeared and sat down next to her son. 

“How did you sleep?” she asked. 
“Great,” Tynx replied through mouthfuls.  “Thank you for taking us in.” 
“Of course.  We’ll be heading down the mountain tomorrow, so you can speak 

with Gilraen today.” 
“Why?” Taryn asked suddenly. 
Lunara gave her a long look and then said, “You are a very strong woman, Taryn, 

but far too angry.” 
Taryn’s eyes narrowed, but she said nothing, turning away.  Turning back to all 

three of them, Lunara said, “It is not good to remain enemies if you can make allies.  We 
all must be willing to bend, even the elves, in these times.” 

“I’ll speak to her,” Tynx said softly, “though I can’t imagine what she would have 
to say to me.” 

“I’ll go too,” Ozzie said.  “If nothing else, for moral support.  Ryn?” 
All three of them turned to the brooding redhead, who refused to look at them at 

first. 
“I’m not sorry for what I did.  Gilraen said terrible things about Tynx.”  She then 

turned to face Lunara and added, “He doesn’t deserve such treatment.  No one does, and I 
don’t think you should be preaching at me.” 

Lunara nodded and said evenly, “Perhaps, and I thank you for your loyalty to 
Tynixenal.  You as well, Ozzie.  Now, after you’re done, you can find her down at the 
creek.” 

Lunara then stood and glided away. 
“Your mom’s kind of intense,” Ozzie observed afterward. 
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Tynx shrugged and said, “She’s an elf.  What do you expect?” 
They finished their meal, and Tynx led the way down to a little stream that ran 

about a quarter of a mile away from the camp.  They found Gilraen there refilling some 
waterskins. 

“Aunt Lunara said she’d be sending you,” the elven girl said, not looking up from 
her work.” 

“Good morning,” Ozzie greeted cheerfully.  “Do you want some help?” 
She looked up at him for a moment and asked, narrowing her eyes distrustfully, 

“Why?  You know very well I’m capable.  Why would you offer, unless you were trying 
to be insulting?” 

“No, I’m trying to be nice,” he said, sitting down next to her. 
Gilraen looked at him skeptically and then handed him one of the leather bags 

without a word.  There were several minutes of tense silence until Tynx finally spoke up, 
clearly unsure of himself. 

“Did you…Have you had time to reconnect with my mother?” 
“We have spoken, and she apologized for the pain she caused my family.  I have 

forgiven her,” Gilraen replied brusquely. 
Behind Tynx, Taryn was bristling.  She thought this whole thing was so contrived 

and stupid. 
“I’m glad.  Hopefully you can find joy in her fellowship again,” Tynx said 

awkwardly. 
Gilraen suddenly stood and turned to her cousin, looking fierce and not quite 

condescending. 
“Your mother is a good woman and a noble elf,” Gilraen said.  “You are her son, 

so I can only assume some of those qualities were passed onto you.  I wish you the best 
for whatever journey you might be on.” 

Despite her stern words, Tynx smiled widely.  Clearly this was a huge deal to 
him. 

“Thank you, Gilraen.  I pray that light will always shine on your path,” Tynx 
replied warmly. 

There was another period of silence, and Ozzie cleared his throat loudly, giving 
Taryn a meaningful look. 

“What?” Taryn snapped at him.  “Now I’m supposed to just act like she and I are 
best friends forever.  You want us to hold hands and sing Cumbaya?” 

“Taryn,” Tynx said softly, “please…” 
He looked at her pleadingly, and she could see how much this meant to him.  She 

took a deep breath, whether to calm or prepare herself was uncertain.  Then she looked 
straight at Gilraen and spoke honestly. 

“Okay, you’re hurt and pissed off.  Clearly you can hold a grudge with the best of 
us.  I get that, but it doesn’t give you the right to treat someone so poorly…” 
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Taryn let her words trail off, and she seemed to be thinking hard about something.  
She looked at Ozzie for a moment, and then turned away, as if it hurt her to do so.  She 
was silent for several moments and looked as if she were gathering her words. 

Finally, Taryn looked Gilraen in the face again and said, “Trust me, it’d just be 
better if you could let go of all that bitterness.  If you can’t…well…you’ll be happier if 
you can, I’m sure.” 

A look of understanding passed between the two, and Gilraen softened ever so 
slightly. 

“I think you are right, Taryn.  It is…not easy, though.” 
“I know it’s not.” 
With that, Taryn walked away silently. 
 
For the rest of the day, the trio helped out around the camp.  Taryn was quiet and 

so was left to work by herself, save for Heinz’s constant companionship.  During the day, 
they learned that the group had been traveling to Tymeras as well, but had opted for a 
slower, more restful trip.  Well, slower in elf terms.  That was why they had set up camp 
so far away from the main road.  That and the group didn’t really need to follow the road 
the same way Taryn and Ozzie did.  Lunara had visited her childhood home on the way, 
but the reunion had not been happy.  Her main reason for going had been to make peace 
with her family.  Only Gilraen had been willing to forgive, and so had followed her aunt.  
The rest of the group mostly hoped they would find help in the shadow of Yurwyfen’s 
mountain, Mount Providence.  They had spotted Tynx’s group as they came down from 
the top of the pass and, seeing a pair of humans, tracked them. 

“Gyldain is alive, you know,” Haur told Tynx. 
“I know.  It’s incredible, isn’t it?” 
“Maybe for anyone else,” Amra added.  “Somehow, it seems just like Gyldain to 

fake his own death.” 
“I agree,” Haur said.  “Let’s just hope he can give us some answers.” 
Just as the sun was beginning to set that afternoon, Ozzie was busy re-securing 

some tent stakes.  It was then that Taryn emerged from her solitude and approached him. 
“Hey,” she said quietly. 
He looked up at her from where he was checking some knots and smiled. 
“Hey,” he replied.  “You feeling okay?” 
She nodded and hesitated before speaking again.  When she did, her voice was 

shaky and thick with emotion, and she would not meet Ozzie’s eyes. 
“Look, I know…I know I’ve been a real pain.  I don’t mean to be all snarky and 

hateful, but…it’s just…I’m really, really sorry.” 
“I know, Ryn,” Ozzie said softly.  “I know Ka—” Taryn visibly tensed up and 

paled at the name, and Ozzie stopped himself before finishing.  After a moment he said, 
“I know how hard…it was on you.  It was really hard on me too.  My dad…I miss him 
more than anything.” 
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Now Ozzie’s voice cracked and he had to stop and collect himself before 
continuing.  He knew he had to be the strong one for both of them. 

“It hurt even more, though, that my best friend wouldn’t even look at me.” 
Now Taryn began to cry properly, and Ozzie took her hand. 
“Please, I’d really like it if we could try getting back to where we were.  It’d mean 

everything to me.” 
“Ozzie,” Taryn sobbed, “how can you say that?” 
“You’ve always been there, since before we could walk.  Where am I ever going 

to get that again?  I won’t go back to diapers.” 
Taryn suddenly laughed through her tears, but cried harder too, and said, “I’m 

sorry.  Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
She began to turn away, when Ozzie suddenly reached out and hugged her tightly. 
“Don’t,” he said fervently.  “I miss you too much.” 
It was then that Taryn realized that Ozzie needed her.  He didn’t know what it was 

she felt when she looked at him or the terrible things she had wished for, which was 
probably why he still had hope for them, but she had abandoned him in his greatest time 
of need.  She hugged him back as her heart burned, but said nothing.  She knew she owed 
him this despite own pain. 

“I’m so sorry about your dad,” was all she could say. 
The two friends stayed there for a little while, not wanting to end this moment that 

might or might not have been the beginning of a healing process.  Taryn, however, 
eventually claimed that she needed to finish her chores and left. 

 
“Haur sent me to give you three a job tonight,” Silawen said shortly. 
Taryn, Ozzie, and Tynx were relaxing after dinner and were all surprised by the 

sudden command. 
“Anything to help,” Tynx replied, trying to get his bearings. 
“Good.  Follow me,” the elf said. 
The three obeyed and followed her down to the creek.  There, seated on a rock, 

was Lunara and Ralen.  Ralen had his mouth on Lunara’s wrist, while the elven woman 
looked on calmly. 

“Mother!” Tynx cried, seeing the small trail of blood that slipped down one side 
of Lunara’s wrist. 

“Calm yourself, Tynx.  I told you we all contributed.” 
Tynx stuttered a few times, but was too angry to form a proper sentence. 
“Um, does that mean all of us?” Ozzie suddenly asked, going pale. 
“No!” Tynx exclaimed.  “You can’t.  Mother, they’re just humans.” 
“Tynixenal, we have fed you and given you a place to lay your head.  Ralen has 

kept us safe while we slept.  It is time to return the favor.” 
“No,” Tynx insisted. 
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“You bring dishonor on yourself, my son,” Lunara said, narrowing her eyes at 
him. 

Her voice was cold, and Tynx looked as if she had hit him.  Taryn gaped at her in 
disbelief. 

“Very well,” Tynx hissed. 
He stepped forward, and Ralen released Lunara’s hand.  She stood proudly and 

swept away from the two men. 
“I appreciate your help,” Ralen said.  “It is much better than hunting and 

stealing.” 
Tynx said nothing, but sat down and offered his wrist.  Taryn watched 

incredulously for a moment, her anger rising.  She then marched after Lunara, who had 
disappeared into the trees. 

“Hey!  Hang on a second!” she called. 
Lunara, who was not very far ahead, turned and looked down at Taryn blandly. 
“Yes?” she asked simply. 
“What was that?  He’s your son!” Taryn snarled.  “And you treat him just like 

everyone else!  No wonder he thinks he’s dirt.” 
“And what do you know about it?” Lunara asked sternly.  “My relationship with 

my son is no concern of yours.” 
“Yes, it is,” Taryn insisted.  “Tynx is my friend.  He saved my life.  He’s an 

incredible person, and not even his own mother can see that.  Why can’t you, of all 
people, give him some credit?” 

“You are more than you appear, Taryn Kelly, but you do not know our ways—” 
“I don’t care about your ways!  You’re the one who made the choice to marry a 

human and have kids with him in the first place.  Stop acting like you’re better than 
everyone else, including your own flesh and blood.  You’re only hurting him.” 

With that, Taryn turned on her heel and marched back to the creek.  She was so 
angry she was shaking.  Tynx and Ozzie both knew better than to ask when she was in 
such a state, so they kept silent.  Instead, Ozzie turned the subject back to the task at 
hand. 

“Ralen says we’ll be tired afterward, but he’s promised to give us something that 
will help.” 

Taryn looked at her friend and smiled a little, letting her anger begin to fade.  
Once again, his own fears had been overcome with something as simple as food.  If only 
it was that easy for her.  Tynx finished and Ozzie was next. 

“You okay?” Taryn asked, as she sat down next to Tynx and leaned back against 
the rock the Ozzie was sitting on. 

“Yes.  It’s not as bad as I thought it would be.” 
“Sorry I wasn’t here to hold your hand.” 
“That’s alright.  I’ll still hold yours.” 
“Nobody’s holding mine,” Ozzie piped up. 
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Taryn reached up and took his free hand in hers. 
“It’s really not bad,” Ozzie told her.  “Kind of like when we went to donate blood 

that one time.” 
“Great,” Taryn groaned. 
“What?” Tynx asked. 
For Ozzie’s fifteenth birthday, our parents agreed to let us donate blood.  Trust 

me, it’s totally normal and for a really good cause.  Well, long story short, I got sick and 
threw up all over the attendant.” 

“It was incredible,” Ozzie said.  “Totally projectile style.” 
“Well, I will try to avoid that,” Ralen said suddenly, lifting his head from Ozzie’s 

wrist. 
“Thanks for the date, dude,” Ozzie said, standing up. 
Taryn stood too, very apprehensively, while Ozzie assumed her place.  She sat 

down on the rock and tentatively met Ralen’s eyes. 
“It will not hurt,” he assured her, his voice low and soothing. 
Almost immediately, she felt calmer and offered him her hand.  He took it, and 

she was surprised at the strength she felt in just his fingers. 
“Are you ready?” he asked. 
As he spoke, he let his fangs show for the first time.  They looked sharp as knives, 

and Taryn could see the residue of blood around his mouth.  She kept herself from 
shuddering and nodded. 

“Don’t be afraid,” he said softly, and lowered his head. 
Taryn braced herself for the pain she was sure was coming, but none came.  There 

was slight pressure on her skin as Ralen bit her and then nothing but the feel of his lips 
and tongue on her wrist.  It was like being kissed and not at all unpleasant.  She laughed 
as she remembered Ozzie’s comment.  As promised, Tynx was holding her hand, and he 
gave it a squeeze.  She squeezed it back, and a thought came unbidden to her mind. 

I think I’d like it if Tynx kissed me like this. 
She looked to Ralen quickly, wondering if the folklore about vampires being able 

to read thoughts, especially the thoughts of their current victims, was true.  Ralen opened 
one eye and looked sideways at her, his lip curling into a smile as he did.  Taryn blushed 
furiously.  He had heard it.  She just hoped he wouldn’t say anything.  Ralen returned to 
his feeding, and Taryn tried to keep her mind clear, but new thoughts kept bubbling up 
now. 

Where did that come from, she wondered. 
She twisted her head around to look at Tynx, who gave her an encouraging smile.  

She smiled back weakly and turned away.  She thought back to the conversation she and 
Ozzie had had not so long ago.  Ozzie had said then that he thought Tynx had a thing for 
her.  Maybe, but that was neither here nor there.  There was no way they could have any 
sort of relationship, not with all the things that separated them…like an entire dimension.  
Then again, he was the only person she had ever shared her deepest hurts with.  Why had 
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she done that?  Was it because there was less risk in doing so since she would eventually 
leave his world?  Or was it for a deeper reason?  He seemed to have understood, and, 
since then, the two had shared a special sort of companionship.  She sighed.  It was all 
too much to think about with everything else they were dealing with.  She looked to 
Ralen.  He had heard it all, she was sure.  The vampire lifted his head and spoke quietly. 

“I will not betray your trust.” 
Taryn smiled a little, relief filling her, and replied, “Thank you.” 
Ralen took several minutes to finish feeding and then released Taryn’s hand. 
“I thank you all deeply for your generosity,” he told them, bowing low.  “You 

should all take it easy for the rest of the night.  I will walk with you back to camp and 
give you something that will help.” 

The trio all stood carefully and slowly made their way back to the camp.  They all 
settled down against the now-familiar log and waited while Ralen went to his tent—his 
was the smallest of the three and only for him.  He returned several minutes later with 
three meat pasty-like objects and a simple flask. 

“It’s an elven food,” he told them, referring to the pasty.  “It will restore your 
strength.  This is a special brew I created myself.  It also restores energy.” 

“You know we’re underage, right?” Ozzie said jokingly. 
“Get real,” Taryn bantered back.  “There is no age here.  You’re eighteen.  That’s 

old enough.” 
“Easy for someone who’s been drinking her whole life to say.” Ozzie retorted. 
“Tasting.  I have been tasting all my life.” 
Ralen served three cups of a dark gold drink and listened as Taryn and Ozzie 

explained that, where they came from—they did not say anything to the effect of “their 
world”—there was a law that said how old you had to be to consume alcohol. 

“How could such a law ever be enforced, especially within the home?” Ralen 
asked. 

“That’s the real trick, isn’t it?” Ozzie said evasively. 
Both he and Taryn wanted to steer the conversation away from themselves, and so 

began to ask Ralen about the journey down the mountain.  The vampire was happy to 
oblige, and told them that, if they went at a good pace, they would be in the valley by 
nightfall.  Both Taryn and Ozzie wondered just how grueling a “good pace” would be 
with a bunch of magical creatures, and so decided to go to bed right after their snacks that 
night. 
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Chapter 17 
 
The next day was the hardest day of traveling any of the trio had ever done.  The 

entire camp woke up early to pack everything up—the two humans were astonished at 
how much each one of them could carry—and then set off with hardly any breakfast.  
The elves, dryad, and vampire all moved at a swift pace down little game trails and long-
forgotten footpaths.  Taryn and Ozzie could barely keep up.  Thankfully, they stopped at 
midday and had a meal and a rest.  Both Ozzie and Taryn felt as if they might pass out at 
any moment, though.  Tynx brought the issue up to his mother and the others, but they 
wouldn’t hear of it.  It wasn’t until Ralen joined Tynx’s cause—gently reminding them 
that he had fed off of them just the night before—that the rest of the group folded ever so 
slightly and agreed to slow up a little.  To Taryn and Ozzie, it wasn’t that big a change, 
but they would take what they could get. 

Several hours and far too few rest stops later, the group stepped from the foot of 
the mountain into the valley.  The grass was green and soft, and twilight had just settled 
in, but was already giving way to night.  It was much colder on this side of the range, 
though no one felt it after such an arduous day.  Taryn and Ozzie weren’t sure how they 
were still standing. 

“I don’t care anymore,” Ozzie said.  “I’ll sleep right here.  Can we just stop?  
Please?” 

“I’m pretty sure this is considered a form of torture somewhere,” Taryn added. 
“How did you two ever make it from Truewood?” Amra asked. 
“We didn’t travel with elves,” Taryn replied. 
“Half-elf speed all the way.  So much better than elf speed,” Ozzie said. 
“Well, you’ll be glad to know your journey has come to an end,” Haur said 

proudly, stopping and turning around to face them.  “The valley of Tymeras lies before 
you in all its wonder.  You should feel honored.  No human has been here in over four 
hundred years.” 

“Can I feel honored in the morning?” Taryn mumbled to Ozzie.  “I think I might 
be dying.” 

“It is incredible, really and truly,” Ozzie replied sincerely, “but we are so very, 
very tired.  Do you know where we could make camp and get some rest so that we might 
better appreciate this great place?” 

Taryn raised her eyebrows, clearly impressed.  How Ozzie could be so diplomatic 
after what they had endured, she would never know.  She did make a mental note, 
however, to call on him next time she needed to negotiate her curfew. 

“Gyldain asked to see you three as soon as you arrived,” Gilraen said. 
“How do you know?” Tynx asked. 
“He told me when he was in Nerlua,” she replied simply. 
“Wait, he came through before we did,” Ozzie said.  “You didn’t tell us when we 

were there.” 
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“Are you surprised?” the she-elf asked flatly. 
“No, I guess not.” 
“For the love of all things holy!  Will this stupid trip never end?” Taryn moaned. 
“Just a little more tonight and we’ll rest,” Tynx assured them. 
He was clearly excited about meeting the legendary elf.  Taryn and Ozzie were 

less than enthused. 
“He is staying at the temple on the eastern rim of the valley,” Lunara told him.  “I 

would suggest you three walk around the valley proper.  There are creatures here that do 
not care for humans.”  She then paused and said, “I think this is where I must leave you, 
my son.  You have a journey that is different from ours.  Please, be careful.” 

“I will.  You as well, mother.” 
The two embraced and exchanged the elven formalities.  The other elves bid them 

short goodbyes, and Lunara seemed especially cold to Taryn.  Gilraen, however, spared a 
few extra words for her. 

“I hope your own journey comes to an end soon.” 
“Same for you,” Taryn replied.  She then added, “If you get a chance, try 

spending some time with your cousin.  He’s pretty cool.” 
“Perhaps our paths will bend towards one another again.  We will have to wait 

and see.” 
With that, the elves were gone.  Birch said naught but few words to the group 

before gliding away as well, leaving only Ralen. 
“I know how tired you all must be,” he said.  “I will travel with you and keep you 

safe.  There could be danger even this far out in the valley.” 
“Awesome,” Ozzie said.  “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to have any more of those 

elf snacks, would you?” 
“I do indeed.  Please, take them all.  I have no use for them.” 
He then pulled four more pasties from his pack and handed them to Ozzie, who 

passed one to each of his companions. 
“Thank you for staying with us,” Taryn said before tearing into her food. 
“My pleasure,” Ralen replied with a bow. 
They started off again at a very slow pace, the snacks gone within minutes.  Ozzie 

asked just how long it would take to get to the temple. 
“To say an hour would be hopeful.  More likely two.” 
Taryn and Ozzie looked like they might both cry. 
“We could carry you,” Tynx offered. 
“Dude, only one of us is a chick,” Ozzie objected.  “Don’t you think that’d be a 

little…undignified.” 
“Screw your dignity!” Taryn said, leaping at the chance for a reprieve.  “Cowboy 

up and jump into Ralen’s arms!” 
“Why Ralen’s?” Ozzie asked. 
“Because he’s one-hundred percent magical.  Tynx is only half, and I weigh less.” 



Skateboards, Magic, and Shamrocks              For VIP Newsletter Subscribers Only               Dana Fraedrich 
 
 

There was a short silence before Ozzie said flatly, “I wish you were fat.” 
Taryn then turned to Ralen, who looked highly amused, and said, “It’s nothing 

against you, I promise.  We just know Tynx better.” 
“You’re the one who thinks he’s sexy,” Ozzie grumbled. 
At this, Ralen laughed uproariously, while Taryn groaned, her face turning as red 

as her hair. 
“Come, night is falling fast,” Ralen said after he had composed himself.  “Ozzie, I 

will sling you over my back if it seems more dignified to you.” 
“Whatever,” he sighed. 
With that, the group loaded their packs onto Heinz to lessen their own burdens, 

and Tynx and Ralen each slung a human over their shoulders—it was simply the easiest 
way to transport them both.  From there they continued their journey at a good pace.  
They traveled like that for well over an hour.  Taryn and Ozzie actually ended up falling 
asleep, despite their strange traveling conditions.  When Ralen and Tynx woke them, they 
found themselves before the temple, which was not what they had expected at all.  It 
looked more like an exotic palace than a sacred temple. 

The whole place was made of white stone, which turned silver in the bright 
moonlight.  Great, graceful turrets rose into the sky.  These were not like the pointed, 
stern turrets seen on European castles or even the onion shaped domes in India, but 
topped with fat, twisting swirls made of crystal.  The entire place looked big enough to 
house hundreds of people.  It may have as well, as every window glowed warmly with 
the golden glow of candles. 

“Behold, the Temple of the Great Beginning,” Ralen said reverently.  “It was built 
in the first days of our world to honor Yurwyfen, to show him praise in the first days 
when all races were close to him and could visit him at the summit of Mount 
Providence.” 

“It’s beautiful,” Taryn said yawning.  “That’s where Gyldain is?” 
“I guess so,” Tynx replied, yawning as well.  “Come on.” 
“I wish you all well in your journey,” Ralen said suddenly. 
“You’re not coming in with us?” Ozzie asked. 
“My kind…are not welcome in such places,” Ralen replied. 
The trio seemed to be lost for words for several moments until Tynx stepped 

forward and spoke again. 
“Thank you for everything, Ralen.  I wish the blessing of my house upon you.” 
Taryn and Ozzie hadn’t heard this expression before, but guessed that it was a 

high honor, as Ralen smiled openly and bowed to the half-elf. 
“Thank you, Tynixenal,” he replied.  “Should any of you ever need my help, 

simply call my name, and I will hear you.” 
Taryn and Ozzie exchanged their own heartfelt goodbyes, and Ralen walked away 

into the darkness. 
“Do you think he’s gone off to find his own kind?” Taryn asked. 
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“Vampires are usually pretty solitary,” Tynx replied.  “With the way things are, 
though, there’s no telling.” 

They then took their packs from Heinz and headed into the temple.  They were 
surprised when two translucent guards—sylphs, Tynx told them later—opened the doors 
for them and told them that Gyldain was expecting them.  The little group had to blink 
several times upon entering the temple.  The light within was so bright, it was like 
walking from a dark cave into the sun.  Inside was no less beautiful than the outside, 
however. 

The white walls were covered with exquisite mosaics of scenes from the past.  
Taryn and Ozzie recognized a few of them from the stories that Tynx had told them.  
Some looked newer than others and must have been added as the events happened.  The 
entrance chamber the three stood in was huge and round with candelabras and 
chandeliers and sconces throwing light everywhere.  There was no furniture here, simply 
dozens of doorways leading to who knew where. 

From one of the doorways emerged the ancient elf, Gyldain. 
“I see you made it,” he said suddenly.  “Took you long enough.” 
“It might have been faster if you had helped a bit more instead of just sending us 

out on our own,” Taryn snapped, her patience nearly to the breaking point. 
“Master Gyldain,” Tynx said, coming forward and bowing low.  “It is the greatest 

honor to meet you.” 
“Ah, half-elf Tynixenal, I foresaw that you would meet up with these two.  I 

cannot say what purpose there is in it, however.” 
Tynx seemed unsure of what to say to this strange response.  Ozzie, who was just 

as ready as Taryn to move on, suddenly spoke up. 
“Gyldain, sir, was there something you wanted to speak with us about?  We really 

need to rest.” 
“Yes, you three do look a bit worse for wear.  I had hoped to speak with you 

tonight, but I don’t think it will do any good.  We will get you to your rooms and speak in 
the morning.” 

He then motioned to a figure who had been discreetly standing by the doorway. 
“Novice Prisme, please take these three to their rooms,” Gyldain said. 
With that, he walked out without another word.  Tynx watched him leave with a 

look of disappointment on his face. 
“Don’t take it personally,” Ozzie told him.  “He’s always like that.” 
Tynx nodded and said, “I just imagined he would be a bit more…noble.” 
Taryn snorted derisively at this and, when Tynx looked at her for an explanation, 

said simply, “I hate that guy.” 
“If you three would follow me, please?” Prisme said softly. 
The three obeyed and followed the girl though one of the many doorways.  They 

tried to take note of anything they could to help them remember their way later, but most 



Skateboards, Magic, and Shamrocks              For VIP Newsletter Subscribers Only               Dana Fraedrich 
 
 
of the corridors all looked alike.  Taryn figured, if nothing else, Heinz could sniff out 
where they had come from later. 

Their guide, Novice Prisme, looked very young, but Taryn and Ozzie had learned 
that trying to guess the ages of magical beings was futile.  Novice Prisme said nothing 
and barely made any noise as she walked.  She wore goldenrod colored robes with 
turquoise trim.  As they walked, they passed others who presumably also served at the 
temple.  All the robes were the same goldenrod color, but the trim and styles differed, 
denoting different levels or classes in whatever system of hierarchy was in place here.  
Later on, Tynx would explain that the girl was a sylph like the guards out front, but was 
appearing in a more corporeal form.  That explained her pale skin and exceptionally light 
eyes.  They finally stopped at what could only be described as a cul-de-sac at the end of 
the hallway.  There were several doors around the rim of the semi-circle. 

“Your rooms are here,” Prisme said, motioning towards three of the doors.  Food 
and clothes will be brought in the morning.  Is there anything else you require?” 

The three shook their heads and thanked the girl, who then left them silently. 
“Well, goodnight,” Taryn said, realizing that this would be the first time in several 

weeks they would be sleeping separately. 
Secretly, she was unsure about being alone in this strange place.  Granted, she had 

Heinz, but it was unnerving nonetheless.  The two boys seemed to be sharing the same 
thoughts as they said their goodnights, but no one actually voiced those feelings.  Instead, 
they headed into their own small, simple rooms quietly, each one making a beeline for 
the bed and instantly falling asleep. 

 
When Taryn awoke the next morning, she sat up with a start, disturbing Heinz 

from his own slumber next to her.  It took her several moments to remember where she 
was, as well as where Ozzie and Tynx were.  Her first instinct was to go find them and 
make sure they hadn’t disappeared or anything.  She shook off the thought, however, 
telling herself she was being paranoid and instead decided to head into the little 
washroom to bathe.  She was thrilled to find that there was a deep, though not very wide, 
tub in here that somehow pumped hot water.  Taryn then took a long, relaxing bath, 
washing away the dust and grime from days and days of travelling.  She was embarrassed 
that the water had turned somewhat brown and murky by the end of it all, but at least it 
was off of her.  Wrapping up in a soft robe, she stepped out of the washroom and peeked 
out into her room again.  Heinz, who had sat by while she bathed, licked the water off of 
her legs while she looked. 

It wouldn’t surprise her if Ozzie had had the crazy idea to come visit while she 
was bathing.  That was if he had woken up yet, which was unlikely.  Tynx was too 
chivalrous to do such a thing, but better safe than sorry.  There wasn’t anyone out there, 
so she ventured out and spotted a small pile of clothes folded and tied up with a string 
sitting on a little table beneath a chute in the wall.  Curious, Taryn looked up and saw the 
chute went straight up.  There was another one next to it that went down, presumably for 
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dirty clothes, and Taryn was impressed by the ingenuity of those who had built the 
temple.  She changed into the clothes, which were simple but very practical.  The room 
was chilly, as the grate stood waiting to be lit, so the warmth of the clothes was a great 
comfort to Taryn. 

There was a pair of soft, tan, doeskin trousers, tall socks, dark brown boots, an 
undershirt, and a fleecy vest.  Just then, there was a knock on the door. 

Taryn opened it to find a tray of food there in front of her door, as well as a bowl 
of food for Heinz.  Apparently the monks or priests or whatever they were here were 
pretty secretive.  Tynx appeared in the doorway across from her looking very refreshed 
and dressed in clothing similar to hers. 

“Top o’ the morning,” she said cheerily in her best Irish accent. 
“You’re feeling better,” Tynx said with a smile. 
“It takes a little while, but I’ve been known to be pleasant,” she bantered back.  

“Want to join me?” 
“Sure.”  Tynx looked at the door next to his and said, “Should we wake Ozzie?” 
“Probably.  We still have to talk to what’s-his-name this morning.” 
Taryn then headed across the hall and knocked on the door gently.  When she 

didn’t hear anything, she opened it carefully and, to no one’s surprise, found Ozzie 
snoring away in bed. 

“Hey, Oz, time to get up,” Taryn said. 
“Mmmm, gnarma mema eh…” he mumbled. 
“You’d better get up, or you’ll be sorry,” she said, a mischievous smile spreading 

across her face. 
Ozzie only turned over and burrowed deeper under the heavy covers.  Taryn 

snuck around to the end of his bed, while Tynx watched with interest from the doorway.  
Taryn suddenly grabbed both of Ozzie’s big toes and shook them hard, yelling as she did 
so. 

“Time.  To.  Get.  Up!” 
Ozzie screamed and shot up in bed.  He snatched his feet from Taryn’s grasp, who 

was laughing hysterically, and tried to get his bearings. 
“Tynx!” he cried, laying eyes on the half-elf.  “Why didn’t…how come…you let 

her do it!” 
“I didn’t know what she was going to do,” Tynx replied, highly amused.  “The 

reaction was well worth it, though.” 
“You promised you’d never do that again!” Ozzie accused, turning to Taryn. 
“I lied,” she said through her laughter. 
Ozzie tried lying back down, but Taryn would not be swayed. 
“You can get ready in my room and join us for breakfast if you like,” she said. 
“Fine,” Ozzie grumbled, crawling out of bed. 
“What’s wrong with his feet?” Tynx asked as they all filed out and headed into 

Taryn’s room. 
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“He’s got a complex,” Taryn replied. 
“Do not!” Ozzie insisted. 
“Do too.  He doesn’t like his feet being messed with.  He’s been like that since he 

was a kid.” 
“A man’s feet are personal,” Ozzie said, heading for Taryn’s washroom.  “I 

expect you to respect that.” 
“Whatever you say,” Taryn said, sitting down with her tray. 
Tynx sat next to her on the end of the bed, both of them using the top of chest that 

sat at the foot of the bed as a table.  Breakfast was a thick, hearty porridge, served with a 
side of salted ham and some warm milk.  It was simple food, but very much appreciated. 

“Did you sleep okay?” Tynx asked. 
“Yeah, waking up was weird, though.” 
“I know what you mean.  I wanted to come over and make sure you were okay.” 
“Ditto.  Feel free to do so in the future.” 
Tynx nodded, and Taryn wondered at his protectiveness.  Was it just plain 

chivalry or was there some other reason for it?  Ever since she had thought about Tynx 
kissing her, she couldn’t stop wondering about their feelings for one another.  They ate 
their breakfast in relative silence, Heinz practically inhaling his food and licking up the 
juice quickly.  Ozzie appeared clean and changed some time later and he joined them for 
breakfast.  He seemed unbothered by the silence and ate almost as fast as Heinz did.  
After breakfast was over, they decided to seek our Gyldain.  Taryn had Heinz smell his 
way back to the entrance chamber they had started in last night and, once there, asked 
another novice where they could find Gyldain. 

“He is out in the courtyard,” the girl told them.  “Shall I show you the way?” 
“Yes, please,” Ozzie said, and the three were soon on their way through more 

hallways and corridors. 
They finally emerged into a small courtyard, which was bright and sunny.  Most 

of the area was taken up by neat, well-tended beds.  What grew there, however, didn’t 
seem to be flowers.  Most of the plants were all green with a variety of leaves and stalks 
and, occasionally, pods.  Taryn and Ozzie could only guess that these were herbs or 
something to that effect.  Gyldain was near the back of the courtyard, hunched over a bed 
of smaller plants. 

“I trust you all rested well?” he asked, not looking up. 
“Yes, thank you,” Tynx said. 
“Here’s your map,” Ozzie said, offering it to Gyldain, “just like you wanted.” 
The briefest glimpse of a smile crossed Gyldain’s face at that, but he took the map 

and it was gone.  
“Well, let’s not waste any time then.  Sit.” 
The three looked around for a bench or something, but saw none, so they simply 

sat down on the ground, which was fortunately dry. 
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“I can only imagine what you three went through to get here,” Gyldain began.  “I 
know it wasn’t easy, but it was necessary.  The journey has prepared you for what is 
coming next.” 

“And what is coming next?” Taryn asked. 
“That I don’t know,” Gyldain replied—Taryn rolled her eyes.  “I had hoped a 

vision would come to me, but none has appeared yet.  Do you still have the Stones?”  
Taryn and Ozzie nodded, and Gyldain said, “Good.  Hang onto them.” 

“You don’t want to take them?” Taryn asked.  “They’d probably be safer with 
you.” 

“No.  De’dua gave them to you.  There was some purpose behind it.  I only wish I 
knew what it was.” 

For the first time, Taryn and Ozzie saw just how tired Gyldain was.  In that 
moment, they could see all his years weighing down on him, and they understood his 
gruff manner a little better. 

“So what do we do now?” Taryn asked. 
It was several minutes before Gyldain answered again.  He seemed to be weighing 

some decision. 
“Go and visit the magical creatures here.  You need to understand better what’s at 

stake.  These creatures do not often like humans, but I will send out word that I called 
you here specifically.  Knowing this, they should be more willing to accept you.” 

“What are we supposed to do with them?” Ozzie asked with interest. 
“Speak with them.  Find out what they know about Vurnal.  Perhaps they will 

provide some insight as to how to defeat him.” 
“You haven’t tried that already?” Taryn asked. 
“I have, and I gleaned nothing.  You two are not from this world.  You will have a 

wholly different perspective.  Perhaps you two will see something that I have not.  Half-
elf Tynixenal.” 

“Yes, sir,” Tynx said, sitting up straighter. 
“Take care of them.  They will need a guide.  I can’t have them offending a 

dragon and getting eaten.” 
Taryn blanched at this, but Tynx accepted the task enthusiastically. 
“In the meantime, you three are free to stay here.  The novices, adepts, monks and 

priestesses will give you any assistance you require.” 
The three could tell that they had been dismissed, and they thanked Gyldain 

awkwardly before getting up and leaving. 
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Chapter 18 
 
“So where do we go first?” Ozzie asked excitedly. 
A priestess had entered the courtyard just as the trio was leaving, and they could 

hear Gyldain reciting the message that she was to take to the magical creatures.  Tynx 
guessed it would not be long at all before word of their arrival was all over the valley. 

“We have to think this through,” Tynx cautioned.  “There are…things you two 
should know before meeting most of the creatures out there. 

“Like what?” Taryn asked. 
She liked this way of doing things.  She knew Ozzie was just itching to get out 

there and meet as many creatures as possible, and his eagerness might very well get them 
killed. 

“Well, there are things you’ll have to be aware of so you don’t fall prey to some 
of the magics that come with certain races.  The fae folk, for instance, will bewilder your 
mind for years just for fun.”  Taryn made a face at that and he added, “It’s just what they 
do.  That’s their nature.” 

“So teach us,” Ozzie insisted. 
“I can’t do that on my own.  I’ll have to see if there are any resources here I can 

use.” 
With that, the three set off to find someone to help them.  A half hour later, they 

were all sitting on oversized pillows in a grand library. 
The room was simple yet awe-inspiring all at once.  The walls and floors were all 

the same, white stone as everywhere else, and the fireplace, which was lit, was no more 
than a square cut out of the wall.  What was spectacular was the countless number of 
books and scrolls that lined nearly every square inch of wall.  The shelves too had been 
cut straight out of the stone and stretched from the floor to the ceiling.  The only empty 
space was above the door.  The space above the fireplace was actually filled with two 
massive window panes, which allowed golden sunlight to stream in. 

“How are you supposed to find anything here?” Taryn had asked, looking around 
in wonder.  “Is there a card catalogue somewhere?” 

“A what?” Tynx had replied, looking away from the books he was skimming 
over. 

“An index of where each book is kept and what they’re about,” Ozzie answered 
quickly. 

“Oh,” Tynx replied, going back to his books.  “Usually the organization is by 
subject, but everyone has their own system.” 

“Makes you wish for the Dewey Decimal System, doesn’t it,” Taryn asked, 
smirking at Ozzie’s impatience. 

“Dewey can keep his decimals,” Ozzie replied.  “That’s why the Internet was 
invented.  All I need is Wikipedia.” 
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Thankfully for Ozzie, Tynx found something he could use several minutes later, 
and the three all took their places on the pillows, which served in lieu of couches and 
chairs.  Tynx seemed pleased with his discovery and explained what he had just found. 

“This is a guide to all the creatures here in Leleplar.  It gets a little wordy, but it 
should help me remember everything I need to remember and tell me anything I might 
not know.” 

“How do you know the writer has it all right?” Taryn asked. 
“Vandemun was a pretty well-known human explorer.  His writings are fairly 

reliable.” 
“Fairly?” Taryn pressed. 
“Well, he was eventually eaten by trolls, but there’s no evidence to suggest it was 

because he did something stupid.” 
“Besides getting too close to trolls.” 
“Relax, Ryn,” Ozzie said.  “Tynx won’t let anything happen to us.” 
Taryn sighed and apologized.  She knew she was being paranoid, but how else 

was she supposed act? 
“We’ll start with the nicest creature there is,” Tynx said comfortingly.  “Let’s see 

what Vandemun has to say about unicorns.” 
“Lame,” Ozzie grumbled.  “I thought we were going to see something cool.” 
“Oz, don’t look a gift unicorn in the mouth,” Taryn said with a smirk. 
This she could handle. 
“Okay, so unicorns are shy,” Tynx summarized.  “We know that…blah blah blah.  

Horns purify water…alright, here we go.  Unicorns simply will not trust anyone but a 
maiden who is pure of heart.” 

“Taryn’s out—OUCH!  See?” 
Taryn had punched Ozzie in the leg as hard as she could and was glaring at him 

now. 
“Just what are you trying to say?” 
“Children?” Tynx interrupted them.  When he had their attention, he continued, 

“All that that means is that the maiden can’t have ulterior motives.” 
“Like wanting to capture the unicorn,” Taryn suggested.  Ozzie looked somewhat 

impressed, and she insisted, “I know some stuff, you know.” 
“Well, the unicorns will be easy.  Taryn, we’ll need you to lead.  They’ll need to 

know—and to be reassured—that we don’t mean them any harm.  Think you can handle 
that?” 

“Piece of pie,” she replied with a smile. 
“Cake,” Ozzie corrected her. 
“Pie is better.” 
“What—” Tynx began. 
“Long standing controversy over the supreme dessert,” Taryn said with a grin.  

“Anyway, I can do it.” 
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Taryn was almost too awestruck to move.  There, not ten yards from her, was a 

group of the most beautiful creatures she had ever seen. 
The unicorns, like many of the other creatures that were taking refuge in Tymeras, 

had banded together to form their own little enclave.  There was a herd of approximately 
sixty before them, which had surprised Tynx.  Unicorns were not that numerous, and he 
guessed that nearly every single one from all over Leleplar was now gathered together 
here. 

They were frail-looking creatures with slender legs and long, deer-like necks.  
Their little golden hooves were cloven, and their ears were somewhat large compared to 
their small, goatish heads.  Each of them had a little beard, and a very long, spiraling, 
golden horn.  Their tails were unique as well, more like a lion’s than anything else, but 
the longer hair trailed up the underside of the tail from the bulb at the end too.  Their eyes 
were large and dark and intelligent as well. 

Tynx had to nudge Taryn a little to remind her why they were here.  She was very 
careful when she extended her hand, as the whole herd looked tense and ready to run.  
She was glad they had decided to leave Heinz in the temple…despite his objections.  He 
would have sent the unicorns running for sure. 

“Hello,” she whispered softly.  “My name in Taryn.” 
Taryn Aideen Kelly, came a voice so suddenly that the trio nearly jumped. 
The voice seemed to be coming from one of the grandest unicorns, one in the 

front of the herd with the longest horn of all.  It was a female voice, but very deep and 
smooth, and the creature’s mouth did not move, yet the voice carried on. 

Oswald Matthew Thomason.  Tynixenal Delalewyn.  We welcome you to the 
valley of Tymeras.  Thank you for what you mean to do. 

The three were baffled.  Vandemun had never said anything about unicorns 
reading minds. 

You are confused, the voice said. 
“Yes,” Taryn replied uncertainly.  “How did you know our names…what we’re 

here for?” 
Gyldain’s message told us your purpose here.  As for your names, we see into the 

hearts of all.  Your names are there. 
“Oh, I see,” Taryn said.  She was uncomfortable with this new information, but 

pressed on anyway.  “Since you know why we’re here, do you know of anything that can 
help us defeat Vurnal?” 

Numerous members of the herd objected to the sound of the name.  Some neighed 
and reared, while others shook their majestic heads.  Mares hid their foals behind them, 
and a few stallions pawed at the ground, as if to charge.  The one who spoke simply 
waited until the ruckus died down and spoke again. 

You act hastily.  Come, let us sit together and begin to know one another better. 
Taryn nodded once and carefully took a step forward, Ozzie and Tynx following. 



Skateboards, Magic, and Shamrocks              For VIP Newsletter Subscribers Only               Dana Fraedrich 
 
 

Coming close to the leader, she asked softly, “Is there something I can call you?” 
The voice chuckled and replied, Human lips cannot pronounce our names.  You 

will find that with many of the creatures here.  You may call me Menna. 
“Mother Flower,” Tynx whispered.  “We are honored.” 
You are kind, Searcher Pathwalker, Menna said with a bow of her head.  Please, 

sit. 
The three obeyed and found the grass beneath them very soft.  Taryn couldn’t 

help but wonder if the unicorn’s magic made everything around them healthy.  Menna 
followed suit and lay down near them. 

“If I may,” Ozzie asked, clearly over his feelings that unicorns were lame, “what 
Tynx said…Mother Flower…is that what your name means?” 

Yes, Yurwyfen’s Sovereign Gift Brother. 
Ozzie blushed a little at the translation of his various names, but said respectfully, 

“It’s very pretty.  Your name, I mean.” 
Thank you, Menna said.  Do you humans know just how much the meaning of a 

name carries?  Taryn and Ozzie shook their heads, and she said, A name is many things.  
It describes who you are as well as who you will be.  Many human parents think they 
choose their children’s names for them, but this is not so.  Names choose their owners.  
Of course, deciphering that meaning is not so easy.  Ozzie, I would infer from your name 
that you are a blessing to those around you, but as to how I do not know.  I can see you 
are a good friend to Taryn, but is there more to it?  I cannot tell.  Perhaps you will be a 
great leader for good to others, perhaps a teacher, perhaps a peacemaker.  There is no 
way to know for sure. 

“What about Tynx and Taryn?” Ozzie asked. 
Tynixenal is somewhat easier.  Elves’ names usually are.  He is caught between 

two worlds.  Is it not true that finding your way has been harder for you than it has been 
for others? 

Tynx nodded, but said nothing as he looked away. 
Do not be ashamed, little half-elf.  Yurwyfen makes nothing that is not good and 

beautiful.  He will show you your purpose in time. 
“Thank you,” Tynx said quietly. 
As for you Taryn, you are harder to tell.  You are named for the land of your 

birth, your people, but it is not a place I know. 
“Ireland,” Taryn said carefully, though she somehow knew that Menna knowing 

their story wouldn’t hurt anything.  “It’s a combination of Tara, which means ‘Hill’ and 
Erin, which is another word for Ireland, where all my ancestors and I come from.  Irish 
Hill.” 

Ah, I see.  In that case I would call you Little Fire Warrior of the Irish Hills. 
“That’s quite a mouthful,” Taryn said, now understanding how Ozzie felt. 
I would say you are both destined for great things, Menna said with a smile.  The 

unicorns will offer what aid we can.  I believe you will also find help with many of our 
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allies.  We have much contact with the other hoofed ones, the pegasi, the fauns and satyrs 
and centaurs, and the golden hinds.  We believe these will be your allies, too.  The 
perytons and minotaurs will be more difficult.  They are vengeful creatures. 

“What other races do you think will help us?” Tynx asked. 
Some.  I think you already know the elves will.  The phoenixes and the rocs most 

likely will, too.  Despite their nature, I believe the fae folk will do their best.  The prouder 
creatures, the griffons and hippogriffs and all the draconian races, there is no telling 
with them.  There are others I would be cautious of if I were you.  I am not sure it was 
wise of Gyldain to alert the harpies, vampires, and other evil creatures to your presence. 

“We know a nice vampire,” Ozzie said. 
Yes, I am sure, but they are not all so benign. 
Taryn swallowed hard and tried to push back her rising fear.  Instead she focused 

on the subject at hand. 
“What do you suggest we do?” 
I do not know what path lies before you, and we do not keep possessions of our 

own.  We will offer what magics we can to protect you now as you go forward, however.  
Dark creatures may hesitate and will find it more difficult to do you harm with our 
blessing on you. 

With that, several more unicorns that had been standing nearby approached.  All 
of them, along with Menna, lowered their horns toward the three.  There was a bright, 
clear glow from the horns and then nothing more.  The trio felt nothing different, but they 
were all sure they were safer now than they had been. 

Travel safely, little ones, Menna said, standing up.  Come back to us when you 
know your path better, and we will see if we can’t aid you more. 

“You have already honored us greatly,” Tynx said.  “Thank you and all your 
kind.” 

Menna nodded once and said nothing more.  The three then left carefully, so as 
not to spook the unicorns, and spoke amongst themselves. 

“Well, that was interesting,” Ozzie said. 
“I never realized the depth of your names,” Tynx said.  “It makes me wonder.” 
“Wonder what?” Taryn asked. 
She was grateful Menna had not mentioned all that she had kept locked away in 

her own heart.  Surely the unicorn had seen all the dark feelings there, and it wasn’t 
something she wanted to discuss, especially with Ozzie there.  Maybe Menna had seen 
that too and that was why she hadn’t said anything.  Who knew?  These were mythical 
creatures they were dealing with.  There was no telling how their minds worked.  
Nevertheless, she was glad they had started with the unicorns…despite the unnerving 
conversations that had occurred. 

“I wonder what we have yet to face,” Tynx asked. 
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“It’s just a name,” Taryn said, waving the terrifying thoughts away.  “Mine’s not 
even a proper one.  It’s a combination.  I don’t put a lot of stock in that sort of thing 
anyway.” 

Tynx looked at her incredulously. 
“You can’t be serious?  Will you just dismiss the centaurs if they foretell your 

future too?” 
“Yes.  Fortunes are just as pointless.” 
Tynx was dumbstruck. 
“I take it that’s not recommended?” Ozzie asked. 
Tynx took a breath and seemed to be collecting himself. 
“I know you two come from a different world, but there are some things you just 

do not ignore here.  What a unicorn tells you is one of them.  We’re lucky they even 
spoke to us.  I’ve never heard of anyone receiving the honors we did today.  Anything a 
centaur predicts is the same way.” 

Tynx was adamant about this.  There were only a few times the two could 
remember him being so insistent about anything. 

“Sorry,” was all Taryn could think of to say. 
She was clearly very uncomfortable with all of this.  She buried herself into her 

own thoughts as the group walked on.  Ozzie and Tynx were discussing the possibility of 
visiting some of the other “hoofed ones” that Menna had mentioned.  Maybe the pegasi.  
They were nearby.  It wasn’t until Taryn heard Tynx saying Ozzie’s name over and over 
that she started paying attention again.  She looked up and saw Tynx restraining Ozzie for 
some reason.  Ozzie’s eyes were unfocused as they looked forward.  Taryn ran to his 
other side and followed his eyes to see what he was so fixated with. 

It was a horse.  A beautiful, stately white horse with a bridle made of some sort of 
plant life, a kind of water grass maybe.  As she looked at it, a strange feeling of 
recognition was nudging the back of her mind.  It was like she knew something about the 
horse but couldn’t quite place it.  Then something in her vision shifted, and she hissed 
angrily. 

“Ozzie, don’t trust it!” she said, grabbing his arm and digging her nails in.  “It’s a 
kelpie!  It will kill you!” 

As if the beautiful, white coat were nothing but a veil, Taryn now saw beyond it 
and could see the creature for what it really was.  The skin was greenish-brown and 
leathery.  It was gaunt, the bones of its ribs and face protruding through the skin.  The 
eyes were yellow, and the teeth were long, sharp fangs that protruded down past the 
upper lips all the way around the mouth.  It was hideous and evil in every way. 

Ozzie wasn’t responding.  He fought against Tynx, though was unsuccessful 
against the half-elf’s strength.  Taryn tried to snap him out of it by blocking his vision, 
looking into his eyes, and even by smacking him, but nothing worked.  He was clearly 
under a spell.  Finally, Taryn turned and stomped toward the kelpie. 

“Leave him alone!” she cried.  “You’re not going to eat him.” 
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The kelpie shied away from her, but clearly did not want to leave.  Taryn wasn’t 
so stupid as to get near the thing.  She knew from Gran Bridget’s stories that a kelpie’s 
real power lay in the water, but it was still much bigger than she was.  It could knock her 
flat if it wanted to, so she started picking up the few stones she could find and hurled 
them at the creature.  Most of them hit their mark, infuriating it.  The kelpie charged at 
Taryn a few times, but she dodged easily.  It did not seem to want to get too far from the 
lake in the distance. 

“Scram!” Taryn yelled.  “I told you, you’re not getting him.  Now leave!” 
With that, she pitched a fist sized stone at the kelpie, which struck it just above 

the eye.  The creature shrieked in pain and anger and reared up. 
“I’ll do it again!  Just try me!” 
The kelpie snorted and pawed at the ground, but finally turned and walked back to 

the lake.  Taryn watched it go as she made her way back to her friends.  As soon as the 
creature touched the water, Ozzie began to come back to his senses. 

“Ow, why does my face hurt?” he asked.  “Ryn, why do you look angry?  You 
clawed my arm too!  What happened?” 

“Are you okay, Oz?” Taryn asked with concern. 
“Not sure yet.  Tynx?  A little help?” 
Tynx looked confused, impressed, frightened, and curious all at once.  It took him 

a few moments to find his voice. 
“A kelpie just tried to eat you,” he said uncertainly.  “It had you bewitched, but 

Taryn fought it off.” 
“Alright!  Nice going, Little Fire Warrior of the Irish Hills!  Wait, you don’t have 

any weapons.  How’d you fight it off?” 
“I threw rocks at it.” 
“Nice.  Old school.” 
Despite the danger they had just escaped, Taryn did not feel scared like she 

usually would.  She was proud.  This was different—and weird—but she enjoyed the 
feeling anyway.  Maybe this was how Ozzie felt most of the time.  She just wished she 
understood it a bit better. 

“How did you do that?” Tynx asked in bafflement. 
“Do what?” Taryn asked. 
“Resist it?  Know what it was?” 
“I don’t know.  I mean, you did too, didn’t you?” 
“I’m not human.” 
“I don’t know,” Taryn repeated.  “I mean, I knew what it was as soon as I saw 

past its disguise.  My Gran used to tell us all kinds of Irish fairytales.  Well, they were 
more like ghost stories.  We don’t have nice creatures in our folklore.” 

“You know of kelpies in Ireland?” Tynx asked.  “What else do you have?” 
“Well, Bridget’s stories always had weird creatures.  Leprechauns, dullahans, will 

o’ wisps, changelings, selkies, merrows, and the sidhe.” 
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“You mean the banshee?” Tynx asked. 
“Yeah, that’s one of them.” 
Tynx looked to be thinking very hard.  Taryn and Ozzie exchanged a quizzical 

glance. 
“What are you thinking?” Ozzie asked impatiently. 
“I’ve never heard of some of those things,” he said slowly, “but I can’t help but 

wonder…”  He paused for a moment, thinking some more, and continued, “Who knows.  
Maybe your world has its share of creatures too.” 

“I doubt that,” Taryn said.  “Science would have found them out by now.” 
“What a load of malarkey,” Ozzie said in an impression of Taryn’s mother.  “I 

ought to beat you with my shillelagh for such blasphemy.  You ought to have more 
respect for your heritage than that!” 

“That was terrible, all of it,” Taryn informed him flatly. 
Ozzie shrugged and said, “Oh well.  You never know.  After all, you may even 

have some fairie blood in you.  There are stories or something about that, right.” 
He laughed at his own joke, but Tynx eyes widened and he looked incredulously 

at Taryn. 
“You’re being crazy,” Taryn said matter-of-factly.  “Tynx, ignore him.  It’s not 

true.” 
Tynx smirked at her and said, “I wouldn’t mind if you did.” 
She smirked back, and the three decided to then go find the pegasi. 
 
Meeting with the various creatures in the valley was interesting to say the least.  

Even with Vandemun’s guide, the three were at a loss as to how to deal with some of the 
situations they faced. 

The pegasi weren’t so bad.  They were more confident than the unicorns and just 
as amenable, but were not able to offer much in the way of help.  The centaurs were 
imposing, to be sure, but they were sincere in all they did.  At times, though, their 
honesty was a little too much for the group.  One of them, a great dun called Marrum, 
told the trio that he had seen their coming in the stars, and that they would face great 
trials before their time together was over. 

When Taryn demanded what their time together being over meant, Marrum shook 
his head and said, “I cannot say.  I only know you three will not be together after you 
reach the end of your path.” 

After that, the group headed back to the temple.  Dusk was approaching, and none 
of them really wanted to be out when it was dark.  Taryn was all nerves by the time they 
got back.  Heinz whined and nuzzled at his mistress, but she was too lost in her own 
thoughts to even notice him. 

“It could have meant anything,” Tynx told her over dinner.  “Divination, even by 
centaurs, is not something that can be relied on.” 
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“You said you’d take a fortune-telling from a centaur as gospel,” Taryn said 
snippily. 

Tynx sighed and said, “Yes, precognition—when they have a vision—by a 
centaur is certain, but it rarely happens.  Divination is another matter altogether.  They 
almost never have interpretations for what they see in the stars.  What Marrum said about 
us being separated could mean any number of things.” 

“Yeah, Ryn.  After all, we know we’re going to be separated when we go home,” 
Ozzie added.  “It’s not like Tynx can come with us.” 

At that, both Taryn and Tynx shot him a glare, and Ozzie tucked into his meal 
twice as enthusiastically.  Taryn absentmindedly took Tynx’s hand into her own and gave 
it a squeeze. 

“I just don’t think I can handle all of this,” she said quietly.  “I’ve been saying so 
from the beginning.” 

“Of course you can,” Tynx said encouragingly.  “You drove away that kelpie 
today as if it was no more than a nuisance cat.” 

“Mm,” Taryn said, the shadow of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. 
The memory made her feel good.  For once, she hadn’t been scared out of her 

skin.  She looked at Ozzie, wondering if it had been the necessity to save him that had 
made her brave.  That was likely.  Maybe it also had to do with the fact that she had 
known what it was that she was dealing with.  Whatever it was, she wanted to know how 
she could be courageous again.  It was way better than being terrified the whole time. 

“Will you be okay to go back out tomorrow?” Tynx asked, interrupting her 
reverie. 

Taryn sighed and tried to focus on the memory of her facing off against the 
kelpie. 

“Yeah, I think so,” she said with the tiniest bit of hope. 
“What’s on the agenda tomorrow, kemosabe?” Ozzie asked. 
“Fae folk,” Tynx replied with irritation. 
 
The fae folk were, in some ways, the most difficult creatures that the trio would 

encounter.  Heinz came with them the next day and was thoroughly abused.  The faeries, 
pixies, sprites, and will o’ wisps all gathered in the same small grove, which was lush 
with berry bushes and flowers.  They all spoke with tiny, high pitched voices the trio had 
to strain to hear.  They were wild and unfocused, however, and would not remain on any 
one subject for more than a few minutes.  They wanted to play with Taryn’s red hair and 
pull Heinz’s ears.  The fae folk flitted in and out of their clothes, and it was all the three 
could do to not squash them all flat. 

“How have your people been affected by Vurnal’s attacks?” Tynx asked, trying 
for a different angle. 

“Can’t find us.  Can’t catch us,” one pixie said. 
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There seemed to be no hierarchy or any sort of system of order among them.  
They all spoke when they wanted to about whatever they wanted to. 

“Caught some drunken fairies,” one of the sprites said.  “Hurt them.  Hurt them 
bad.” 

“We’re trying to keep him from hurting any more of you,” Taryn tried.  “Is there 
anything you can tell us that might help us?  Anything you can do for us?” 

“Shadow thing he is,” another pixie replied.  “Too many shapes.  Can’t fight him.  
Can only hide.” 

“Dust for hiding,” a will o’ wisp whispered from under Ozzie’s shirt. 
“What kind of dust?” Ozzie asked, his interest piqued. 
“Don’t bother,” Tynx said.  “Pixie dust is so rare, they’d never have enough for 

even one of us.” 
“Forest fire!” a faerie shrieked, holding up several tresses of Taryn’s hair. 
A dozen more fae folk joined in the game, making Taryn look as if she had stuck 

a fork in a toaster.  She was just barely keeping a lid on her temper. 
“This is a waste of time,” Tynx sighed.  “Let’s just go.” 
He stood, and a group of the little creatures started laughing.  Some of them then 

zoomed over to Heinz and pulled his tail.  The enfield snapped at them, but his jaws 
closed onto thin air.  Taryn tried taking him in her arms to comfort him, but it was 
difficult with a creature his size. 

“Humans are stupid!” one of the creatures cried out happily. 
“Half-elves are stupider,” another replied. 
“We make all the dust we want.” 
“Won’t share it.” 
“Stupid big people.” 
“What do you mean you won’t share it?” Ozzie asked.  “You don’t want to help 

us?” 
“Love to help.  You don’t want it.” 
“What are you going on about?” Tynx demanded. 
“Come back later.  We show you.” 
“No, they don’t want it.” 
“Yes, we do,” Taryn insisted, not really sure what it was. 
“If we come back later,” Tynx said slowly.  “Will you have something to help 

us?” 
“Come back and see!” 
“Thank you,” Ozzie said, knowing his friends were out of patience.  It was up to 

him.  “We appreciate any help you pretty creatures could give us.” 
At this, a number of the fae folk flew around his head, giggling and twittering 

happily. 
“We’ll be back,” he promised. 
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With that, the three left.  When they were well out of hearing distance, Tynx 
spoke, clearly annoyed. 

“What was that?” 
“What?  I’ve heard fairies are vain,” Ozzie replied.  “I thought I would help to 

stroke their egos a little.” 
“You have to be careful.  They might want to keep you.” 
Taryn shot a worried look at Ozzie, but said nothing.  She just grabbed his hand 

and held on. 
“Maybe they can help us anyway?” Ozzie suggested. 
“I doubt it,” Tynx said.  “They’ll probably forget we were even here by the end of 

the day.”  He paused and took a deep breath before adding, “But it’d be foolish to ignore 
any help they could give us.  We’ll go back another day and see if they’re telling the 
truth.” 

Visiting with the fae folk had not taken as long as they expected, so they headed 
towards the next enclave they had planned on visiting: The griffons. 
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Chapter 19 
 
Taryn, Ozzie, and Tynx visited all kinds of magical creatures over the next week 

or so.  Most of them were open to meeting with the group, usually more so after they saw 
Heinz traveling with them.  Apparently, the presence of an enfield spoke to more races 
than just the elves.  Many of them had pieces of information and advice for the group, but 
not much else.  The griffons and hippogriffs shared what they had learned about Vurnal 
from what they had heard on the wind. 

He hadn’t been seen wandering abroad for some time now, but there was no 
knowing what that indicated.  When he did go out, he was accompanied by no less than a 
dozen strange creatures.  They had no idea what the creatures were—like humans in their 
shape and animal in every other way—but the wind said they were ruthless. 

While it was new information, it didn’t really provide the three with anything they 
could use.  They visited satyrs and fauns, who seemed to be in the middle of some sort of 
festival.  There was an abundance of food and copious amounts of wine.  Later, Tynx told 
Taryn and Ozzie that the two races were always celebrating something.  They decided 
they really liked the satyrs and fauns after that.  Despite the good time the three had there, 
they did not glean any new information or help.  Tynx was hesitant about visiting the 
some of the more dangerous creatures, and decided that they would save those as a last 
resort.  The golden hinds were shy and untrusting of the group, but they heard the trio out 
anyway.  They could not help either, however.  Finally, the rocs and the phoenixes, which 
roosted near one another, were open to a visit, but they couldn’t provide anything but 
tidbits of information as well.  It was after this last encounter that Ozzie began to get 
discouraged, which surprised both Taryn and Tynx. 

“It’s just that none of them have anything they can give us,” he explained. 
“The unicorns sent us with their blessing,” Tynx said.  “That’s worth quite a bit.” 
“Yeah, that will help protect us, but it doesn’t help us do anything.  We’re no 

closer to finding a way to beat Vurnal than when we first started this trip.” 
Taryn had nothing to offer.  Ozzie was right, and she was a little glad for that.  

Secretly she was desperately hoping they could somehow weasel out of this whole 
mission to save the world.  If they made any attempt to strike against Vurnal alone, 
they’d be killed for sure.  The only way she’d feel like they could make any difference at 
all would be if they were given some sort of unbeatable, long-range, magic gun or 
something.  Not like that was going to happen, though. 

Tynx was thinking hard about something now, and it was several minutes before 
he spoke again. 

“Ozzie, promise me you’ll stay calm.” 
“O-okay,” Ozzie replied uncertainly. 
“There’s a race of creatures that lives longer than any other.  I don’t like it, but it 

might be time we spoke to them.”  As Tynx spoke, Ozzie’s excitement level visibly rose, 
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but he contained it…barely.  “If we go to see them, you have to swear to do everything I 
say.  Can I count on you?” 

Ozzie nodded eagerly, but kept his mouth shut.  He was shaking with excitement. 
“You’re talking about dragons, aren’t you?” Taryn asked warily. 
“Yes, yes I am.” 
Ozzie whimpered a little, still keeping his mouth shut, and Taryn said, “Oh for 

Pete’s sake.  Let it out before you wet yourself.” 
With that Ozzie let out a whoop of excitement and proceeded to punch the air 

repeatedly, shouting exclamations of joy. 
“He’s cute really,” Taryn said to Tynx.  “It’s been a tough road.  We should give 

him a minute to be happy.” 
Tynx laughed and then called for Ozzie’s attention.  Getting serious again, he 

waited for the boy to calm down, which he eventually did. 
“Ozzie, we have to prepare first.  The dragons are kings unto themselves.” 
“Let me guess, one wrong move and we’re toast—literally,” Taryn said. 
“Yes, which is why we’re not going until we do every bit of research we can.  

Understood, Ozzie?” 
“Anything you say,” Ozzie said quickly. 
“Okay then, let’s go back to the library and get started.” 
They began to walk back to the temple when Ozzie spoke up again. 
“Do you think they’ll let me have a ride?” 
Tynx and Taryn looked at him incredulously, but Ozzie didn’t notice.  He was 

already off in his own little world. 
 
The next day and a half was spent leafing through every book, unfurling every 

scroll, digging out every treatise that mentioned dragons, even if it was just in passing.  
They had to ask the sylphs for help in finding all of the texts, which they were more than 
happy to do.  Tynx was adamant that they go over every piece of information.  His main 
objective was to look for ways that others had offended dragons so that they wouldn’t 
repeat the mistake.  Taryn supported him one-hundred percent.  She didn’t want to get 
burnt to a crisp anymore than he did.  Ozzie even sobered up a little after reading four or 
five accounts of people getting eaten, squashed, maimed, or otherwise killed for even the 
tiniest slight.  Thankfully, his fervor remained and he dove headlong into the project.  At 
the end of the second day of nonstop studying, the group decided they had learned 
enough to proceed.  Their next task was to procure a gift for the great creatures.  They all 
knew food would be pretty much their only option.  Gold or other treasure would be 
better, but none of them had any, so that was out.  Heinz was more than willing to assist 
his mistress in this task. 

While he refused to leave Taryn’s side, Heinz was still a relatively young enfield 
and had plenty of energy to expend.  He had been incredibly bored during the research 
session, so when he heard Taryn mentioning the need to hunt, he jumped to his feet and 
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barked excitedly in his strange way.  Taryn had learned long ago from Tynx that, while 
Heinz couldn’t understand human speech the way people did, he had a keen 
understanding of her specific wishes.  The next day, it was decided, they would go 
hunting and bring back as much game as they could. 

The valley was huge and full of plenty of non-magical creatures, so the group felt 
confident that they would be successful.  Heinz and Tynx really ended up doing all the 
work.  Neither Taryn nor Ozzie had the eyesight to spot game or the skills to track it or 
hunt it.  Heinz sniffed out trails that deer or mountain goats had left and went after them.  
When he was close enough, he would either take down the quarry himself or herd it 
towards Tynx, who would shoot it with his arrows.  Tynx usually had to shoot down the 
mountain goats, as Taryn didn’t want Heinz to risk getting gored by the goat’s horns.  
The only task left to Taryn and Ozzie was to watch over the bodies of their kills. 

As the day was drawing on into late afternoon, a mountain lion came looking for 
an easy meal.  Heinz and Tynx were not far off, but, at the sound of Taryn’s cry, the 
enfield was off like a shot to defend his mistress.  The fight that ensued was vicious.  
Claws flew, war screeches echoed off the nearby mountain, and it was impossible to tell 
which creature all the blood was coming from.  Tynx tried to intervene, but there was no 
way he could take a shot without the possibility of hitting Heinz.  Finally, the fight was 
over, and Heinz was clearly the winner.  He was both larger and stronger than the lion, 
and his eagle claws had done serious damage early on.  Still, Taryn insisted they quit for 
the day and take him home. 

“How are we going to get all this back?” Ozzie asked. 
It was a good question.  There on the pile lay several deer, a few mountain goats, 

countless small game, and now the mountain lion. 
“We’ll send for the sylphs,” Tynx replied.  “They’ll help.” 
Taryn then hurried back to the temple with Heinz at her side—she planned on 

giving him a bath in her tub when they returned—and several sylph monks appeared 
within the hour to help.  Ozzie fully believed they had ridden the wind all the way there, 
which was the only way they could have arrived so quickly.  Finally, Taryn, Ozzie, and 
Tynx were prepared to meet with the dragons. 

 
Taryn had insisted on making sure Heinz had not sustained any serious injuries.  

A few shallow gashes were the worst of the damage, and Tynx assured her he wouldn’t 
even notice them after a day or so.  His diagnosis proved to be true, as Heinz was in top 
form again the next morning.  That being the case, they decided to visit the dragons that 
afternoon. 

“They’ll have done their hunting for the day,” Tynx said.  “They shouldn’t be too 
hungry, and our gifts will only please them more.” 

“What do we do if we mess up and make them angry?” Taryn asked. 
“We don’t mess up,” Tynx said seriously.  “Ozzie, are you ready?” 
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Ozzie, who had been pacing restlessly there in Tynx’s room, looked at the half-elf 
quickly and nodded. 

“Remember what we talked about,” Tynx said.  “Deference and respect.” 
With that, the group headed out.  The sylphs assisted again by transporting the 

great offering of game.  The dragons were gathered on the opposite end of the valley, so 
the walk took several hours.  By the time they arrived, the sylphs had already come and 
gone.  They had no way to know how the dragons would receive them.  Tynx had even 
said that the great, fire-breathing creatures only gathered when the need was very great. 

“The last time was over seven hundred years ago,” Tynx explained.  “It was when 
the way to reach Yurwyfen was blocked.  It was a very chaotic time for Leleplar.” 

The group spotted the dragons well before they arrived.  Despite the dimming 
sunlight, the creature’s scales gleamed brightly, as if it were a clear day.  They came in 
every color, shape, and size. 

There were traditional types of dragons that both Taryn and Ozzie were familiar 
with from storybooks.  These were the kinds that ate innocent maidens and burned down 
villages.  There were also strange, furry, lithe looking dragons as well, though.  The two 
teens suspected these had to be Leleplar’s version of Asian dragons—Tynx had called 
them river dragons—but they looked ferocious rather than good-natured and benevolent.  
There were also small, armless dragons that were drab in color with huge, spiked bulbs 
on the end of their tails.  There were serpentine dragons and small, vicious, demon-like 
dragons there as well.  Finally, there were chimeras, which looked the oddest of all. 

Even Ozzie gulped fearfully as they approached the great creatures.  When they 
were close enough—about fifty yards—they stopped and knelt down on one knee, 
bowing their heads and waiting for permission to stand again. 

It was several minutes before any other noise was made. 
“You may rise, small ones.” 
The voice was huge and rumbled like rocks moving against one another.  Taryn 

and Ozzie thought it must be what an earthquake sounded like.  Carefully, the three 
obeyed and waited. 

“You procured us these gifts?” the voice asked, motioning towards the pile of 
game that sat before the drove. 

It came from a river dragon.  He was ivory colored with a gold mane and 
whiskers.  His eyes were bright green with a round, black pupil.  His long claws were 
gold as well, and he looked fairly pleased, which made the trio’s hearts slow a bit. 

“We did,” Tynx replied, with another small bow.  “Do they please you?” 
“Yes,” said another dragon.  This was a red, typical looking dragon, which meant 

she looked lethal.  “It’s quite impressive for three small things such as yourself.” 
“Our enfield, Heinz, helped enormously,” Taryn said, her voice shaking. 
A third dragon now spoke.  This was one of the little, vicious looking ones, and 

her voice clicked unnervingly. 
“They give the credit to the creature.  How very humble of them.” 
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“Let us share their gift,” the first dragon said.  “Come and sit.” 
The three obeyed and sat down on some nearby stones.  The dragons said nothing 

as they each took some of the quarry for themselves.  There were a few frightening 
moments when one dragon would snap or snarl at another and it seemed as if a fight 
might break out, but it was over almost as soon as it began.  There was some sort of 
hierarchy here, but none of the three could understand what it was.  The process of 
dividing the meal was over within minutes, but the dragons took their time in eating it.  
Some cooked the meat a little with their fiery breath, others bit off tiny pieces and 
savored each bite, while others still put their entire portion in their mouths and chewed 
and chewed as if on gum.  It was a full ten minutes before the last dragon finished.  Then 
the golden river dragon turned back to the three and smiled—if the great, toothy 
expression could be called a smile. 

“That was delicious,” he said. 
“A truly exceptional offering,” the red one added. 
“But what do they want?” a new speaker, one of the armless dragons, said. 
“You know why they’re here,” the tiny dragon snapped.  “Gyldain’s messenger 

told us about their mission.” 
“Yes,” Tynx replied soberly.  “We have sworn to find and defeat the creature 

known as Vurnal.  Ancient ones, you are older and wiser than any other creatures, and we 
beg your counsel on this task.” 

None of the dragons responded at first.  They seemed to be considering the 
question, but none of them conferred with another.  Finally, the armless one spoke again. 

“It is fruitless to impart any knowledge we might have with these tiny things.  
Their quest will only lead to their death, and they know it.” 

“You don’t know that,” the golden one replied evenly. 
“I wonder what hope they might have to succeed,” the red one commented.  

“There is nothing special about them, save for, perhaps, the blessing of the unicorns.” 
“Unicorns,” the small dragon scoffed.  “What good is a blessing that protects 

against neither sword nor tooth?” 
“Send them away,” the armless one said again. 
Taryn, Ozzie, and Tynx’s hearts all sank.  This was their last hope, and they had 

been rebuffed as easily as flies.  Fear rose up in each one of them.  The dragons were 
right, it was pointless.  They were stupid to have come.  Suddenly, a great roar rose above 
the debate that was still going on, and all three looked to see a great figure lumbering 
forward.  It was a chimera, badly scarred and limping, but she looked proud and angry, 
and the other dragons parted the way for her. 

“Chartyne!” Ozzie cried suddenly, and ran forward towards her. 
“Ozzie!” Taryn shrieked, as scenes of a hundred dragon-caused deaths flashed 

through her mind. 
She jumped up off the rock to follow him, to maybe somehow try to save him 

from inevitable death, but Tynx grabbed her arm while Heinz ran around and blocked her 
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way.  A few of the dragons roared in indignation as the boy ran past them, blowing 
streams of fire after him.  Ozzie ran until he reached the chimera and embraced her 
around the goat-head, which was extended down towards him.  The lion head was 
roaring, while the dragon head was glaring around at her fellow dragons.  Taryn watched 
in horror, waiting anxiously for what was coming next, Tynx hanging onto her tightly 
just in case she tried to run again. 

“Chartyne, you’re okay!” Ozzie exclaimed, oblivious to the danger around him. 
Her goat head bleated happily, and the other two waited silently now. 
“Chartyne, what is the meaning of this?” the red dragon demanded.  “You know 

these children?” 
Chartyne answered, but it must have been in dragon-tongue, for all Taryn, Ozzie, 

and Tynx could hear were guttural growls and snarls.  Chartyne spoke for some time.  
They guessed she was telling the dragons the whole story.  As she spoke, the dragons 
relented and settled back down.  Finally, she finished, and her brethren looked at the little 
group with a new expression: Wonder. 

“How could De’dua entrust the Creation Stones to two, weak humans?” the small 
dragon finally asked. 

“He had good reason, no doubt,” the red one added. 
“There is nothing else for it then,” the golden one said decisively.  “We must 

share what knowledge we have of the Shifter.”  There were a number of angry hisses 
from all over, but he added firmly, “Enough.  The time for pride has past.  We are 
entering a new age, wherein we must humble ourselves before children of men.  Clearly, 
that is Yurwyfen’s will, and it is not for us to question him.  Hresseda, come forward 
please.” 

The dragons parted again, and a huge, violet snake with feathery, vestigial wings 
came slithering forward. 

“Children,” the golden one said, “this is Hresseda.  She knows more about the 
Shifters than any of us.  I recommend you heed all that she has to say.” 

“Thank you, Zhantenex,” she said to the golden one.  Then, turning to the little 
group, she said, “Come.” 

Her voice betrayed her great age as she spoke, and Taryn and Tynx, flanked by 
Heinz, tentatively walked through the gauntlet of dragons towards the old one and 
Chartyne.  Chartyne settled down and allowed the little group to take refuge in the curve 
of her tail. 

“Let me begin with the history of the Shifters.  Then I will share with you what 
knowledge Chartyne has shared with us.  The Shifters are an ancient race, older than us 
even.  It is said they were the first of Yurwyfen’s creations.  They could change into any 
form they wished, and a few of them, their sorcerers, possessed terrible powers.  Their 
magic was raw and wild and new, and the Shifters were arrogant.  It was for all these 
reasons they believed they should have dominion over all other creatures.  They enslaved 
all they could, and a reign of violence and torture continued for centuries.  That was a 
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dark time for all of us, and I remember far more than I wish, but perhaps that will aide 
you now. 

“They…experimented on many creatures.  They abused us with their magic, 
tested our limits.  They bred different races and creatures to see what results they could 
come up with.  That is the only reason some races exist now, such as the minotaurs.  
They transformed others into things they were never meant to be, such as vampires.  
Unfortunately, humans were the most…adaptable subjects, and many of their numbers 
were lost. 

“Yurwyfen eventually freed us from our bondage.  He called warriors forth from 
distant lands, and they joined together with those that were still free here in Leleplar.  It 
was a bloody resistance, and most of the Shifters preferred death to surrender.  They were 
arrogant till the end, but we finally overcame them.  Those few that remained were 
exiled, but the evil that was wrought by their hands remained, and so their taint has never 
left our land.” 

Taryn looked around her with a new compassion and could not help but ask, 
“Were all of you prisoners?” 

“Many of us,” the armless dragon replied simply.  “Some of us are younger and 
so never had to experience the terrors wrought by the Shifters, but there are enough of us 
who lived then.” 

“I’m so sorry,” Taryn said softly. 
“Do not be,” Hresseda replied, “for your part in this story has not yet played out.  

Now, this Vurnal is unfamiliar to me, but we rarely knew our captor’s names.  From what 
Chartyne has told us, I believe he is a sorcerer and a great one at that.  She described her 
encounter with him as an attack on her very essence.  She says he appeared with a few 
others like him, but not Shifters.  She did not know what they were.  They flew in swiftly, 
and Vurnal incapacitated her with an unseen power, while the others attacked De’dua.  
They waylaid him and ransacked his house, but did not find what they wanted.  I think 
we all know they were after the Creation Stones.  After that, they set fire to his house and 
took De’dua with them.  She knew he had sent the Stones away with you two, but De’dua 
never told her why.  I think it is safe to assume he had knowledge of what was to come, 
most likely through a vision or a foretelling from the stars.” 

The little group sat silently, each one mulling over what they had heard.  Finally, 
Tynx spoke. 

“What can you tell us about how to defeat them?  How was the battle won when 
you regained your freedom?” 

“The only reason they were defeated was because they didn’t know what they 
were dealing with,” Zhantenex replied.  “I was on the outside during the attack.  I 
remember those that Yurwyfen had called to aid us.  They simply arrived one day, 
striding into our midst with naught much more than their purpose.  They were…strange, 
as if they almost but did not quite fit into the cloth of our world and had been patched in.  
There was simply an otherness to them.  The Shifters, in their arrogance, assumed these 
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warriors would fight with the same weapons our own people did, but their ways and 
knowledge were foreign.  They called on other powers we knew nothing of, and so the 
Shifters were overwhelmed.” 

“Where did they come from?” Ozzie asked. 
“No one knew,” Zhantenex said.  “When they came, they only told us Yurwyfen 

had called them to liberate us.  They would not reveal more than that during their short 
time here.” 

“You must use any knowledge, any resources, you have that Vurnal will not know 
how to combat,” Hresseda said. 

“What about the Stones,” Ozzie asked.  “Why weren’t they destroyed if they’re so 
powerful?” 

Chartyne said something in dragon-tongue, and Hresseda translated. 
“That is perhaps the most ironic part of all.  It was the Shifters who created them.  

They are, perhaps, the greatest achievement of their sorcery and power.  The Creation 
Stones were made to complete the Shifter’s power over our world.  With them, they 
could create new worlds, or destroy our own.  As I understand it, the rebellion did not 
know what exactly was happening within the Shifter stronghold, only that something was 
coming that would bring catastrophe to us all.  Perhaps the conception of the Stones was 
the reason Yurwyfen finally decided to move against them.  The attack occurred the same 
night the ceremony to create the Stones took place.  It was hoped the resistance would get 
there in time to prevent their making, but, alas, it was too late.  Two of the Stones were 
retrieved during the battle, the Sky and the Sea Stones, but the third, the Earth Stone, was 
never found.  We tried everything to destroy the two we had, but nothing worked.  Not 
fire nor sword nor magic could do any damage.  Instead, there was but one safeguard we 
were able to instill upon the Stones. 

“I am not sure why the enchantment had the effect it did.  Perhaps it was a token 
of honor from Yurwyfen towards the humans after all they had endured—maybe the one 
bit of magic he allowed them to have.  Or it might have been that the inherent magic 
within the rest of us blocked the spell as well.  Nevertheless, we were able to place an 
ownership charm upon the Stones.  They can be taken by force from magical creatures 
easily, but, when in the possession of a human, they must be freely given.  Obviously, 
that particular result was intended for us all. 

“Dissention existed within our own ranks, however, and the two Stones we 
possessed disappeared soon after we retrieved them.  Those traitors paid dearly, but it 
could not undo what had been done.  Since then, the Stones have drifted in and out of our 
history.  Humans, having such short lives, have all forgotten about both the enchantment 
and the Stones, and any creature foolish enough to try and abuse their power has always 
been eliminated quickly.  None of us knew that De’dua had them until now, and we do 
not know how or when he came upon them.” 
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“No doubt Gyldain had something to do with it,” the red dragon said.  “I cannot 
imagine why De’dua would be so foolish as to agree to keep such a dangerous secret, 
however.” 

The small dragon then added scornfully, “You can never know with centaurs.  
They put their trust in the stars and nothing else.  They are harder to know than the fae 
folk and only slightly less irritating.” 

“Peace, Jeeti,” Zhantenex said.  “What’s done is done.  It is pointless to brood on 
such things.  We must focus on present matters.” 

“What happens if a human is killed while in possession of the Stones?” Tynx 
asked. 

Both Taryn and Ozzie shot him incredulous and furious looks, but he did not 
notice. 

“We do not know,” Zhantenex said.  “It has never happened before as far as we 
know.” 

Taryn and Ozzie now exchanged a look that was full of questions and fear. 
“What if we found out?” the armless one suddenly said, an angry hiss following 

his words. 
A debate immediately went up among all the dragons, but it was quickly silenced 

as Chartyne let out a roar, shriek, and bleating so loud that the three had to cover their 
ears. 

“No!” Zhantenex said, his voice now matching his fierce looks.  “We will not 
sacrifice innocents for some fool theory!” 

“How do you know it’s foolish?” another dragon demanded. 
“Yurwyfen would not have brought them all the way here only to die.  If he 

wished to sacrifice humans in this way, he could have done so with ones from our own 
land,” the red dragon snarled. 

From there, the debate rose again.  Many of the dragons were all for the new idea, 
while a smaller number—mostly the older dragons—refused.  Meanwhile, Taryn and 
Ozzie shrank down against Chartyne, Heinz standing over them protectively, while Tynx 
stood ready for action. 

“That is enough!” a voice suddenly roared above all the others.  “You stupid, 
arrogant lizards!”  Everyone turned to see Hresseda speaking.  “You are no better than 
those devils who kept us enslaved.  You wish to experiment, to test, what will happen if 
we kill these small, pitiful human children here.  By doing so, you would surely condemn 
us to that same fate as before, and I will not allow it.  You will have to kill me and all of 
us who oppose you and your fear-fueled lunacy to do so.” 

No one spoke.  No one even moved.  Finally, after several tense minutes, 
Chartyne gently ushered the little group back through the drove and into the valley.  
Clearly, it was time for them to leave. 

“Thank you, Chartyne,” Ozzie said sadly, hugging each one of her heads. 
Taryn and Tynx followed suit, knowing they would not be back. 
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“Take care of yourself,” Taryn said, planting a kiss on the dragon head.  “You’ve 
been wonderful.” 

Chartyne nuzzled them all back, and growled comfortingly.  Then, she sent them 
on their way into the night. 
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Chapter 20 
 
The three walked in silence back towards the temple.  It would be a long walk, 

and there was a lot for all of them to think about. 
Sacrifice. 
That was the word that popped up in all three minds.  Tynx was not worried for 

himself, but for his friends.  Would Yurwyfen eventually require them to sacrifice 
themselves for the good of all?  In addition, both Taryn and Ozzie had seen enough 
movies and read enough books to know how common a commitment it was.  It seemed 
too easy, however.  That wouldn’t defeat Vurnal.  He had still terrorized Leleplar without 
the Stones.  Maybe they didn’t even need to be involved, but, even so, how could they—
two suburban teenagers—ever go against such a creature and even hope to win?  The 
dragons were not the first ones to mention that they would need to use foreign knowledge 
to defeat him, but what did they have that would make any difference?  There were 
mythical creatures and magic here.  Surely, if those were not enough to defeat him, they 
didn’t have a chance.  The trio was so involved in their own thoughts they did not notice 
the dark shadows that stalked them.  It was only when Heinz began to growl that they 
began to take notice of their surroundings. 

They were in the middle of the valley with nothing around them but grass.  
Though the waxing moon and stars illuminated the landscape somewhat, it was late now 
and dark and silent. 

“Come on,” Tynx whispered.  “We should find some friendly creatures soon.” 
The group quickened their pace, but Heinz did not relax, and that could only mean 

that they weren’t yet safe.  Two shadows suddenly appeared, materializing out of the 
darkness, and approached the little group from the front.  They appeared human at first, 
but their skin was too pale.  There was something predatory about them, and Taryn and 
Ozzie didn’t need to be told they were vampires.  There was a male and a female, both 
inhumanly beautiful, both smiling too much. 

“What do we have here?” the male said, his voice smooth and velvety.  
“Visitors?” 

“No,” Tynx said bravely.  “No, I’m sorry.  We were making our way back to the 
Temple of the Great Beginning.  I’m sure you’ve heard that we are here under Gyldain’s 
orders.” 

“Indeed, we did,” the female said.  “I’m surprised you came to see us, however.” 
“Actually, we hadn’t gotten that far yet,” Ozzie said, trying to keep his voice from 

shaking. 
“Really?” the first said, coming closer, “Yet here you are.” 
“I wasn’t aware the vampires had claimed any of the valley for themselves,” Tynx 

said. 
“Everywhere is ours,” the male said.  “We go where we please and do not follow 

any will but our own.” 
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“We seek to fight Vurnal,” Tynx said, seeing where this was going.  “We are 
committed to defeating him.” 

“You have no chance,” the female cooed, her smile widening as she spoke.  “He 
will simply kill you, or turn you into something…new.” 

“We do have hope, and we will fight him,” Tynx said, “Now, we will leave you in 
peace.” 

“No,” a new voice resounded from behind them.  It was another male, and he 
said, “As we said, we follow no will but our own.  Gyldain’s message means nothing to 
us.  Perhaps you’d be willing to make a bargain, however?” 

He looked meaningfully at Taryn, who was doing her best to hide behind her hair, 
but could feel the vampire’s eyes on her nonetheless. 

“We have nothing you want,” Tynx said quickly, “nothing we are willing to part 
with.” 

The female laughed and said, “That is not how it works.  We will name the price.  
You can decide whether or not to accept our terms.” 

“No,” the third one said.  “Let him choose.  It could be interesting.” 
He then took the liberty to pull Taryn’s hair back from around her face and 

walked around to face her. 
“I like the pretty one,” he added smoothly. 
“I agree,” the first one said. 
“Men,” the female sighed, but made no protest. 
“No!” Tynx and Ozzie said together. 
“There will be no bargain,” Tynx commanded. 
“You are not in a position to negotiate, half-breed!” the third one hissed, grabbing 

Taryn roughly by the back of the neck. 
Taryn reacted.  She spun round and punched the vampire as hard as she could.  It 

didn’t even faze him.  Then Heinz pounced, but the vampire deflected him as easily as he 
would a bug.  The vampire then took one great leap and grabbed Taryn as she tried to 
run.  He laughed and yanked Taryn’s wrist towards his mouth.  She felt his teeth on her 
skin and then a terrible searing pain.  Taryn screamed, struggling uselessly against the 
vampire’s grip.  Meanwhile, Ozzie and Tynx flew towards her, but the female grabbed 
Ozzie and bit into his neck viciously.  Ozzie screamed too, while the first vampire held 
onto Tynx. 

“Perhaps we will talk when we’ve had our fill,” he said coldly.  “Or we might still 
be hungry.” 

Taryn and Ozzie both felt as if they were dying.  The pain was unbearable.  
Jumbled scenes flashed before their eyes.  There was one, however, that sparked an idea 
in Taryn’s tortured mind. 

“Ralen!” she shrieked. 
At that, the vampire moved from her wrist to her neck so fast she was surprised it 

didn’t snap.  It was suddenly as if he had been holding back before, simply playing with 
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her.  The fervor he drank with now was truly terrifying.  A moment or an eternity of 
agony after that, however, she felt the force of an impact against her attacker strong 
enough to free her from his grip.  Ozzie was loose within the next moment, and both 
teens slumped to the ground in fear and weakness and pain. 

“These are mine!” roared a familiar voice. 
There was the sound of fighting, growling, and tearing, but, above it all, both 

teens could hear Tynx’s voice next to them. 
“We have to get out of here,” he said.  “You two have to get up!” 
“No!” one of the vampires cried.  “Stop!” 
Taryn and Ozzie looked to see their three attackers gathered around a fourth 

figure.  The newcomer turned to face them, and Taryn’s heart skipped a beat, though she 
couldn’t guess at the reason just now.  It was Ralen who gazed down at the three, but he 
did not look like himself.  His serene face was contorted into a mask of war, fangs bared, 
his body crouched and ready to pounce.  Heinz was on his feet again now, sidling up to 
Taryn, ready to die for her if it came to it. 

“Traitorous wretch!” the female snarled.  “How dare you fight your kind for these 
cattle!” 

“In case you didn’t notice, Ullera, they bear my mark,” Ralen hissed back.  “They 
are mine.” 

“If they are yours, then why do they still live?” one of the other males demanded. 
“Their bodies replace the blood they lose.  It is easier to keep your victims alive 

and continue to feed rather than constantly hunt new ones.” 
The three vampires seemed to relent ever so slightly, but still looked ready to 

strike. 
“Prove it,” the third one said.  “Show us that these morsels truly let you keep them 

as you say.” 
“I cannot,” Ralen snarled.  “You’ve already taken too much.  I’ll not be foolish 

with my own livestock.” 
“Take mine, my lord,” Tynx said suddenly, stepping forward.  Bowing down on 

one knee, he said, “I live to serve you, master.” 
With one last hard look at each of the vampires there, Ralen swept toward Tynx 

and loomed over him for a moment. 
This will hurt.  I am sorry, Tynx heard in his head. 
Then came the attack.  Ralen swooped in behind him and burrowed his fangs into 

Tynx’s throat.  Tynx screamed in pain, but did not struggle.  He thought of his friends as 
agony filled every particle of his being.  It seemed to last forever, but was over within a 
few moments.  Then, Ralen released him, and Tynx stumbled. 

“Satisfied?” he heard Ralen say.  “As I said, their bodies will replace the lost 
blood in several days, and I will feed again.” 

“This idea has its merits,” Ullera could be heard saying, “but how do you 
convince them to agree to such a life?” 
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“It is better than death, is it not?  Now, stay away from my prey.” 
There was no more conversation, no more sounds at all until Ralen spoke again. 
“Come,” he said coldly.  “I will lead you back to the temple.” 
Tynx looked up and saw Ralen standing over them, looking just as much like a 

predator as he had before.  The three said nothing, but did as he commanded.  There was 
trepidation in their steps now.  Everything that had just transpired had them all fearful for 
their lives.  Though the vampires were gone, what bargain had they gotten caught up in?  
Was this how Ralen really got his food on a regular basis?  Were they bonded to him 
somehow now?  They walked on for some time.  Finally, as a few other creature 
settlements—griffons, Tynx thought—came into view, Ralen spoke again. 

“I am sorry, my friends.  You must all be terrified, but it was the only way to save 
your lives.  I must apologize to you most of all, young Tynx.  I could not hold back, lest 
they sense my deception.  I hope you can forgive me.” 

Tynx looked at him warily, but immediately saw true regret there and nodded. 
“I understand,” he said.  “Thank you for saving us.” 
“What possessed you to wander through the valley on your own?  At night, no 

less?” 
“We were on our way back from the dragons,” Ozzie piped up.  “We needed their 

help.  I mean, we haven’t had much luck with the other creatures.  Some have cast a few 
protections, but nothing tangible that we can use.  It’d be nice if we could get a flaming 
sword or something.” 

“You mustn’t despair simply because the solution is not laid at your feet.  I have 
faith that you will overcome this villain no matter what help, magic or otherwise, you 
receive here in this valley.” 

“Easy for you to say,” Taryn mumbled. 
She assumed no one had heard her, but Ralen was there before her in a moment.  

It was so sudden she had to jump back to avoid walking into him.  He put his hand under 
her chin and lifted her face to his. 

“Yurwyfen does not send his children to needless deaths.  Do not fear,” Ralen 
said softly. 

Taryn was speechless, gazing into those dark, endless eyes.  Ralen’s words sank 
into her mind, but she did not register them at that moment.  He released her and walked 
forward, leaving the girl befuddled and senseless.  She did not see Tynx’s dark and 
stormy face just then, nor did she hear the words Ralen spoke to him which cleared the 
storm and made Tynx gaze at Taryn with a new, indecipherable emotion. 

“Ryn, stop fantasizing about tall, dark, and thirsty,” Ozzie said quickly.  “I want 
to get back.” 

She shook her head and saw Ozzie there.  He was smiling, but clearly shaken, so 
she nodded and the group pressed on.  It was very difficult for the two teens to walk back 
so far after losing so much blood, but they had no choice.  Tynx was too weak to carry 
them, but Ralen was able and willing.  He alternated between the two teens—Tynx 
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refused, his elven blood making him stronger than his friends—and Heinz was able to 
carry each one for short periods as well, despite some lingering pain from the fight.  Their 
arrival back at the temple was much like their first.  They were all exhausted, but they 
had made it. 

“Remember,” Ralen told them before parting ways, “you can always call on me 
for anything.  Do not wait until you are at death’s door.” 

“We won’t,” Tynx replied, and they headed inside. 
Taryn was not shy that night in voicing how she felt about sleeping by herself in 

her room, small as it was.  Though Tynx assured them the temple was protected against 
evil by holy power, he made no objections to the idea of them all joining together again.  
Because of the simplicity of the room, there was nowhere for any extra guests to sleep.  
Therefore, Ozzie’s mattress was dragged in and laid on the floor next to where Taryn’s 
had been put.  After that night’s events, she had no reservations about cuddling up with 
the two boys and falling asleep between them, while Heinz played night watchman again. 

 
The group spent the next few days recovering from their run-in with the vampires.  

They did not leave the temple and spent most of their time resting, talking, and thinking.  
Taryn and Ozzie brainstormed about what they might be able to use as a weapon against 
Vurnal.  Ozzie made the most suggestions, though few, if any, were really practical. 

“Chainsaw,” he said. 
“Get real.  No way to power it and no resources to build it,” Taryn replied. 
“Grenade.” 
“Neither of us knows how to make one.” 
“What about a bomb?  People make them in their homes.” 
“While fertilizer is easy enough to come by here, we don’t know how to make the 

rest of it.  Even if we did, how would we find the right chemical components?  You’re 
thinking too offensive.  I don’t think we’re going to be able to just blow Vurnal up.” 

“Then what do you suggest we do?” Ozzie asked. 
“As I’ve said before,” Taryn countered, “this is your realm of expertise, not 

mine.”  She then paused and added, “What about magic?” 
“I don’t think—” Ozzie began, but Taryn cut him off. 
“Tynx, we can use magical objects, right?” 
“Yes,” Tynx replied.  All this time he had been listening to the other conversation 

with concern.  He was frightened for his friends, as even their strange ideas seemed to be 
fruitless.  “You can if you have a magical object like one of the Stones.” 

“What about a wand?” Taryn asked. 
“What?  Like Harry Potter?” Ozzie asked. 
“Yes, like Harry Potter.  What if we could manipulate magic in a way that Vurnal 

wouldn’t expect?” 
Tynx was already shaking his head, however. 
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“Wands are not magic themselves.  They’re just a conductor for certain spells, 
which you two can’t do.” 

Both Taryn and Ozzie’s faces fell.  They weren’t getting anywhere.  The 
conversation continued, but only went round and round in circles.  Much to their surprise, 
just after dinner, the three were summoned to see Gyldain again.  This time he was up in 
one of the tall spires of the temple.  It was made entirely of crystal with windows cut out 
all the way around.  Gyldain was staring out of one of these when they arrived.  There 
were two other hooded and cloaked figures there, but they were gazing, unmoving, up at 
the sky, standing tall and proud like statues.  Gyldain, however, looked very old and tired 
just then. 

“I have had a vision,” he said without pretense or greeting.  “Yurwyfen has 
revealed to me where Vurnal is, and you must go to him.  You must face him in his own 
lair.” 

“Excuse me?” Taryn exclaimed.  “His lair?  We don’t even know how to beat 
him.  What do you expect us to do?  Simply walk up to his door, knock, and ask him to 
surrender quietly?  No, absolutely not.” 

“I’m kind of with Taryn on this one,” Ozzie added.  “I mean, we haven’t had any 
luck here.  You have an entire army of creatures.  Can’t we get a little backup?” 

“He would exterminate us all,” Gyldain replied.  “Whatever this power or weapon 
he has is, it makes us powerless against him.  It has no power against non-magical 
creatures like you two, however.  He is defenseless in that regard.” 

“Really?” Taryn snapped.  “What’s to stop him from reaching out and putting a 
dagger into both of us?  Or maybe he’ll shift into some huge ferocious animal and eat us.  
Did you know he has henchmen too?  They could kill us for him.  Sorry, but he has 
plenty of power against us.” 

“I know all these things,” Gyldain replied evenly.  “I have seen them, and this is 
what must happen.” 

“And just what did you see?” Taryn demanded.  “Do we live through it by any 
chance, or is that just an afterthought?” 

“I have seen Vurnal fall within his own keep by your hands.  Yurwyfen has not 
chosen to reveal anything else to me.  You have the knowledge to fight him.  You—” 

“That’s bull!” Taryn exclaimed.  “We have been drafted for everything this entire 
trip, and you know what?  I don’t like it.  We don’t know how to beat him.  Okay?  We 
can’t.  That being said, I refuse.  End of ridiculous, idiotic story!” 

“In that case, let me put it this way,” Gyldain said, his face darkening, “As of 
tomorrow, you are no longer welcome in this temple.  We will provide what help we can, 
but the rest is up to you.” 

Taryn’s mouth dropped open in shock, while Ozzie went white with terror and 
Tynx looked to his friends desperately. 

“Leave.  Now,” Gyldain said.  “You must prepare.” 
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“Don’t worry,” Tynx said as confidently as he could.  “We’ll be okay.  We’ll 
figure this out.” 

“No,” Gyldain said firmly.  “You will stay here, half-elf Tynixenal.  They will go 
alone.” 

“What?” all three of them demanded. 
“It is for the best,” another, somewhat familiar voice said. 
One of the cloaked figures turned, and they saw Lunara standing there. 
“Mother?” Tynx said in astonishment.  “What are you doing here?” 
“It is senseless for you to journey with these humans.  It will only lead to your 

death,” Lunara replied evenly. 
Tynx looked back at the two teens for a moment then back to his mother. 
“No!  I’m going with them.” 
“Don’t be foolish, my son.”  Tynx opened his mouth to protest, but Lunara cut 

him off with a single motion.  “You dishonor your house.  I fear you may have been 
spending too much time with these humans already.  You speak rashly, and I can only 
conclude it is because of their influence.  Do the honorable thing and speak no more.” 

Tynx said nothing at first, but Taryn and Ozzie could see the anger rising within 
him.  Finally, he spoke again, his voice a low, furious hiss. 

“My house has disowned me since the day I was born!  Why should I worry about 
dishonoring it now?” 

“Do not let your affection for these humans cloud your good judgment.  You will 
only find a painful death if you follow them.  Do you want to become a restless specter?” 

Tynx was shaking with rage.  He said nothing, but turned and stormed out of the 
room.  Taryn and Ozzie looked quickly at Gyldain, but his face had not changed, so they 
hurried after their friend. 

 
“What are we going to do?” Taryn asked for the umpteenth time. 
She and Ozzie had gathered back in her room.  Tynx had disappeared as soon as 

he was out of the tower, leaving the two humans to sort things out for themselves.  Ozzie 
was sitting despondently on the end of the bed, while Taryn was pacing. 

“I don’t think there’s anything to do,” Ozzie replied.  “Gyldain sounded pretty 
serious.” 

“I shouldn’t have lost my temper,” Taryn said.  “I’m so sorry, Oz.” 
“Don’t be.  He probably would have kicked us out anyway.  You know how he 

is…all for the greater good and all that.  Look, he even had everything delivered to our 
room while we were gone.  He knew what he was doing.” 

Taryn looked to the chest at the end of the bed.  Ozzie was right.  While they had 
been away, food and fresh clothes—warm ones, thankfully—had been set out, all ready 
to be packed.  There were also some fresh traveling supplies there too, such as soap and a 
simple map to where they were going.  It wasn’t far at all.  Apparently, Vurnal had set up 
shop in a network of caves just beyond the valley.  It wouldn’t take but a few days to get 
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there.  At first, Taryn questioned why he would settle down so near the sacred valley.  
Ozzie, however, suggested that he wanted to keep his friends close and his enemies 
closer.  What was more, he reminded her that the Shifters were arrogant.  He was 
probably trying to show how brave he was by nesting so close to the holy place.  Then 
she had an idea. 

“What if we use that?” she said. 
“What?” Ozzie asked. 
“His arrogance.  What if we pretended to be two lowly humans who want to serve 

under a great, ancient Shifter?  Flatter him.” 
“It’s not a bad idea.  The best one we’ve had yet.  If nothing else, it’ll help us stay 

alive long enough to figure out how to kill him.  Nice work, Ryn.” 
“Thanks,” she said, barely daring to hope that weren’t completely doomed. 
After that, they decided they needed to get some rest.  Ozzie offered to stay in 

Taryn’s room with her that night, but she refused, telling him that she was okay to be 
alone.  Ozzie agreed and left.  Taryn did not go to sleep, however.  She stayed up, pacing 
and thinking, as Heinz watched his mistress curiously. 

 
It was late when the door opened.  Taryn spun around in surprise, but relaxed 

when she saw the familiar figure standing there. 
“Tynx,” she said, walking over to him.  “Are you okay?  We were worried.” 
She gave him an unexpected hug and looked with concern into his face. 
“I’m fine,” he said evenly.  “I just needed to walk around for a bit.  How are you 

and Ozzie?” 
“We’re okay.  We think we have an idea that will help us.” 
She then shared the plan with Tynx.  He nodded approvingly. 
“It’s a good idea, but you’ll still be in danger.” 
“I know, but what else can we do?” 
They were sitting on the end of the bed now, and fearful thoughts began to fill 

Taryn’s head again. 
“I’m afraid…” she began.  “I’m afraid we’re going to die.  In fact, I’m pretty sure 

we are.” 
Taryn’s voice broke at that last part, and she let her tears flow.  Tynx wrapped his 

arms around her, and she burrowed her head against his chest. 
“I won’t let that happen,” he told her.  There was a long pause before he added, “I 

would risk becoming a tortured spirit before I let anyone hurt you.” 
Taryn looked up at him, somehow unafraid to do so, and she saw something in his 

eyes.  It was that same light as before, but it was stronger and brighter now.  She 
somehow knew she did not need to say anything back.  All he wanted was to protect her 
and care for her above all else.  Taryn looked at him, a soft smile on her face.  This was 
new for her, and she suddenly realized just how important he was to her as well.  She 
embraced him again, settling her head beneath his chin, and relaxed there.  She could feel 
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him breath deep, smelling her hair, and he held onto her more tightly.  Taryn’s smile 
faded as she rested there, however, as she began to think again, but she did not share her 
thoughts with Tynx. 

“I should leave,” he said after a while.  “We all need our rest.” 
Taryn nodded wordlessly and watched as he left.  She then curled up in bed and 

forced herself to sleep, despite the thoughts swirling around in her head. 
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Chapter 21 
 
When Taryn opened her eyes again, it felt as if she hadn’t slept more than a few 

minutes.  It was barely dawn, the sun just starting to peek over the horizon.  Nevertheless, 
she got up, quickly gathered her things, changed into warm clothes, and tiptoed into 
Ozzie’s room.  Once there, she gently shook him awake. 

“What?” he grumbled sleepily. 
“Oz, I need to talk to you,” Taryn replied quietly.  “Can you wake up, please?” 
Despite his tiredness, Ozzie knew something was going on from the tone of 

Taryn’s voice, so he forced himself to sit up and rub his eyes. 
“What is it?” he asked, trying to clear his head. 
“I think we should leave…now…without Tynx,” she replied, trying to keep her 

voice steady. 
“What?  Why?” Ozzie said, startled. 
“Lunara’s right.  Tynx will die if he comes with us.  He’s magical, and Vurnal 

will kill him.  I…we can’t let that happen.” 
“Why don’t you just tell him not to come?” 
“You know why.  He won’t listen.” 
They looked at one another for a long, silent moment.  They both knew it was 

true, and they both knew the reason.  Finally, Ozzie nodded and rolled out of bed.  He 
was slower than Taryn at getting ready, but she helped him gather his things, and it 
wasn’t long before they were ready to leave.  Ozzie and Taryn loaded their belongings 
onto Heinz’s back and silently made their way out of them Temple.  They did not speak 
the whole way, nor did they say anything even after they were out in the valley, their 
forms disappearing quickly into the fog that had yet to clear.  They walked steadily 
towards the pass that led out of Tymeras on the opposite side from where they had 
entered.  It was only when Ozzie saw a few tears eking out of Taryn’s eyes that he finally 
spoke. 

“I’m really sorry, Ryn.  You know it was for the best, though.” 
“I know,” she said, dashing away the tears.  “It’s just…he’s…” 
Her words faded away, and Ozzie took her hand in his, giving it a little squeeze.  

He didn’t say anything more.  Instead, they just pressed on silently. 
By nightfall, they had made it completely out of the valley and just over the pass.  

This route was much easier than the one they had traversed to get into the valley, dipping 
low between two small mountains.  By the time they had made camp that evening, just 
off of the poor excuse for a path they were following, a third of their journey was done 
with.  The land here was much like that which they had seen before arriving at Tymeras.  
There was long grass as far as the eye could see, dotted occasionally by a large boulder or 
two.  They had learned already that there was not much beyond the mountains and the 
valley.  If they kept heading west, as they were now, they would eventually reach the 
ocean.  They chose a spot that next to one large boulder, which, though it did not provide 
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any sort of shelter, made it so there were only three directions that someone could sneak 
up on them from. 

That night, they went over their plan again.  It was simple enough.  They just 
didn’t know how it would end.  This was something they both avoided talking about.  If 
they did, they would probably run all the way back to Tymeras, so the subject was skirted 
and danced around till it was time to sleep.  They set Heinz as a guard, laid their weapons 
close by their heads, and went to bed. 

It was Ozzie who woke first to the sound of Heinz’s growl, and Taryn was not far 
behind.  They looked to see Heinz, lit gold and orange in the dying firelight, standing 
erect, hackles raised, and growling quietly.  The growl grew, and both teens looked 
around for the source of the disturbance.  Then they saw it.  A dark shadow emerged 
from behind the edge of the rock.  Both Taryn and Ozzie sat stock still, hands on their 
weapons, and waited tensely.  They were ready to attack or run, whichever came first.  
Meanwhile, Heinz continued to growl, but refused to leave Taryn’s side.  Whatever the 
person or creature was, it seemed to be hurt badly.  It stumbled towards them and then 
collapsed onto the ground.  A familiar but strangled voice came gasping from the figure. 

“Ozzie, Taryn.” 
“De’dua?!” the two teens gasped together in surprise. 
Both of them jumped up and began to run forward, but Heinz intervened.  He ran 

around in front of the two and barked frantically.  They barely heard it when De’dua 
spoke again. 

“Run,” he gasped. 
The two paused and wondered for a moment at the centaur’s desperate plea.  Then 

they heard an inhuman cry of rage from nearby in the grass.  The two teens were running 
before they actually realized it, but it was too late.  Out from the darkness burst a creature 
unlike anything either of them had seen. 

It was an abnormally tall man with ruddy, striped skin.  He had the tail and ears of 
a wildcat, while his nails were long, black, sharp claws, and his teeth were nothing but 
long, yellow fangs. 

Heinz flew towards the creature and leapt upon him, sinking his teeth deep into 
the flesh of the creature’s shoulder.  The creature cried out again and clawed at the 
enfield, his claws raking through fur and flesh as he did so.  He finally tore Heinz off of 
him and went after Taryn and Ozzie again.  It was at that same moment that two more 
creatures appeared from above.  They flew down on massive, bird-like wings that 
spanned from their backs, shrieking hideously.  These creatures both had bird-like 
features, and they flew straight at Ozzie and Taryn.  They tried to run, but were simply no 
match for their attackers.  They didn’t get more than a few yards away before the winged 
creatures caught them and hoisted them into the air effortlessly.  Taryn and Ozzie 
struggled against their captors, but all of their attempts proved fruitless, as the creatures 
also seemed to possess inhuman strength.  The creatures flew rapidly, beating their great 
wings against the air.  Far below, the wildcat-man could be seen running along the 
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ground, keeping perfect pace with the winged men.  Taryn and Ozzie were quickly flown 
straight to the cave system that contained the very horror they had vowed—and feared—
to find.  The bird-creatures descended towards the mouth of a massive cave that loomed 
below them like a giant’s maw, ready to swallow them down into a great, stone gullet.  
They descended further, and, without warning, the bird-men drew in their wings and dove 
into the darkness.  Taryn and Ozzie screamed as they went hurtling at breakneck speed 
down, down, down into nothingness.  The wan moonlight from above, the only reminder 
of a brighter, safer outside world, disappeared quickly.  Eventually they slowed, but only 
just before Taryn and Ozzie were tossed carelessly into the air.  They landed on 
something sticky that stretched and gave easily beneath the force of their impact.  For 
several moments, they were simply shocked to still be alive.  Ozzie was the first one to 
figure out what they might have fallen onto, and he gulped hard.  He couldn’t be sure—
there was nothing but pitch black all around them—but it felt like they were stuck to a 
gargantuan spider web, and they were the flies. 

“Ozzie?” came Taryn’s frightened, cracking voice from the darkness. 
“Yeah?” 
“Are you okay?” 
Ozzie swallowed hard and said as bravely as he could, “Yeah, I’m okay.  Are 

you?” 
“Yes.  Can you move?” 
“No, not really.  Not that well anyway.  Can you?” 
“No,” Taryn squeaked. 
Ozzie couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like Taryn was very close to tears, which 

didn’t help him to feel very confident.  The two struggled for a little while until they were 
forced to admit that they were hopelessly stuck.  Several minutes passed in silence until 
Ozzie’s voice broke out of the darkness once more. 

“Taryn, do you suppose we should use—” he began softly. 
“No, Ozzie,” she hissed.  “We can’t.  It’s not safe.” 
Ozzie made a little noise of acknowledgement.  He had expected this answer but 

still hoped that somehow Taryn would agree anyway.  Another ten or so silent minutes of 
useless struggling passed when a sudden noise suddenly caught their attention.  A sharp 
clicking, like chittering, soft at first but growing gradually louder, was coming from 
Ozzie’s left. 

Ozzie opened his mouth to speak, to call Taryn’s name, but fear gripped him and 
nothing came out.  The noise grew louder, and Ozzie could feel the sticky support 
underneath him bowing beneath the weight of something much larger than himself.  
Taryn felt it too, and she fought against the terror that filled in order to speak as evenly as 
she could. 

“Ozzie, don’t move.” 
She didn’t know why she told him to do this.  It just seemed the smartest course 

of action, and she hoped doing so would help her friend.  She knew if what she suspected 
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was true, Ozzie would panic and probably get himself killed.  Ozzie heard Taryn speak, 
recognized the words she said, but she could have stayed silent for all the help her words 
gave him.  The chittering seemed to be right next to his ear now, and he felt something 
large and hairy brush past him.  Ozzie let out a yelp of fear, and suddenly a pair of long, 
hairy legs were deftly taking a hold of him and spinning him about, wrapping him 
securely in the same, strong, sticky material that the web was made out of.  He cried out 
once more in terror and began to flail about recklessly in an attempt to escape from his 
worst nightmare. 

“Ozzie!” Taryn shrieked.  “Ozzie!” 
After several moments, once he was tightly bound from his shoulders down to his 

waist, the creature tossed Ozzie aside.  He felt himself fall for just a second before hitting 
a rough, unforgiving stone floor. 

“No!  Stop!  Let me go!” he heard Taryn screaming seconds later. 
Several moments later there was a thud next to Ozzie and a groan of pain. 
“Taryn,” he said quickly, rolling towards the sound. 
He bumped against something solid, and she let out a short scream. 
“Relax, it’s me,” Ozzie said quickly.  “Are you alright?” 
“I…I think so,” she replied, her voice higher than ever. 
Suddenly, a strange and menacing sound resounded from nearby.  It was laughter, 

deep and uncanny.  Unnatural.  It did nothing to calm the two, but their ears pricked up at 
the sound of something so human-like. 

The laughter stopped after a moment, and a voice to match it said with obvious 
amusement, “Is this the best those fools can do?  Sending two simpering children after 
me?” 

A sudden, explosion of light went off above them, and, a moment later, a number 
of ordinary torches around the area were lit.  The two looked around to see that they were 
in a roundish room.  No, not a room.  It was a cavern.  The further up they looked, the 
darker it became, and they could only assume the sky was still up there somewhere.  The 
web they had been caught in sat not five feet above them, stretched from wall to wall.  
Several rough passages led off from the cavern, which meant there was no way of 
knowing how to get out of the cave system. 

A creature crawled above them, making his way off of the web and onto the floor.  
He, if it could be called a he, was a giant, tarantula-like spider from the waist down, but 
from the waist up he was something that looked human.  He had a bony, skeletal build, 
but looked quite strong despite his spindly frame.  His grayish, pointed face had 
abnormally large eyes that were an eerie blue-green color, and his long hair, which was 
wild and unkempt and stuck out in many directions at once, was dark green. 

Both teens lay there, staring up at the creature in awe and fear, unsure of what to 
say or do. 

“The way you two carried on, one would have thought I was killing you,” the 
creature mocked with a cruel smile. 
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“You’re Vurnal then?” Taryn asked carefully, failing at her attempt to keep her 
voice from trembling. 

“Very good!  Yes, I am Vurnal,” he said with a nod.  “Now, I suggest that you 
two get up and follow me.  We have much to talk about.” 

With that, Vurnal changed form again.  Emitting a soft, shimmering light, the 
spider body beneath him morphed into that of a snake, and he proceeded to slither ahead 
of them towards one of the tunnel entrances.  Two strange looking creatures then entered, 
one with wolf features and the other with those of a lizard.  They pulled the teens to their 
feet and prodded them with some very wicked looking spears.  Taryn and Ozzie 
exchanged a number of glances as they were led through winding tunnels they would 
never be able to remember.  They were finally led into a small cavern with one long table 
set up in the center.  On the table, a huge meal of strange looking food was laid out.  
Seeing this, both teens grew wary.  If Vurnal allowed them to do so, should they eat 
something?  What if it made them sick or was actually poisoned?  Vurnal took the seat at 
the head of the table, while Taryn and Ozzie were led to two chairs on either side of his.  
He beckoned them to sit, and they did so rather apprehensively.  Vurnal watched as the 
plates before them were piled high with food. 

He motioned to them and said evenly, “Eat, I invite you.” 
Vurnal began his meal, while Ozzie and Taryn exchanged glances.  He was eating 

it, so maybe that meant it was safe.  Or it could mean nothing.  Finally, having no other 
choice, they lowered their faces to their plates and began to pick at the food using only 
their mouths.  It tasted fine in that it didn’t seem like it would hurt them, though the 
actual flavor was less than appealing.  Then again, there was really no way to know.  The 
two could only pray that they wouldn’t regret this later.  A minute passed and Vurnal’s 
oily-smooth laughter erupted, ringing throughout the cavern. 

“Well done!  You’re brave enough to eat, but too stupid to do anything but bury 
your noses in it like pigs!  One out of two isn’t bad, I assure you.” 

Taryn’s face burned and flushed in embarrassment.  He was reveling in their 
humiliation.  Her anger flared hotly against the icy stone of fear in her stomach, melting it 
enough to help her to think clearly. 

“We came to help you,” she said flatly. 
Vurnal roared with laughter and chucked Taryn beneath her chin.  “Oh my, aren’t 

you plucky.  I can tell I’ll like you.” 
“No joke!” Ozzie piped up.  “We heard the rumors that a Shifter was gaining 

power.  We couldn’t believe it.  After so many years, we thought it was all just legends, 
but, when the ghosts started showing up, we knew it must be true.  We want to learn from 
you.” 

Taryn had to fight to keep a straight face.  Ozzie sounded so phony, so 
sycophantic, but so earnest, too.  She suddenly realized, given a choice, she wouldn’t 
have asked for anyone else to be here with her.  Vurnal, after he had finally stopped 
laughing, regarded the two thoughtfully for several minutes, a smirk playing at his mouth. 
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“You two are certainly braver than most of the other humans I’ve dealt with.  
Perhaps there is some use for you…besides the usual of course.” 

Taryn swallowed hard, but did her best to hide it.  She didn’t know what “the 
usual” was, and she didn’t want to find out.  Vurnal seemed not to notice and motioned to 
his minions standing by. 

“Come, release these two.  They will eat well tonight for such confidence and 
wisdom.” 

The creatures did so, cutting the sticky web with their spears, and Taryn and 
Ozzie peeled off their bonds.  They began to eat slowly.  They were still fully suspicious 
of the food there, but didn’t want to betray their distrust to Vurnal.  The flavor did not 
improve as they ate, but they filled their stomachs anyway.  Fear had made them quite 
hungry after all, and they would need to keep up their strength.  Taryn and Ozzie couldn’t 
help but cast anxious glances at Vurnal’s servants, however, as the meal progressed.  The 
creatures were staring at them hungrily. 

“Don’t fret about the shiftlings,” Vurnal told them, seeing this.  “Not one of my 
most impressive creations, but passable.  I make do with what I have.  They are but 
drones for me and will only do as I tell them.  Your first lesson: That is what happens 
when creatures breed outside of their kind.  The offspring are weak and useable only as 
tools.” 

With a pang, Taryn thought of Tynx and found herself very glad that they had left 
him behind.  She’d hate for Tynx to become a subject of a similar Frankensteinian 
experiment.  Still, she upheld the act and spoke with what she hoped sounded like 
admiration. 

“Shifter-human crosses?” 
“No, elf-Shifter crosses,” Vurnal replied.  “Humans don’t have the same effect on 

the offspring.  They are weaker, harder to control, and they die too easily.” 
Something in Ozzie’s brain clicked on at hearing this.  Something about it seemed 

backwards.  Why would a weaker creature be harder to control?  He wondered if it had 
something to do with whatever power it was that Vurnal had over magical creatures.  The 
two finished eating quickly and waited silently.  Vurnal finished not long after them and 
leaned back in his chair. 

“So,” he began, “you two want to serve me?”  They both nodded quickly, and he 
added, “This has nothing to do with that wretched gathering in the valley of Tymeras?” 

They shook their heads, hoping against hope that he would believe them. 
“The fact that you made it so far undetected is suspect.  Weak-willed though they 

may be, my drones are excellent scouts.  In addition to that, they tell me you were 
guarded by an enfield.  I think there’s more to this than you are telling me.” 

Fear filled Taryn and Ozzie.  They had not expected things to play out this way, 
and now they had no explanation for Vurnal.  Taryn was waiting desperately for Ozzie to 
come to their rescue, but he remained silent as the stone around them.  Finally, after a 
too-long period of hesitation, Vurnal spoke again, smiling cruelly. 
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“No matter.  I think I will keep you two anyway.  You intrigue me, and I like 
puzzles.  I’ll find out the truth yet.”  Then, signaling to his minions, he said, “My 
shiftlings will make sure you are secure.  We will talk again later.” 

 
The two teens looked despondently around their cell.  It was a small, uneven cave 

with a large, wooden door over the mouth.  Torches were mounted into the walls all 
around the room to provide light, and the roof was blackened by the smoke from them, 
which traveled out of the cave through a small hole in the ceiling.  The cave could have 
housed as many as ten or fifteen prisoners, but Taryn and Ozzie seemed to be the first 
occupants in a very long time.  The shiftlings had simply led them down here and locked 
them inside without a word. 

“So…” Ozzie said softly.  “Now what?” 
Taryn didn’t respond.  She didn’t turn to face Ozzie.  She just sat down on the 

floor and began to cry.  Ozzie sat down next to her and put an arm around her.  She 
leaned against him and continued to weep.  Ozzie said nothing.  He thought hard about 
what they could do next.  After all, this was the type of situation he had always wished 
for.  Not being captured and locked up, of course, but having the opportunity to make a 
difference.  They had been given that chance in a big way, and he wondered if they had 
botched it.  Should they have brought Tynx?  Would he have been able to keep them 
from getting captured?  Maybe he would have had a better idea of what to do now.  Then 
again, maybe the same exact thing would have happened.  Maybe there was no way to 
avoid this.  If that was the case, there had to be something they could do now.  
Yurwyfen…God…whoever wouldn’t have just abandoned them, would he? 

Ozzie thought hard.  They were stuck inside the cave.  They would have to use 
whatever was in here with them.  Unfortunately, the cave was completely bare.  There 
weren’t even any bones from past captives.  That was probably a good thing.  Their packs 
and weapons were gone, having been lost in the initial attack.  They still had the Stones, 
though.  The two had kept them close, in their pockets, since they had first discovered 
them, and neither Vurnal nor his servants had searched their captives.  Ozzie’s mind 
pounced upon that.  They did have weapons, but they couldn’t be discovered.  True, 
Hresseda had said that the Stones couldn’t be taken by force from humans, but that was 
little of comfort.  Ozzie didn’t quite trust the ownership charm that had supposedly been 
cast.  It seemed an awful lot to ask to believe in something so uncertain when they were 
in so much danger.  Why would such an important spell go so awry?  And how could 
they be sure the enchantment hadn’t faded or expired or something?  He didn’t know 
enough about magic in Leleplar to answer these questions. 

Besides, what good was the charm when Vurnal could do any number of other 
things to them?  Ozzie’s mind flashed back to all the villains in all the books and movies 
and whatnot he had read and seen.  Yes, there were lots of cruel, evil ways Taryn and 
Ozzie could be convinced to give up the Stones or do anything else they didn’t want to.  
After having spent time with Vurnal, simple torture seemed the least of their worries.  
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Ozzie liked to think that they would hold out, that they would endure till the end, but 
deep down he knew that they just weren’t that strong.  Since they couldn’t let Vurnal find 
out that they had the Stones, Ozzie decided that they would have to use them to escape.  
He looked around again, trying to figure out a way that air and water could fight against 
solid rock.  He wished they had the Earth Stone.  That would make this much easier.  
Nevertheless, he thought. 

Sky had wind and lightning.  What else did it have?  Clouds?  He didn’t know.  
Clouds came from water.  That might only work if there was water present.  What about 
airborne creatures?  They hadn’t been able to make a fish appear with the Sea Stone, 
though.  That probably meant that the Sky Stone couldn’t produce birds either.  What 
about heat?  There was fire.  They had torches.  The wood door might burn…if they 
didn’t die from smoke inhalation first.  That wasn’t possible.  Heat and radiation came 
from the sun, but Ozzie very much doubted celestial bodies could be created.  He was 
getting nowhere.  He nudged Taryn, whose sobs had died down to sniffles and hiccups. 

“Ryn, I need your help,” he whispered in her ear.  “I’m trying to think of some 
way to get out of here.  Can you help me break down our two elements?” 

“What do you mean?” she whispered back. 
“I think…Science, I guess.” 
“Science?” 
“Yeah, I mean, there’s more to the world than fire, earth, air, and water, right?  

We know that.  What if we used the Stones in that way?” 
Taryn’s interest was piqued.  This was something they had not thought of before.  

What was more, the advice they had been given by so many came back to her just then. 
“Vurnal wouldn’t know how to combat it,” she whispered.  “Chemistry and 

biology and whatnot don’t exist here.” 
“Exactly!” Ozzie hissed. 
“Okay, before we do this, what if Vurnal comes back?  What if he questions us 

again?  I mean, how do we explain Heinz?” Her voice shook at the mention of her 
beloved enfield, but she carried on.  “We need a reason for that and why we weren’t seen 
before this.  Something he’ll actually buy.  Should we confess that we came from 
Tymeras?” 

“If we do, how do we explain why they’d let two humans in?” 
“Maybe we just tell him the truth.”  Ozzie looked incredulous, and Taryn added 

quickly, “Look, there is no other explanation for it.  We tell him we were drafted by 
Gyldain and that we never wanted to do this in the first place.  The only reason we came 
on this trip is because De’dua was kidnapped.” 

“I guess we could have befriended De’dua any number of ways,” Ozzie said.  
“Maybe you’re right.  It makes more sense than anything else, and admitting that we’re 
scared, that we’re helpless, might actually stroke Vurnal’s ego.” 
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“Good idea.  Let’s do that, but stick with the ‘wanting to serve him’ thing too.  
We can say we really do think it’s the best option considering our current predicament, 
right?  I think that might give us a better position” 

Ozzie nodded and said, “What about having Heinz with us and all the rest?” 
Taryn shrugged and said, “Feign ignorance and tell him we lied about Tymeras 

before because we were scared and didn’t think he would believe us.” 
It was agreed then.  If Vurnal interrogated them further, they would tell him about 

their unwitting part in Gyldain’s plan but swear they wanted to be on Vurnal’s side now.  
Taryn and Ozzie then returned to their previous discussion about how to escape.  The two 
compared their knowledge of chemistry—a class that Taryn had just barely passed—
biology, and physical and environmental science, hoping for some inspiration for escape. 

“Water erodes rock,” Taryn suggested. 
“Over hundreds of years,” Ozzie said. 
“What if we tried again with the fish thing, but instead made a shark at the door to 

eat the guards?” 
Ozzie just gave her a look and moved on. 
“Oxygen, hydrogen, helium, chlorine, and nitrogen are all gases.” 
“There’s more aren’t there?” 
“Yes, but I can’t remember what they are.” 
“Neon.” 
“Yeah, I don’t think making anything glow is going to help, Ryn.  There is 

chlorine gas.” 
“That will kill us too.” 
“True.  Maybe we should run a test to make sure whatever we think of will 

actually work.” 
“How?” 
“What about helium?” 
“You can’t be serious, Oz!” Taryn hissed. 
“I want to be certain.” 
“You’re ridiculous.” 
Despite that fact, Taryn pulled the Sky Stone from her pocket and held it up to 

their faces, which were right next to each other now.  Taryn closed her eyes and 
concentrated.  After a minute, Ozzie spoke.  His voice was the perfect pitch for a 
chipmunk. 

“It worked!” Taryn chirped. 
Taryn put the Stone away, and they continued more fervently now, their voices 

quickly returning to normal. 
“What about a liquid?” Taryn asked. 
“The only one I can remember is mercury,” Ozzie said, and I think that’s actually 

a metal.  I think a lot of them are, that or solids.  What if we tried combining elements to 
make something else?” 
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“The only thing I remember is water and table salt.  That’s a lot of variables 
you’re talking about.  What can you think of?” 

“Aren’t hydrogen and oxygen really flammable?  Isn’t that why the Hindenburg 
went down or something?” 

“I can’t remember.  Let me try.” 
Taryn was very careful as she raised the Sky Stone up to one of the torches and 

began to will it again.  She concentrated on a small stream of hydrogen and was confused 
when the cave wall behind the torch began to turn black without any visible cause.  At 
most, dust particles shimmered briefly before igniting and disintegrating.  She knew she 
wouldn’t see the gas, but wouldn’t she have seen flames?  When she asked Ozzie this, he 
shrugged. 

“It’s working, but I don’t know why we can’t see it.  I kind of wish I had paid 
more attention in class now.” 

Neither of them could think of anything else to try after that.  Taryn sighed.  They 
hadn’t been in here but a few hours now, and they were already running into brick walls. 

“Maybe we should sleep,” Taryn said. 
Ozzie nodded.  He didn’t really want to give up, but they were both exhausted.  

Perhaps a rest would do them good.  They lay down on the ground and snuggled up next 
to each other, though sleep did not come easily or deeply. 
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Chapter 22 
 
Taryn and Ozzie awoke abruptly to the sound of the door being opened.  It was 

not the massive door that covered the entire entrance that was being opened, but a smaller 
door within that.  This smaller door did not scrape the ground as the other one did, but its 
hinges cried out and shrieked in protest.  There was nothing to be seen, however, as the 
door stood open.  The two waited silently for what was to come.  Then a familiar voice 
spoke, though there was no body attached to it. 

“Taryn.  Ozzie.  It’s me, Tynx!  Thank Yurwyfen I found you.” 
“Tynx?” the two said together. 
“Where are you?” Taryn added, looking towards the door nervously.  “Are you 

okay?” 
“I’m fine, just invisible.  We have to get out of here.  Hold still.” 
The two waited and suddenly saw some sort of powder falling from an invisible 

source.  They didn’t move as the powder fell and was sprinkled all over them.  As it did, 
each teen disappeared from the other’s view. 

“What is this?” Ozzie asked.  “What’s happening?” 
“Pixie dust,” Tynx’s voice replied.  “The fae folk came through for us.  Now, 

follow me.” 
Taryn suppressed a yelp of surprise as she felt someone take her hand. 
“It’s okay.  I’ve got you,” Tynx said.  “I’m going to give Ozzie your other hand 

now.” 
“You can see us?” Taryn asked.  “We can’t see you.” 
“No, but I can sense you…sort of.  Don’t move.” 
“What about shiftlings?” Ozzie asked.  “Can they see us?” 
“Apparently not,” Tynx replied.  “I was able to take out a few on my way down 

here.” 
Tynx had blindly led Ozzie’s hand to Taryn’s, and the whole group was 

connected now. 
“Hold onto me and don’t let go,” Tynx told them.  “With any luck, we’ll be out of 

here before anyone notices you’ve escaped.” 
With that, the trio made their way out, stepping over the bodies of two shiftling 

guards as they went.  Tynx led them through winding tunnels, stopping often to check 
their surroundings—that’s what Taryn and Ozzie assumed he was doing since they 
couldn’t actually see him.  They wanted desperately to ask him how long it would be 
before they were out, but dared not speak.  The sound of their feet seemed too loud 
already.  Thankfully, there were no shiftlings patrolling the tunnels once they got away 
from the prison area.  That was probably why no alarm had been sounded.  If someone 
had found the bodies, the trio would have heard about it by now.  They supposed Vurnal 
felt secure enough that, should a prisoner ever escape, they wouldn’t get beyond the final 
guard post.  Taryn and Ozzie’s hearts soared when they passed through the little cavern 
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where they had eaten earlier.  Just a little bit farther and they would be out!  They grew 
curious and apprehensive, however, when the large cavern with the spider web failed to 
appear.  Were they going a different way?  How could Tynx remember any sort of path 
through the countless, identical tunnels?  Now how long would it be before they were 
out?  Before they could find out, however, there was a distant cry of rage from 
somewhere in the labyrinthine network of caves.  Tynx quickened his pace, but they 
could hear activity picking up all around them in other parts of the lair and fearfully 
guessed that their escape had been discovered.  Something was coming closer, and the 
three were running now.  The snarls and howls and other terrible noises from further back 
in the tunnels grew louder as they went.  The three ran into a large, open cavern and 
nearly stopped short when they saw Vurnal there giving orders to several shiftlings.  
They collected themselves almost instantly, though, and carried on.  Vurnal then turned 
his head, looked straight at the group, and extended a hand towards them.  The three felt 
something like a gust of wind and could suddenly see one another again.  Full-blown 
panic hit them, and they ran for their lives.  It was all for naught, as the shiftlings in the 
cavern bounded after them as soon as their disguises were gone.  First Ozzie was caught, 
then Taryn.  Tynx lasted but a moment longer, and the chase was over.  The shiftlings 
released them just as quickly, but formed a perimeter around the trio that was sure to 
prevent any new escape attempt.  Vurnal approached, looking very wolfish now, and 
smiled widely. 

“I knew I sensed magic,” he said smoothly.  “What do we have here?  Is he a 
friend of yours?” 

Taryn responded first, filled with fear for the half-elf. 
“He traveled with us before, but we left him behind.” 
“Is that so?  Then why would he take such a risk to come all the way here and try 

to free you?  Tell me, half-breed.  What drove you here?” 
“I made a vow to destroy you,” Tynx replied steadily.  “I was looking for help.  

These two happened to be here.” 
“Lucky coincidence,” Vurnal purred.  “Why did you three travel together, if you 

two were not after me as well?” 
“We were drafted into this from the start!” Taryn snapped.  “We didn’t want to 

come.  The only reason we even started this journey was because you kidnapped De’dua.  
He was our friend, and the elf Gyldain found us.  He told us we had to come.” 

“Ah, and so you did.  What a brave choice.” 
“We had no choice!” Taryn retorted angrily. 
“But you did,” Vurnal hissed, grabbing her roughly by the arm.  “You could have 

run away, tails between your legs, but you didn’t.  You did what you were told.  You 
went to that wretched valley for help, didn’t you?”  Taryn did not reply, so Vurnal 
twisted her arm violently, and she cried out as Vurnal demanded, “Didn’t you?!” 

“Yes,” Taryn gasped, “but we really don’t care about any of them.  We figured, if 
nothing else, we could still serve you.” 
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Vurnal did not let go and said darkly, twisting harder, “Lies!  Do you think me a 
fool?” 

“Stop it!” Tynx cried.  “Gyldain threatened their lives.  What else were they 
supposed to do?  I came of my own free will, so punish me as you like, but let them go 
free.  They’re nothing but humans anyhow.” 

Vurnal let Taryn go, and a cruel smile grew on his lips. 
“Now that does not surprise me.  That elf always was ruthless.  All for the greater 

good, I’m sure he’d say.  You are all here now, however, and I do not intend to let 
anyone go free.  It has been too long since I tested my own knowledge, fed my curiosity, 
and I cannot simply turn three perfectly good subjects loose.” 

“You base, evil—” Tynx began, but suddenly hunched over and let out a howl of 
pain. 

“Silence, half-breed!” Vurnal snarled. 
“Tynx!” Taryn and Ozzie cried, running to his side. 
There didn’t seem to be anything wrong with him, and the two looked at Vurnal 

to figure out what he was doing.  The two then noticed something in his hand.  It was a 
plain, brown stone.  The two immediately realized what it must be: The Earth Stone.  It 
hadn’t been retrieved with the other two.  Vurnal must have recovered it somehow, or 
perhaps he had had it all these years.  It was impossible to know, but it must be how he 
had been able to kill so many magical creatures.  Taryn jumped back up and ran towards 
Vurnal. 

“Stop it!  You’re killing him!” she screeched. 
She grabbed for the Stone, hoping perhaps that she would be quick enough to take 

it before Vurnal could figure out what she was doing.  It was a futile endeavor.  Vurnal 
snatched his hand away, pulling it back, and then it fly across Taryn’s face.  She went 
sprawling onto the ground, but the attack had stopped nonetheless.  He spoke again, his 
tone dangerously low. 

“Let that be a lesson to you, mongrel.  Only half of you may be subject to the 
Stone’s power, but I can make you wish for death and then deny you.” 

“You can use the Earth Stone as a weapon?” Ozzie said, hoping he didn’t sound 
completely terrified.  “That’s incredible.” 

“It is, isn’t it?” Vurnal replied.  “I was there when the other races were made, you 
know.  I saw Yurwyfen form them from the earth, filthy creatures that they are.  The way 
he tried to make them equal to us was appalling.  I just can’t believe it took me so long to 
realize how to use that to my advantage.  Once I realized the connection, I had to test it of 
course.  As you saw by those miserable specters, it was quite effective.” 

“So why doesn’t it work on humans?” Taryn asked fearfully as she sat up. 
“That is still a mystery,” Vurnal replied.  “Your little race seems to have been 

made an exception.  Perhaps it has something to do with the order of creation.  The 
humans, last made and non-magical, and are immune.  Whatever the reason, we can all 
find out together, can’t we?” 
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The trio said nothing.  Taryn and Ozzie thought frantically, searching for another 
question.  If they kept him talking, they might have a chance.  Nothing came to mind, 
however, and their moment passed. 

“Take them back down to their kennel,” Vurnal told his minions.  “I have some 
things to prepare.  Then we can begin to learn.” 

His face stretched into a hideous grin at this, and the three shuddered.  The 
shiftlings did as they were told and escorted the little group down to the prison again.  
There was no sign of the guards Tynx had killed, but new ones were already posted.  
They growled viciously at the prisoners as they passed by, but did not harm them.  There 
was a long moment of silence once the door was shut again. 

“Why did you come?” Taryn finally asked. 
“I should think it’d be obvious,” Tynx replied.  “To rescue you.  Unfortunately, it 

was a colossal failure.” 
“Thanks anyway,” Ozzie said. 
“Why did you leave?” Tynx asked.  “You didn’t even say goodbye.” 
“Isn’t that obvious?” Taryn replied.  “To keep this from happening.  Tynx, we 

wanted you to be safe!  Vurnal tortured you back there and he didn’t even have to touch 
you.” 

“If we had told you what we were planning, would you have really stayed 
behind?” Ozzie added. 

Tynx shook his head and sighed. 
“No.  I suppose there was no easy way about it.” 
“How’d you find us anyway?” Ozzie asked. 
“The morning you left…when I discovered you’d gone, I pretty much figured out 

what you were doing.  I went to the fae folk first and they gave me some of their magic.  
Then I followed you, but, when I found your camp, you were gone.  De’dua was there, 
though, almost dead.  Heinz was there too.  He was injured, though not too badly.  I gave 
them what help I could, and De’dua insisted I go after you two.  He told me how to get 
through the caves and where you would be held.  It all seemed like it would be easy.” 

“You shouldn’t have come,” Taryn said flatly.  “Now you’re going to die too.” 
“Hey now,” Ozzie said.  “Remember what we talked about.  We are not going to 

die.” 
“How can you say that?  Now that Tynx is here, Vurnal will just use him against 

us.” 
“Taryn, why would I have come if I was worried about myself,” Tynx argued.  

“Whatever happens, you can’t worry about me.  You have to—” 
“That’s not really an option!  Okay, Tynx?  We’ve never been willing to just 

throw you to the wolves, and that’s not about to change, so we’re screwed!” 
“Ryn,” Ozzie said, “calm down.  It’s going to be fine.  Trust me.” 
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“No, Ozzie, it’s not fine.  How many times do I have to tell you?  This is not a 
game!  If Vurnal wants to kill us or torture Tynx or whatever, he will, and nothing we do 
will stop him.” 

“Alright, if you want to give up, fine,” Ozzie said angrily.  “Give me your Stone.  
I know there’s a good chance we’ll die here, but I’m willing to try.” 

“At what expense?” Taryn demanded.  “Who are you to play God?  I’m not 
willing to let Tynx endure needless pain, and I’m not about to leave our families forever 
wondering about what happened to us.  If nothing else, maybe we can make a deal.” 

“Vurnal will never agree to that,” Tynx said evenly.  “He won’t negotiate with 
you.  He thinks we’re all less than scum.  He’ll just take what he wants without any 
thought.  Ozzie’s right.  We all have to be willing to sacrifice whatever it takes.” 

“And what if it’s for nothing?” Taryn demanded, tears beginning to stream from 
her eyes. 

“It won’t be for nothing,” Tynx replied simply. 
There was a long pause, and Taryn took Tynx’s hands in hers.  She then spoke 

brokenly. 
“We can’t just…I can’t…You’re worth more than that.” 
Tynx smiled, wiped her tears away, and replied, “I’ve always appreciated that.  

You’ve always seen me as so much than a worthless half-breed.  I don’t know if it’s 
ignorance on your part or not, but I don’t care either.  It’s the reason I was able to come 
all this way without fear of the consequences.” 

Taryn began to cry harder, and Tynx pulled her close.  Ozzie turned to give the 
two their privacy and pulled the Stone out of his pocket, thinking again.  Several minutes 
later, Tynx invited Ozzie back over.  Taryn was wiping her face now.  Her eyes still had 
that hopeless look to them, but her mouth was set in a determined line.  Maybe she would 
keep on fighting, if for no other reason than for Tynx.  They then discussed what Tynx 
had missed.  The half-elf had some trouble understanding much of what they said, so 
Ozzie had to break it down for him. 

“Think of the world like a loaf of bread,” he began. 
“A cooking reference?  Really?” Taryn asked. 
“Bill Nye would be proud,” Ozzie replied, trying to lighten the mood.  “Now, 

think of the world like a loaf of bread.  Bread isn’t just bread.  There’re a lot of things 
that go into it.  Flour and yeast and some other stuff that I don’t know.” 

“Honey,” Taryn added. 
“Right, right.  So all those things have to be combined in the right amounts to 

make bread.  Too much or too little of something and you don’t end up with bread, you 
end up with a useless, disgusting brick.  The world is exactly the same.  Everything in it 
is made up of different elements—those are your ingredients.  Taryn and I are trying to 
think of ways that we can use those elements that our Stones have dominion over to hurt 
Vurnal.” 
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“I think you’re onto something,” Tynx said thoughtfully.  “I don’t think I can 
help, as it doesn’t make much sense to me, but that might just be it.  What have you 
thought of so far?” 

“That’s where the problem comes in,” Taryn explained.  “Most everything that we 
can make will hurt us too, and all the other elements are solids.” 

“Can you show me something?” Tynx asked. 
Taryn and Ozzie exchanged a glance and shrugged. 
“I’ll go,” Taryn said, and pulled out the Sky Stone. 
“What are you going to do?” Ozzie asked. 
“I’m going to make water.” 
Tynx looked confused and opened his mouth to protest, but Ozzie spoke before he 

could. 
“Just watch.  She can do it.” 
“But you have the Sea Stone.” 
“I know.  Just watch.” 
They did so as Taryn concentrated on releasing hydrogen and oxygen at the same 

time.  Nothing seemed to be happening at first, but a moment later, a few drips, which 
soon became a thin stream, of water appeared beneath the Stone and fell to the floor. 

“That’s impossible,” Tynx said, his eyes wide.  “It goes against the rules of 
magic.” 

“That’s because it’s science, not magic,” Taryn said. 
They continued to discuss ideas as time wore on.  Tynx’s ideas were usually 

impossible, as he was suggesting forming various potions or objects that were either 
unknown to the two teens or far too complicated.  Fear and burned energy began to wear 
on them more and more, as none of them had really slept properly since the night before.  
Or was it the night before that?  They couldn’t be sure at this point.  Nevertheless, they 
finally decided they needed to rest again, despite the fact that they hadn’t thought of a 
solution yet. 

 
The three awoke to the sound of the door opening and jumped up, though they 

had no idea what they were going to do if it came to action.  A shiftling entered and 
placed a large, wooden platter of food on the floor.  Then he left silently, and the door 
was shut once more.  The three looked at one another and relaxed. 

“Let me look it over,” Tynx said simply.  “We don’t know what Vurnal might 
try.” 

Taryn and Ozzie waited as the half-elf inspected the food, smelling it, carefully 
tasting it, and so on.  Finally, he nodded and brought the tray over to share. 

“At least he’s still feeding us,” Ozzie said. 
“Only so that we can be alert enough to torture later,” Taryn mumbled. 
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They ate in relative silence.  The food was just the same as before, probably 
leftovers.  As they ate, however, Taryn felt a gnawing in her stomach.  Finally, she spoke 
up. 

“Tynx, can you give me and Ozzie a minute?  I need to talk to him.”  Tynx 
seemed surprised and a little hurt by this, but Taryn added evenly, “It’s okay.  You 
already know.” 

Tynx nodded, looking appeased, and walked over to the far end of the cave.  
Meanwhile, Ozzie was looking at Taryn curiously.  What could Tynx possibly know that 
he didn’t?  More than that, how could Taryn have told Tynx something that seemed so 
serious?  As far as he knew, she didn’t open up to anyone.  Why would she have shared 
anything with Tynx, who they had only known a short time?  Despite his curiosity, he 
waited patiently for her to speak.  Taryn took a deep breath and began slowly, unsure 
whether or not she was about to destroy something precious. 

“Ozzie, you know just as well as I do that we are more than likely going to die 
here…maybe soon.” 

“Taryn, stop,” Ozzie began.  “Just because you think it’s over, you shouldn’t—” 
“No,” she said firmly.  “Let me finish.  No matter what happens, you need…you 

deserve to know why…why I ended our friendship.  Kael…Kael shouldn’t have been out 
there with you.  You shouldn’t have suggested it.  One man and a teenager on a big boat 
like that with a small child?  That’s not a crew, that’s a disaster waiting to happen, and it 
did!  What were you thinking?  When it happened…when I found out that he…he was 
dead…”  She trailed off for a moment.  Her voice had grown harsh and angry as she 
spoke.  Finally, she continued flatly, her usually bright eyes dark.  “He was only five.  
That’s not the way the world is supposed to work.  He should have lived and 
you…you…I can’t look at you without thinking of him.” 

Ozzie sat frozen in shock.  He had heard the words and he knew what Taryn had 
said without saying it.  She blamed him.  She wished things had been different and, if she 
had had a choice, she would have chosen her brother over him and his father.  Could he 
blame her?  He was her little brother.  She was right; he wasn’t but a child.  What about 
everything they had shared, though?  They had been together since they were babies.  She 
had always been a sister to him, blood or no blood.  Not like a sister, she was a sister.  
She had always said the same about him too.  That is, up until the accident.  Then she 
didn’t say anything to him at all anymore.  Finally, he looked at her with soft eyes and 
spoke quietly. 

“Does it help you to feel that way?” 
Taryn, who had stayed so composed, like a rock, this whole time, cracked 

suddenly.  She shook her head vigorously and squeaked, “No.  I hate myself.  You’ve 
never been anything but wonderful and loving and amazing.” 

Ozzie thought a while before he spoke again, knowing he must choose his words 
carefully. 
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“I know it’s awfully late to be telling you this, too late probably, but I really, 
really need you to believe me.  When…when the boat was going down, I tried to save 
Kael all while…all while my dad…my dad…drowned.”  Ozzie’s voice cracked at this, 
and all he could manage to say after that was, “I…I’m just so sorry I couldn’t save either 
of them.” 

Taryn nodded.  She thought back to the day when her world had been turned 
upside down.  She had gone to see Ozzie, who was in the hospital recovering.  He had 
nearly drowned himself, and she remembered making the decision to turn around and 
walk away from his room without ever speaking to him.  She had never heard his side of 
what happened.  She hadn’t wanted to hear it then and had never had any desire to ask 
him after that.  Her anger had burned so bitterly against him, as there was no one else to 
direct it at. 

Looking back now, she knew Ozzie was not to blame.  Yes, he had made the 
suggestion, but he had not been the adult in the situation.  Besides that, he had lost his 
father.  She had never allowed herself to think or care about that.  His world had been 
torn apart, too, and she had abandoned him.  Her heart yearned to continue to lay blame, 
but she fought against it.  No, not when they were so close to their end.  Taryn 
remembered her Nan Colleen telling her that people who died with anger in their hearts 
had trouble finding peace in the next world.  Taryn had no desire to become one of those 
horrible specters, so she forced herself to look at Ozzie.  It hurt, as if she was stabbing 
herself in the chest, but she refused to look away. 

“Do you hate me?” she whispered. 
“No,” Ozzie replied.  “Trust me, I know how hard it is.  I just hope that, maybe 

one day, you can look at me and see me, not just what happened.” 
Taryn nodded and leaned forward, resting her head on his shoulder.  She wrapped 

her arms around him, holding on tightly, and Ozzie returned the embrace.  The pain was 
still there, bright and raw and exposed, but there was something else too.  It was another 
pain, a new kind of pain, but this one was good.  It was like the burn of antiseptic.  She 
could feel that the wound was cleaner now, the rotting, diseased bits cleared away, and 
she was thankful for that pain.  Taryn and Ozzie sat there a long time, crying softly, 
sharing the burden of their losses, holding one another up.  Taryn was finally aware of 
how much Ozzie had needed her back then and she tried to be there for him now as best 
she could. 
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Chapter 23 
 
It was several hours after…breakfast?...when a set of shiftlings appeared. 
“Follow,” was all one said, while the other took up the rear, spear in hand. 
The three did as they were told and were led down a new set of winding passages.  

There was no way to know which direction they were going or just how deep they were 
headed, but it was clear when they arrived that this was their destination.  All three of 
them, despite their different backgrounds, recognized the large cavern for what it was: A 
laboratory. 

There were several rough, wooden tables there, some small and others huge.  
Some had restraints attached to them and even more were covered with a number of 
ominous looking jars, bottles, and bowls.  It was brightly lit here, as countless torches and 
braziers were lit up, which the three discovered they actually preferred.  There were a few 
plain cages at the far end of the room as well.  Besides that, the room was very plain with 
only one way in or out, which was now shut tight and guarded by the two shiftlings. 

The trio was focused, however, completely on Vurnal.  He was in a more human-
like form now, wearing only practical, brown slacks.  Upon seeing the group, he smiled 
widely and strode forward.  He looked completely assured of himself and whatever it was 
he had planned. 

“There you are,” he said smoothly.  “I have been very eager for a while now, my 
mind spinning with possibilities.  For now, this is my own private sanctuary.  In time, I 
will have a much grander one, of course, once I rise to power again, as is my right.  Until 
then, however, you will have to excuse the humble facilities in which we are forced to 
work.” 

“What are you going to do to us,” Ozzie asked boldly. 
“Oh, you needn’t put it that way.  This is a learning experience.  Don’t you want 

to learn more about yourselves?  What you’re made of?  What you’re capable of 
becoming?” 

“No,” Ozzie replied.  “We’re not your pets or subjects to be tested.” 
“That is a shame,” Vurnal said, shaking his head.  “It will be easier on your half-

elven friend if you cooperate.” 
Taryn felt Tynx’s hand wrap around her arm, and she looked at him.  What she 

saw there, however, did not comfort her.  Instead, it filled her with fear.  His eyes were 
blank as they stared down at her.  None of the light that had always been there before 
shone now. 

“Tynx, what are you doing?” Taryn whispered fearfully. 
She twisted out of his grip, stumbling away from him. 
Vurnal laughed and said, “Half-breed, come!” 
Tynx took his eyes off of Taryn and strode forward. 
“Taryn, he’s bewitched!” Ozzie cried.  “Vurnal is controlling him.” 
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Vurnal laughed again and replied, “Of course I am.  That’s the best part.  I wish 
you could sense it like I can.  Inside, he’s writhing.” 

When Tynx reached Vurnal, he bowed low and kept his head down. 
“Good boy,” Vurnal said, patting Tynx’s head like a dog. 
“Leave him alone!” Taryn yelled furiously. 
The indignity of seeing her friend brought so low made Taryn’s anger rise so 

quickly she didn’t think about what she said or did next.  Pulling the Sky stone from her 
pocket, she held it forward and sent a bolt of lightning flying towards Vurnal.  It hit him 
in the shoulder and sent him reeling back.  Tynx suddenly shook his head and looked 
around, trying to get his bearings.  Vurnal was back in a moment, though, and his face 
was alight with manic, evil joy. 

“So that’s why Gyldain sent you here,” he said slowly.  “I thought they’d been 
destroyed, but he meant to defeat me with my own creations.  Does he realize that he’s 
just handed me the world?” 

Taryn’s heart raced.  What had she done?  She had just destroyed their one 
advantage!  It was all over now.  She had killed them all.  Tynx suddenly pounced on 
Vurnal from behind, but the Shifter roared and threw him off effortlessly.  Vurnal was 
focused on one thing and one thing only, and he wasn’t about to let anyone stop him. 

“I am so curious,” Vurnal said, as he stalked towards Taryn, “why Gyldain would 
be so foolish as to send two human children here with such great weapons?  Has he 
grown so senile with age?” 

Taryn thought fast.  Vurnal must not know about the enchantment.  He couldn’t 
take the stone from her by force, but he could make her give it up.  That being the case, 
she did the only thing she could do.  Run!  Taryn sprinted as far away from Vurnal as she 
could, but before she could get halfway across the room, something slammed into her, 
knocking her to the floor.  When she came to her senses, she looked up to see Vurnal—
complete with a lion’s mane, fangs, and claws—pinning her down.  He reached for the 
Stone she held, wrapped his clawed hand around it, and pulled.  The Stone, however, 
refused to leave her hand.  He looked baffled for a moment, tried again, exerting all his 
strength, and then grew angry. 

“What magic is this?” he demanded. 
Taryn did not respond, but instead concentrated hard.  She sent another jolt of 

electricity shooting up through Vurnal’s hand.  She willed it to be strong enough to kill 
him, but no such luck.  Vurnal cried out and jumped away.  Taryn was on her feet in a 
moment and ran towards her friends.  The shiftlings who guarded the door were headed 
towards them now.  An idea suddenly flew into Taryn’s mind, and she held the Stone 
forward towards the Shiftlings, concentrating hard.  A moment later, she cried out to the 
half-elf. 

“Tynx!  Fire!  Now!” 
Tynx couldn’t guess what Taryn was about.  There was nothing coming from the 

Stone, and the shiftlings were closing in.  Besides that, he knew the only fire spell he 
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could perform with any success would barely singe the shiftlings.  Still, he did as he was 
told and sent a small tongue of fire shooting towards the approaching shiftlings.  The air 
before Taryn suddenly began to wave and shine.  The shiftlings ignited violently with 
flames that burned barely blue for a split second and then turned orange as they engulfed 
fur and flesh.  Meanwhile, Taryn ran from the area, shooting lightning bolts back at the 
shiftlings wildly.  The trio regrouped, and a sudden noise diverted their attention again. 

“What is this?” came Vurnal’s voice, hissing angrily. 
He was a snake again, huge and monstrous, and his eyes were fiery with hate. 
“Explain this power and give me the Stone, or I will make all of you suffer,” he 

snarled. 
“No!” Ozzie declared. 
They had the upper hand now.  They were going to win!  Vurnal suddenly roared 

loudly enough to make a stalactite fall from the ceiling, and Ozzie gulped.  There was no 
way the other shiftlings didn’t hear that.  They would be on their way, and then it would 
be over. 

“You!  Mongrel!” Vurnal commanded.  “If you can’t take it, make her give it to 
you!” 

Taryn spun around and looked at Tynx fearfully. 
“No, don’t!” she began, but it was too late. 
Tynx grabbed her arm and dragged her to the closest table, securing her wrist in 

the leather strap.  Taryn kicked and bit and fought, but Tynx was impervious to her 
attacks.  He simply pushed her onto the table, securing her other wrist in the opposite 
strap.  As this happened, Ozzie ran to defend her, but Vurnal swung his tail around and 
sent the boy flying.  He landed a long way off, pain racking his body. 

Taryn was still fighting.  She thought about using the stone against Tynx, but was 
afraid of killing him.  The lightning hadn’t killed Vurnal, but he was so much stronger 
than Tynx.  She couldn’t risk it. 

“Tell me, boy, what’s the worst thing you can think of?” Vurnal growled to 
Ozzie.  “What would your friend hate most?  Perhaps the cur should break her bones, 
starting with those in her hand, the one holding the Stone.  Or, better yet, just cut it off.  I 
wonder how well she’d be able to hold onto it then.” 

“No, Tynx!” Ozzie cried, struggling to stand.  “You don’t want to hurt her.  You 
know that.” 

“Do it!” Vurnal snarled.  “Obey me!  And see about convincing the little wretch 
to tell you where she’s hiding the Sea Stone while you’re at it, too.” 

Taryn could see the battle raging within Tynx.  His movements were slow and 
labored.  She knew his human heritage was immune to the powers of the Earth Stone, but 
what was a human compared to an elf?  Both her hands were bound now, and she was 
trying to kick Tynx, but he was staying out of the way.  He picked up a long, thin, curved 
blade from a nearby table and turned back towards her. 
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“Don’t let him control you!” Taryn cried.  “You’re stronger than that.  You have 
the choice to resist him.  No elf could ever do that.  Please!” 

Tynx’s movements remained slow, but he did not stop.  Vurnal was concentrating 
hard, forcing his will onto the half-elf.  It was clearly a struggle, even for the Shifter. 

“Clearly Yurwyfen made humans from scum and manure,” Vurnal growled.  
“Pitiful, weak, useless things.  It’s a wonder any of you are still alive.  Get on with it, 
half-breed, and bring me those Stones!” 

Tynx avoided Taryn’s kicking legs by simply attacking her from the side.  He 
placed his hand on top of her palm, on top of the Sky Stone, and grasped her hand so hard 
Taryn thought he might actually break her bones after all.  With her hand secure, he 
lowered the blade to her wrist and began to slice slowly. 

Taryn screamed and thought, I’m sorry! 
She zapped Tynx with the Stone, praying that it would just stun him. 
“What are you made of, Vurnal?” Ozzie suddenly cried. 
Ozzie was finally standing again, but he was unsteady.  It was so difficult.  His 

body was protesting loudly, and, somewhere in the back of his mind, Ozzie knew at least 
a few things had been broken when Vurnal threw him.  Nevertheless, he had suddenly 
had an idea.  He just hoped he could kill Vurnal before the Shifter had a chance to 
retaliate.  Thankfully, Vurnal did not seem willing to risk breaking his concentration in 
order to look back at Ozzie. 

“Do you know that a human body is about seventy percent water?” 
Vurnal was willing Tynx back onto his feet.  The half-Elf was not stunned, as 

Taryn had hoped, but he was hurt.  That made it harder to get his body to obey the way 
Vurnal wanted it to. 

“If you weren’t formed from earth like other creatures, what was it then?  Any 
chance it was water…Shifter?” Ozzie taunted. 

“Don’t think you can fight me, boy,” Vurnal snarled, spinning round to face him. 
He was clearly giving up on Tynx for the moment.  He paused when he saw the 

Sea Stone in Ozzie’s hand and then smiled mockingly. 
“You don’t have the strength to control me.” 
Ozzie did not respond.  He was concentrating so hard, he could actually feel his 

brain straining. 
Vurnal began to advance slowly on Ozzie, savoring his victory.  Ozzie did not 

move.  As he slithered forward, Vurnal seemed to sense that something was wrong.  He 
had been sweating with effort before, but now he was more than sweating.  It was like he 
was leaking…fast.  His tail was leaving a thick, wet trail behind him, and a puddle was 
collecting beneath him.  He tried to go faster, to stop whatever this attack was, but Ozzie 
was repelling him, keeping the very essence of his being at bay, somehow.  Then, Vurnal 
doubled over in pain. 

“What are you doing?” he gasped. 
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Ozzie still refused to answer.  It took all of his mental strength to reach out and 
grab the power within the Stone and make it do what he wanted.  It was like he could 
only just touch it with his fingertips no matter how hard he tried.  The puddle beneath 
Vurnal grew steadily bigger, and he began to look strange.  His skin began to flake and 
crack, while his breathing became ragged, and his eyeballs shriveled.  Within a matter of 
minutes it was over.  The puddle had become a pool, and Vurnal lay dead within it.  
Ozzie had continued to extract water from the Shifter until he was nothing more than a 
brittle husk.  He didn’t want to take any chances.  When he was finally satisfied, Ozzie 
ran towards Taryn and helped Tynx, who had already begun the task to free her.  As soon 
as she was, Tynx ripped off a length of his shirt and quickly bound Taryn’s bleeding 
wrist. 

“I’m so sorry!” Tynx began.  “You know I would never hurt you—” 
“We don’t have time for this,” Ozzie cut in.  “We have to get out of here.” 
Switching gears, Tynx jogged over and picked up the Earth Stone from where it 

lay in Vurnal’s dry, lifeless hand, and examined it. 
“I think I can use this,” he said.  “Just enough to get us out of here.” 
The trio then headed out as quickly as they could and found two very confused 

looking shiftlings in the tunnel. 
“You don’t want to hurt us,” Tynx said, brandishing the Stone.  “Let us pass.” 
The shiftlings watched dumbly as the three walked by them and made no other 

move. 
“Why don’t we kill them?” Taryn whispered fearfully after they had passed. 
“It would be wrong to slaughter them,” Tynx replied.  “They could be benevolent 

for all we know, and they pose no threat to us now.” 
Taryn looked at the half-elf uncertainly, but said nothing.  The rest of the way out 

of the caves was relatively easy.  They passed by other shiftlings without incident, and 
Tynx tracked the way back up to the mouth of the cave without getting them turned 
around in the seemingly endless tunnels. 
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Chapter 24 
 
Once out of the cave system, the three were exhausted and in pain, but they 

refused to stop and rest for as long as their legs would carry them.  Thankfully, friendly 
lookouts posted in the valley spotted them early on, and none other than Zhantenex came 
to their rescue.  Despite everything, Ozzie was fit to burst with elation at getting to ride a 
dragon after all. 

Zhantenex laughed his deep, throaty laugh and said, “It is an honor after what you 
have done for us.” 

With that, the trio was flown back to the valley and landed in front of the Temple 
of the Great Beginning.  Gyldain was standing there looking at the three with his same, 
usual scowl. 

“We knew what happened as soon as it did.  Many of us could feel the presence of 
the specters leave the land,” he said.  “I was fairly certain you’d all live through it.” 

Tynx bowed to the old elf, while Ozzie watched curiously as Taryn marched right 
towards Gyldain.  Without a word, she reached back and sent a jab right into Gyldain’s 
nose.  The elf only rolled with the punched and stumbled slightly.  Not even his 
expression changed. 

“Taryn!” Tynx cried, aghast.  “Why…How could you…” 
“Fairly certain?” she screeched.  “This smug git just about sent us to our deaths 

and couldn’t care less!  I ought to…” 
Her voice trailed off when she saw something move out into the open doorway of 

the Temple.  It was Heinz, wagging his tail, tongue lolling out. 
“Heinz!” Taryn exclaimed and bolted straight towards the enfield, all anger 

forgotten. 
She practically tackled the creature, hugging him tightly, all while Heinz licked 

his mistress over and over again. 
“Gyldain, sir,” Tynx began in embarrassment, seeing that Taryn didn’t feel the 

slightest bit of remorse for her actions.  “I must beg your forgiveness.  We’ve all been 
through—” 

Gyldain cut him off firmly, but with the hint of a smile.  “Don’t bother.  I have 
been hard on them since they first walked through my door.  I’d be disappointed if the 
little spitfire hadn’t done something to get back at me.  It’s not my duty to be nice, 
however, and, now that it’s over, they can finally relax.” 

Tynx nodded and said deferentially, “Thank you, sir.” 
It was evening when the group arrived back, so they decided to rest for the 

remainder of the night, but not before visiting De’dua. 
The centaur had been brought back to the valley with Heinz, but was severely 

injured.  Vurnal had tortured him terribly, destroying him from the inside with the Earth 
Stone.  The unicorns had healed him, along with Heinz, as best they could, but they could 
only heal his physical injuries.  Gyldain said the rest would take a long time to heal.  
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De’dua probably wouldn’t ever be quite the same again.  That night, the trio once again 
refused to leave the comfort of one another’s presence, and a great feast was held just 
outside of the temple the next day. 

Many of the various creatures from all over the valley came, and there was food 
to satisfy them all.  Taryn, Ozzie, and Tynx were not sure who had procured all of it, but 
they didn’t bother to ask.  Curiously enough, most of the creatures left them alone, save 
for the fae folk and a few of the leaders they had spoken to.  Those leaders gave them 
thanks in few but sincere words, leaving them with their various blessings and well 
wishes.  The fae folk, on the other hand, couldn’t seem to stop talking about how grateful 
they were, and swore fealty to the three for all eternity. 

“They’ll have forgotten by the day after next,” Tynx whispered conspiratorially to 
Ozzie and Taryn. 

They enjoyed much of the food that was there.  Ozzie in particular was eager to 
try new and strange items.  Some of them, however, left less than pleasant tastes in his 
mouth.  As the day wore on and many creatures began to leave in order to head back to 
their true homes, the little group grew less and less talkative.  There was an issue that was 
now prominent in all their minds, especially since they had completed their quest. 

As evening began to approach, Taryn and Tynx decided to go for a walk together, 
accompanied by Heinz of course.  They did not speak until they reached the little 
courtyard with the herb garden and sat down on a group of small boulders. 

Gently leaning his head against hers, Tynx said candidly, “I love you, you know.  
I wanted to tell you just in case something else happens.” 

Taryn smiled, but she did not respond.  She knew she didn’t need to.  She had 
learned about Tynx’s little talent, and knew that it would tell him what her words never 
could.  He didn’t seem to mind, as he wrapped his arms around her and just held her.  
Taryn folded her arms and rested them on top of Tynx’s.  They sat like that for a while, 
simply enjoying one another’s presence. 

After a long time, Tynx moved and said, “I think you should have this.” 
He then pulled the Earth Stone from his pocket and handed it to her. 
“I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Taryn said.  “I don’t even like having the 

one.” 
“It’s safer with you than with anyone else,” Tynx replied confidently. 
Taryn nodded and tucked the Stone in her pocket next to the other one. 
“There’s no way you can come back with us, is there?” she asked softly. 
“No, I have to stay…for my own family.” 
“Yeah, I figured.” 
A little part of her had hoped that there was some way Tynx could go back with 

them.  She knew it was silly and even selfish, but the knowledge that their separation 
would be so utterly permanent was much harder for her to accept than she had expected it 
would be. 
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After a long pause, Tynx said, “Tell me more about your life, back in your own 
world I mean.” 

“Okay,” Taryn began. 
With that she told him about her family, her school, what she was looking forward 

to, and many other things.  Tynx asked about certain things he didn’t understand or 
wasn’t familiar with, like public education or energy saving appliances.  They talked for 
several hours until fatigue finally started to catch up with them, and they decided to turn 
in for the night.  Tynx walked Taryn to her room and hugged her for a long time in front 
of the doorway.  He kissed her on the top of her head, which made the bloom that Taryn 
had squashed so many times before grow warm and bright.  Then he left her and headed 
into his own room. 

As Taryn lay in bed, she held the two Stones, Sky and Earth, in her hands and 
wondered what Gyldain would do with them.  Something had to be done, lest they fall 
into the wrong hands again.  Would she be here to see it?  She didn’t know.  They didn’t 
even know how they were going to get home.  Taryn assumed Gyldain or one of the 
centaurs or something would have a vision telling them what to do.  Or maybe Yurwyfen 
would finally clear the path up to his mountain so that they could ask.  She fell asleep 
wondering about these things, mostly because she refused to let her mind wander to the 
thing that bothered her the most. 

 
“Taryn, wake up.” 
Taryn opened her eyes slowly and tried to make sense of what she saw there. 
“Mum?” she asked after a moment, not believing her eyes. 
“Yes, lass.  You’re running late, so you’d better get up quick.” 
“But…” 
“No buts.  We’re supposed to be there in an hour.” 
With that, Shannon Kelly kissed her daughter on the cheek and left the room.  

Taryn looked around and indeed saw that she was back in her own bedroom.  But what 
had happened?  Where were the temple and Ozzie and Tynx?  Could she have dreamed it 
all?  She remembered that, long ago, she had been planning on going with her mother to 
get her hair cut that day.  It couldn’t have been real.  Still, Taryn was left with the oddest 
feeling as she tried to brush the dream away, a sense that it didn’t want to be forgotten. 

Nevertheless, she pushed the covers down and headed into the bathroom to get 
ready.  When she reached down for her toothbrush, she spotted something that made her 
jump back.  On her wrist was a long, clean slice where Tynx had tried to cut her hand off.  
Closer inspection revealed angry purple-green bruises on the back of her hand.  Taryn 
had to sit down and collect her thoughts.  No, it just wasn’t possible, yet there was the 
proof on her skin.  She needed to talk to Ozzie, to find out whether or not she was going 
crazy.  She covered the bruises with makeup and wore a wide bracelet around her wrist, 
double checking to make sure there were no other suspicious marks on her.  Before she 
headed out, she spotted something else. 
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Two stones were sitting on her bed, one a smoky gray, the other a plain brown.  
On an impulse, she grabbed them and stuck them in her purse before heading out. 

Taryn was distracted all morning, and, unsurprisingly, Shannon noticed.  Taryn 
wasn’t about to tell her the real reason for it.  Instead, she simply chalked it up to having 
a strange dream.  The trip to the salon finally ended and Taryn informed her mother that 
she planned on going to visit Ozzie. 

“Really?” Shannon said in surprise.  “You didn’t really seem to hit it off with him 
last night.” 

Taryn had to remind herself that the dinner get-together was supposed to have 
only been the night before. 

“We disagreed on something stupid.  I’m going to go make it right,” Taryn replied 
quickly.  She paused then before saying, “I’ve really missed him, you know.  I think you 
might have been right.  Maybe it is time to move on.” 

“Well, I hope you two have a good time,” Shannon replied. 
 
When Ozzie answered the door, he didn’t seem too surprised to see Taryn 

standing there.  In fact, she could tell right away that, whatever had happened, they had 
shared it.  They headed out to Ozzie’s back porch and leaned against the railing.  Ozzie 
had to fight Timber off of Taryn, who was very pleased to see the big dog. 

“He’s kind of like Heinz,” Taryn ventured uncertainly. 
“Yeah, he is,” Ozzie agreed.  “Just without the eagle claws.” 
So there it was.  It wasn’t just her, but how to explain it?  The two stood there in 

thoughtful silence for a long time until Taryn spoke again. 
“It doesn’t feel right, not having Tynx around.  Not just that, but knowing I’ll 

never see him again.” 
“I know,” Ozzie said, putting a comforting hand on her back, “but we’ll get 

through it.” 
Taryn smiled and said, “Thanks.  He gave me something.  I brought it with me.” 
She then pulled the two stones from her purse and showed them to Ozzie.  In turn, 

he pulled a blue one from his pocket. 
“Have you tried to use them?” he asked her. 
“No.  Have you?” 
“Yeah.  Nothing happens.  I think they might just be normal rocks here.  Try 

yours.” 
Taryn did so, attempting to use each one in turn, but nothing happened.  Nothing 

at all. 
“I think there’s a reason for this,” she finally said. 
“What’s that?” 
“I bet we can destroy them here.” 
“I bet you’re right!” Ozzie said, suddenly excited. 
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With that, he hurried back inside and down to the basement.  Taryn followed and 
saw what Ozzie was going for.  Within moments, he had a hammer in his hand and was 
heading back outside.  They headed out to the driveway and laid the stones on the 
ground.  Both of them were tense with excitement now.  This was it.  They were going to 
do something no one in all of Leleplar could have done. 

“Hey, you want to go get some ice cream after this?” Ozzie asked suddenly. 
Taryn laughed hard, realizing just how good it felt to do so, and replied, “Sure.  

That seems appropriate.” 
With that, the two went wild on the stones, smashing them to bits over and over 

again with the hammer until they were nothing more than grit and dust. 
 

~*~ 
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Enjoy a sneak peek at the follow up to Skateboards, Magic, and Shamrocks 
 
 

Heroes, Legends, and Villains 
 
 
Taryn trotted down the stairs of Wells, her dorm building, and waited impatiently 

on the landing. 
“Are you coming?” she called up.  Her voice echoed slightly off the walls. 
“Yes!  Hold your horses!” came the response from one flight up. 
She sighed and wondered why exactly she didn’t just rush ahead.  Smitty would 

catch up; he knew where she was going.  He appeared a moment later, walking down the 
stairs at a much more leisurely pace.  They headed out to the parking lot together, Taryn 
almost skipping.  She forgot all about waiting for Smitty, however, when she saw Ozzie 
unloading his car and ran to him. 

“Oz!” she cried happily. 
“Hey!  Ryn!” Ozzie called back with a huge grin. 
He caught her as she ran to hug him and returned the embrace enthusiastically, 

squeezing her as hard as he could. 
“I’m so excited to see you!” Taryn said. 
“Me too,” Ozzie agreed.  He released Taryn and then called, “Hey, Smitty!” 
Smitty strolled up to the car and gave Ozzie what Taryn affectionately called a 

man-hug. 
“Hey, man, how you been?” Smitty asked. 
“Good, pretty good,” Ozzie replied.  “You got my spot on the floor all ready?” 
“Nothing but the best economy carpeting for you,” Smitty joked. 
They began to walk back to Wells, Ozzie and Smitty catching up as Taryn smiled 

at having her best friend with her for the weekend. 
Things had not panned out the way Ozzie and Taryn had expected them to, not at 

all.  Taryn was in the beginning of her junior year at college, while Ozzie was living back 
home with his mother, Annie.  They had spent freshman and sophomore year together at 
the university, but circumstances had forced Ozzie to take the semester off.  When it 
rained it poured, as Ozzie’s mother liked to say.  Despite his stellar grades, Ozzie had not 
been granted all of the same scholarships he had received in previous years. 

There are students in more need of financial assistance.  The selection process is 
unpredictable.  There were more applicants than usual this year.  We just don’t have as 
much funding as we’ve had in the past. 

All of these and more were what Ozzie heard when he appealed the decisions.  In 
the end, he had to forfeit what small amount he had received.  Back home, he was 
working as a server in a restaurant—he actually made more in tips than he would in retail 
or even an office—to try and save up, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to make enough 
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to pay for the other two years anytime soon, not unless he received a lot more in 
scholarships again.  On top of that, he was wary about taking on student loans, as he 
didn’t know how he would pay them back after graduation and he didn’t want to be 
saddled with a lot of debt right out of school. 

The whole situation clearly caused Ozzie a lot of heartache, despite his optimistic 
demeanor and words.  Whether this optimism was authentic or partially an attempt to 
remain so, Taryn wasn’t sure.  Most people would simply see it as the former, but Taryn 
knew Ozzie better than anyone.  She could tell, almost like a sixth Ozzie-sense, that it 
was not effortless when he talked about how it was all going to be okay.  She had brought 
this up with him more than once, and he told her the same thing every time. 

“I’m just not going to let myself get defeated by it.” 
Taryn had pressed the issue a few times, expressing how concerned she was, but 

Ozzie always told her not to worry.  She let it drop then.  He wouldn’t lie to her and, even 
if he did, she’d be able to tell.  Still, she worried about his future.  Getting a college 
degree had always been a dream of Ozzie’s, and it was hard to know if, much less how, 
that was going to happen now.  He could go to a cheaper school, but that didn’t help the 
fact that he had yet to declare a major, and most colleges required you to declare by your 
junior year.  That didn’t give Ozzie much time to make a decision, which he was also 
anxious about doing.  He wasn’t particularly in love with any one subject.  They all had 
their merits, so how was he supposed to pick just one to focus on for the rest of his life? 

Thankfully, the separation did nothing to dilute his and Taryn’s bond.  They were 
best friends through and through, and, after surviving an almost deadly quest, a few 
hundred miles meant nothing…especially when they had the Internet. 

That was how Ozzie had stayed close with Smitty too.  Smitty—whose given 
name was Loren Smith, which he hated—and Ozzie had roomed together their first two 
years and were good friends.  Smitty wasn’t quite as easy-going as Ozzie, but they 
balanced each other out in that.  He was also taller and not quite as much of a beanpole.  
He had blond hair and blue eyes and was an English major like Taryn.  Had Taryn not 
come as part of the Ozzie-package, she probably would have become friends with Smitty 
eventually through their shared classes.  Despite her wishes, though, Ozzie was still going 
to stay in Smitty’s room that weekend because the campus had rules about co-ed 
sleepovers, even platonic ones. 

They headed up to Smitty’s room on the third floor, and Ozzie set his backpack 
and sleeping bag down in a corner. 

“Too bad you didn’t get the corner room,” Ozzie said, looking around wistfully.  
“How’s AJ as a roommate?” 

“He’s great, but gets up early,” Smitty replied.  His new roomie was currently at 
the student center having dinner. 

“PoliSci majors, such overachievers,” Ozzie replied.  “Hey, Ryn, don’t you wish 
we had had sleeping bags like this when we went camping?” 
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Taryn’s first instinct was to shoot Ozzie a look, but two years of training made it 
easy to rein in the urge. 

It was actually a little more than two years since she and Ozzie had returned from 
Leleplar, and most of the time things felt almost one hundred percent normal.  Almost 
only because there was always a knowledge between the two that no one else shared.  
They had nearly died together more than once in that other world and then saved it.  The 
two had spoken with creatures from myth and legend and experienced things that had 
permanently changed them.  On top of that, they had gained and lost a good friend, Tynx, 
in the midst of everything.  It made everything around them suddenly seem surreal when 
they thought about him, still out there but somewhere else, living a life of his own 
without them. 

Instead of shooting the look, she simply smiled and said, “It was fine.” 
This was how most of their exchanges went when their adventure in Leleplar was 

referenced.  It was always vague and carefully crafted so that the other people around 
them wouldn’t catch that there was some underlying meaning. 

“You probably won’t need it,” Smitty informed Ozzie.  “It gets hot up here.” 
Ozzie, Taryn, and Smitty then spent a little while just chatting and then debating 

about where to go for dinner and what to do after.  Smitty wanted Mexican and to go play 
mini-golf, Taryn wanted Chinese take-out and to come back and watch movies, and 
Ozzie didn’t really care as long as he didn’t have to drive and it was cheap.  Taryn won 
the dinner argument, but completely lost out on her movie choices.  Unsurprisingly, 
Ozzie and Smitty’s votes to watch action comedies outweighed Taryn’s choice for the 
latest Disney film. 

“Watch it with Emily and the girls,” Smitty said. 
“Or with Kyla next time you go home,” Ozzie added. 
Taryn only grumbled a little, knowing the boys were right.  It wasn’t long before 

they had all piled into Smitty’s beat up little Toyota and were on their way.  They headed 
down a set of little back roads to avoid the rush hour traffic, Ozzie and Smitty doing most 
of the talking since they were still catching up.  Taryn and Ozzie talked on the phone 
every day, sometimes more than once, and texted, so they were pretty much always up to 
speed.  Even though Taryn kept Smitty updated on Ozzie-related news, there were still 
numerous subjects that they needed to discuss that Taryn had less than no interest in.  She 
zoned out when they started talking about sports…or cars…or some other guy thing.  Her 
mind was drifting off now in ways it didn’t used to when something caught her eye.  
Smitty wasn’t watching the road and was instead looking into his rearview mirror at 
Ozzie when Taryn broke in. 

“Smitty!  Look out!” she cried, pointing to the road ahead of them. 
Smitty looked back just in time to see several deer leaping out onto the road in 

front of them.  He swerved to avoid them, and the car went headlong into the ditch. 
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Ozzie opened his eyes and was confused for what felt like a long time by what he 
saw.  Above him were leaves, a thick canopy of leaves.  They might have been elm or 
oak or something familiar to him, but he couldn’t quite make it out.  He was lying down 
too, which was odd, on something uneven but not totally uncomfortable.  There was 
something in his hand.  He gave it an experimental squeeze—it worked like it was 
supposed to, so that was good—and realized what he was holding.  It was another hand.  
He looked down blearily and saw that the hand he held was slender and delicate.  He 
knew that hand; it was Taryn’s.  Finally, fear began to break through his confusion.  He 
remembered the deer and the car and the screams. 

“Ryn?” he said before he could think of anything else. 
He got up—too fast—but he needed to make sure she was okay. 
“Ryn?” he said again, and shook her hand in his. 
She was lying on her stomach near him in the grass.  He had been lying on the 

ground too, nestled in the roots of a large tree.  He was about to feel for her pulse when 
he saw her chest rise and fall.  Good!  She was alive! 

“Smitty?” Ozzie called, looking around. 
He immediately spotted him just beyond the tree.  Ozzie could see that he too was 

breathing.  They both looked uninjured.  But where was the car?  Ozzie looked all around 
them, but it was nowhere to be seen.  Besides that, there was also no road.  They were 
surrounded by forest on all sides, a lovely, serene forest filled with birdsong and dappled 
sunlight.  As Ozzie looked around them, an insane thought came to him.  As soon as his 
mind began to wander in that direction, however, he heard a noise.  He looked back to see 
Taryn getting up. 

“Smitty, next time I’m driving,” Taryn said groggily.  “Got me?” 
“Whatever,” came Smitty’s weary reply.  He rolled over and sat up slowly.  “That 

wasn’t my fault.  It was the deer.” 
The banter immediately made Ozzie feel better, and he squeezed Taryn’s hand 

again.  She was determined to continue her argument, however. 
“It was your fault,” came Taryn’s quick response.  “You weren’t paying 

attention!” 
“Hey, Ozzie,” Smitty said, ignoring Taryn, “you okay?” 
“Yeah, I’m alright,” Ozzie replied.  “You two?  Anything hurt?” 
Taryn and Smitty did mental checks while they became familiar with their 

surroundings.  It seemed to be taking a few minutes for everything to sink in for them as 
well. 

“I think I’m okay.  Uh, where…where’s my car?” Smitty asked.  “We were all 
wearing seatbelts, right?” 

Neither Ozzie nor Taryn responded.  Ozzie was looking at her, waiting for her 
eyes to meet his.  When they did, he could see that they were still absorbing information. 

“Are you okay?” Ozzie repeated carefully. 
“I’m not hurt,” Taryn replied uncertainly. 
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That was all her brain could manage, as it was grappling with something far more 
difficult.  She swallowed hard, and Ozzie could see that she was having the same idea he 
was.  The forest, the lack of car, the way they were all uninjured despite being sprawled 
out on the ground…it couldn’t be, but what else could it be? 

“Maybe we were thrown really far…” Taryn suggested weakly. 
“How could we have been thrown this far and still be alive?” Smitty demanded. 
He was very upset about the loss of his car. 
“Maybe we blacked out and…and wandered away,” she tried again. 
“Okay, maybe,” Smitty agreed.  “Let’s go find my car.” 
He stood up unsteadily, but kept his balance.  A moment later, he began to walk 

away. 
“Smitty, stop,” Ozzie said firmly.  “You’re not going anywhere.  We need to stay 

together.” 
“Relax, we have our phones,” Smitty replied, patting his pocket. 
“Check your signal,” Ozzie said simply. 
Smitty did so, and Ozzie’s suspicions were further confirmed when Smitty’s 

brows knotted in anger. 
“No signal?” 
“No.  Not at all.” 
Ozzie pulled his own phone out and checked it.  Like Smitty, he had no signal, 

not even for the extended network.  Taryn did not follow suit.  Instead, she was looking 
around her fearfully, as if the forest might suddenly come alive and eat her. 

“Taryn, it’s going to be alright,” Ozzie told her, squeezing her hand. 
“You don’t suppose that this is like last time, do you, Oz?” Taryn whispered.  “It 

can’t happen again, can it?  Again?!” 
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