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Introduction
The Faery was being held prisoner within the golden ring, which was now on its way to the Self Appointed One via the Boobrie, and things looked grim!

Roggie’s soul was still separated from his body, and Kavisar was very weak. Zisa could not help him, as she was also in a similar predicament to Roggie, which only left Andraste and the five Dragons. If that was not all bad enough, they still had to get the Pixies to safety, not to mention get themselves back to The Realm of the Dragons.

That was not going to be easy, as there was the small matter of the Self Appointed One’s army to contend with, as well as what ever else he might choose to unleash upon them when he acquired the Faery’s powers.

Life was indeed complicated, and George had also been sent to find the White Dragons in an effort to persuade them to help. All in all, it looked as though today was not going to be a particularly good one!

One

A beautiful blue sky stretched out as far as George could see, painted with speckled white clouds that seemed to dance on the breeze which blew across the land far below. However, looks could be deceptive, as there may well have been Rocs hiding in amongst them. It was a bitter-sweet scene, as the beauty of the moment could quickly turn into one of savagery.

Soaring high in the air, he let the breeze carry him further to the East, where he hoped to encounter the White Dragons. The General had entrusted him with a mission of vital importance, which was something that filled his heart with pride. It had been very difficult taking the personal abuse that he had received on the journey to The Land of Pictavia, where he had inadvertently given away their position, endangering them all. It was not his fault as he had had a bad reaction to all of the sage he had been forced to consume before they commenced, but at least he had been partially forgiven.

George’s stomach still rumbled even now, although thankfully it was not nearly as bad as it had been. The sage mixed with the bubbling methane had exploded, causing a fireball and thunderous roar in the sky. That was followed by crash landing in the marsh, where he and Andraste had nearly drowned. Fortunately they had both been rescued by the General, although another explosion of methane had showered him with thick smelly mud. The General had lost his temper and severely reprimanded poor George, and he still cringed when he thought about it.

Forgiveness had come at a price, as he was not sure if he would ever see his friends again. George was on his own, miles away from them, and he already felt very alone.

Sammy and Shadow had been very kind to him and shown him the art of invisibility, which was something that only they could do. This new ability had saved the day where Ior, King of the Pixies was concerned. It had been enough to convince him that George had been telling the truth, and he hoped that the rescue Dragons then sent had found the others.
The Eye of Mystery had been a curious thing, a rounded hollowed out stone circle standing within another circle of standing stones. He could still not get over how the Faery had managed to open it for his friends, and how they had walked through the strange blue water which hung within the opening. These were certainly very strange times, and by all accounts they were going to get even more peculiar.

If what he had been told about the combined power of the Faery and the Self Appointed One was true, anything was now possible, and those possibilities were not going to be very pleasant ones at that!

George shuddered when he thought about it, and looking around at the clouds, he almost expected something to happen. All was clear for now, and still looking around he began to think more about Sammy and Shadow.

They seemed to have already become close friends, and he could clearly remember Sammy’s words. George had been very down after what the General had said to him, and the offer to teach him how to become invisible had really lifted his spirits.
In order to become invisible, you have to learn how to match the movement of your surroundings. You have to convince your mind that you will not be seen, and merge into the background.
George could feel the breeze flowing over his red and green scales, and letting his mind wonder, he could almost hear Sammy telling him what else to do.
Imagine what it would feel like for all of your scales to begin to evaporate and lift off your body. Then, to sense your skin blending into the air, along with everything inside of it, as if it was all floating away like a leaf down a stream. Imagine also the feeling of your bones merging with the soil of the earth, and think of what it would feel like to be as nothing.
There was no soil up here, just the wind, and as it wrapped itself around him he began to merge himself with it. George felt weightless, as if he was not there at all, and as he did so, his body began to fade away until there was nothing left to see.

This was the first time that he had managed to achieve invisibility whilst in flight, and he had to admit that the feeling felt wonderful. It was as though he was riding on the breeze, being a part of it and the dancing white clouds. Far behind him lay the Great Mountain which he had used as a reference and now following the sun, he was heading even further towards the East.

Far below, the land had flattened out as the mountains looked on from their lofty positions way in the distance. It was not empty though, as there were tiny figures gathering together in small groups as they moved in the opposite direction.

From the ground, the figures could not see the Dragon flying high above their heads, as if they had, then they would have quickly sounded the alarm.

The Friars were on the march, recruiting every available man with tales of how the Self Appointed One was going to deliver them from evil. Anything that did not obey his command was classified in this way, and according to him, the most evil creatures of all were Dragons!

It was not always this way, but Dragons had provided the means to get everyone to pay a Dragon Tax for his protection, and now he had collected practically all of the gold within the land. His obsession with the yellow shiny substance had taken over his entire life, which in turn had taken over everyone else’s. He had recruited a multitude of willing followers, and forced any objectors to work in the gold mines.

When he had finally eliminated his enemies, he was going to force the Faery to change a variety of other metals into gold. Being an Alchemist’s Apprentice, he had tried and failed to do it himself, as try as he might, he simply could not master the art. There was a hidden secret only known to the Alchemist who would not divulge it. That decision had cost him his life, and yet even in his final breath, he had refused to part with the closely guarded knowledge.

From that moment on, The Self Appointed One had made it his priority, which is why he had invented his stories about the Dragons, and brainwashed the Friars into spreading the word. It was not just gold that he sought, but also power and his hideous experiments had created a variety of equally hideous creatures who now obeyed his every command. Everything that he had ever done had led up to this moment, and within a few short hours, all that he had strived for would be within his grasp.

The breeze continued to blow over George’s body, although he did not feel it as he was now at one with it as he continued to fly towards the outer sun. In the distance he could see a range of mountains, which he suspected would be where he would find the White Dragons. Little was known about them, or their land, only what was written in the Lost Book, and what Roggie had told him.

They, or rather one of them had been summoned by lighting a fire on the Great Mountain. From there, the White Dragon had travelled with Roggie to The Land of Shadows, where they had passed into The Realm of Aetheria. That is where George had encountered him, as he and Andraste had been summoned there by Roggie, and it had proved to be George’s finest hour as he had helped to defeat the Kraken.

All that seemed a long time ago, even though it was only a matter of days. Now George was flying towards where he thought the White Dragons lived to once again ask for their assistance. There was hope in his heart as he flew on, and there was also a certain amount of pride that the General had chosen him for this very important mission.

He had always endured an up and down relationship with the General, who was not averse to venting his frustration out on poor George, and the last occasion had nearly destroyed him. It was not George’s fault that he had been buffeted by the Boobrie and sent cascading into the marshland.

The General was however a very good leader, and George was confident that his leadership would result in Roggie’s rescue, and hoped that when he got back with the White Dragons, all would be well.

Despite George’s wishes, things were far from that…

Two

The standing stones led round in a never ending circle, all pointing slightly inwards, reflecting the natural energies of the ground. Far below the great iron ball of the inner earth span round independently from the Earth itself, and the conflicting energies seeped up through the mantle all the way to the surface. Running around in a vast matrix which covered the planet, they had been directed in such a way by the most ancient of people to converge in these circles, where their energy charged the large round hollowed out stone which sat in the centre.

It could be said that it was magical, although to those who had just emerged from within it, the magic was being reunited with their friends. Both Roggie and Zisa were overjoyed at being out of the Great Crystal, as for a time, they had both suspected that they would have been trapped within its crystalline walls forever. However, their ordeal was not quite over yet as they were not complete, as it was only their etheric bodies which were present as their outer bodies lay somewhere else.

In a way it was a true representation of themselves standing next to their friends, although as soon as they left the energy of the stone circle, they would leave to be reunited with their other selves.

Kavisar was the only one who had an inkling as to what would happen, although that was as far as his understanding went. How this place worked had baffled him, and he had spent quite a while trying to open the portal. No matter what he had tried, the Eye of Mystery had remained inactive, and it was only with the arrival of the Faery that the shimmering blue water had appeared, suspended within the hollowed out stone.

That had not been the only mystery, as being informed that the Faery had been captured and imprisoned within the golden ring was something that he could not come to terms with. Quite how it had been done, and how they were going to release her was playing on his mind.

“Ohhh!”

Kavisar sighed as he looked at the semi-transparent forms standing in front of him.

“What are we going to do?”

Roggie could see the look of bewilderment on his face, as deep furrows in his brow opened up as he raised his eyebrows.

“I only wish I knew!”

Roggie shrugged his shoulders as he held onto his newly acquired golden sword in one hand, and his trusty spear in the other. He could sense that Kavisar was thinking about the Faery, and did not know what to suggest.

“Ahem!

One of the Dragons who had come as part of the rescue party cleared his throat in such a way as to gain everyone’s attention. He and the other two who had accompanied him had not been here long, and now that everyone had emerged from the Eye, he was keen to get back to the village of Ior, King of the Pixies.

“Very well!”

Kavisar acknowledged him with a nod of the head. There was no time to stand and contemplate, as he would have plenty of time for that on their journey South.

“I think we should make a move!”

Time was rapidly running out, and George would already be well on his way towards The Land of the White Dragons, and more importantly, the Boobrie would be on its way to the Self Appointed One, carrying the golden ring which contained the Faery.

The others nodded, realising that they could not stay here any longer. Whilst they had been standing in contemplation, Sammy the Woolly Mammoth had been strapped back into his harness, and both he and Shadow had made themselves ready.

Andraste was standing next to Roggie, not wishing to be parted from him again, although she knew that she had little choice. He had to leave this place and return to his body which lay some distance away in The Land of Shadows. Zisa, wife of Tyr and mother of Queen Concordia and Princess Nokie also had to leave, although no one knew exactly where her body lay.

“Is everyone ready?”

There were grunts and nods, as they all prepared themselves for their various journeys. Roggie and Zisa would just disappear when they left the stone circle, and the others would have to fly back to Ior’s village, where their future was very uncertain, as was the future of everyone who lived within the ancient Kingdom of Elphamia.

“Do not worry, we will all be together again soon!”

Roggie was trying to sound optimistic, although he felt far from it. All that he had experienced so far, particularly on the other side of The Eye of Mystery within the Great Crystal had taught him that they could take nothing for granted.

The Self Appointed One seemed to be everywhere, and even now he did not know if he was observing their every movement. He was already the most powerful one in all of the land, and as soon as he slipped the golden ring onto his finger, his power would dramatically increase when combined with that of the Faery. She would be helpless to resist, and he feared that everyone else would be too!

Roggie and Zisa walked towards the edge of the stone circle, as Andraste watched him leave with tears in her eyes. She wished more than anything to wrap her arms around him, although when she had tried it, they had gone straight through. She could do nothing but stare as he waved towards his friends before gradually fading out of view. Zisa did the same, and within a few short moments they were both gone.

Kavisar and the others really felt the moment too, but there was not time to feel sorry for themselves as they had to get underway.

Without saying a word, Kavisar climbed up onto Smokey’s back, with a little help from Andraste, who climbed up onto the back of one of the other Dragons who had been sent to assist them. There were now five Dragons in total, two riders and one passenger.

Getting into the air was quite a simple affair, and even though Sammy was strapped to Shadow’s underside, she managed it quite comfortably. They were already very close, and the more time they spent together, the closer they became. Kavisar’s relationship with Smokey was also improving, although he was still unsure of Smokey’s behaviour. He was a bit of a law unto himself, and capable of doing the unexpected. So far he had behaved himself, although Kavisar knew only too well that he would not be able to keep it up indefinitely.

The stone circle began to fade as they climbed up into the sky. It was an extraordinary place, and one which they all knew they would never visit again. If they did survive the next few days, then it was also probable that none of them would ever venture out of the safety of the vast cavern, which was going to be their permanent home. The Realm of the Dragons was a sanctuary, although even it was in grave danger.

Three

A puff of candle smoke sent the last flickers of light from the wick which had burned down to nothing more than a smoking stub. Barely noticed, its demise was as nothing in comparison to the demise of all of those being observed via the large round mirror framed in black. The elaborate golden symbols caught the light of a second candle, which fizzed and splattered as it too sent a small cloud of smoke into the air.

The other four candles arranged in a pentagram were also nearing the end of their lives, and for the figure knelt on a golden cushion it meant that in a few short minutes, he would have to relinquish his divinations.

Within the mirror there was the image of five Dragons flying back towards the village of Ior the King of the Pixies. The scene was not very clear though, as with every extinguished candle it became a little fainter. Soon it was nothing more than smoke, as the last of the candles finally burnt out, and with great reluctance, the Self Appointed One emerged form his trance-like state.

The room was now in total darkness, and he gave himself a moment before rising unsteadily to his feet. He had been kneeling there for hours, and his legs began to protest at their movement.

“Guards!”

His loud voice boomed out and there was movement from outside the room as he stumbled across the room in total darkness towards a torch which was placed on the wall. Normally he would have arisen before all of the candles had burnt down, but today was of so much importance that he had stayed kneeling on the floor longer than he would have normally done. Sparks of flint shot out as he struck two pieces together, catching the flammable material of the torch which was enough to ignite it, and he stood there whilst it spluttered into life.

The cloaked figure then made his way towards the solid wooden door, and as he arrived, he slid back the large iron bolts which secured it, pulling on the handle as the door began to open slowly.

Outside two burly guards stood to attention in the darkened passageway as he emerged with a broad smile on his face. Things had gone exceedingly well, apart from the fact that the so called Great King returned had managed to escape from his incarceration within Great Crystal. That was a minor setback, as at this very moment, the Boobrie was on its way with the golden ring. Once he had it in his possession and placed it on his finger, then neither the Great King returned nor anyone else could stand in his way.

Moving slowly, he was flanked by his guards, as he travelled along the passageway to a flight of stairs. The darkened room lay deep within the former Castle of the Great King, and everywhere remained silent, as were his instructions.

Climbing the stairwell, his legs began to feel the benefit from the exercise, as he continued up the inside of one of the large towers which guarded each corner of the keep. No one was permitted inside apart from his most trusted guards, and even they were not allowed within the darkened room.

A doorway lay directly ahead, and it was not long before they were all walking through it into a guard room. The occupants stood to attention, bowing to the Self Appointed One who barely acknowledged them, as he had other things on his mind.

The guards would now be changed, as two others would descend the spiral staircase to stand outside the darkened room, awaiting the cloaked figure’s further instructions. New guards were now assigned to escort the Self Appointed One up the remainder of the staircase as far as the roof. They were not permitted beyond another guard room, as the final flight of stairs was only accessible by their ruler himself.

Stopping at their allotted level they bowed as the Self Appointed One continued to climb, aware that if they were to follow him any further, then it would mean risking his wrath, and a probable journey to the gold mines!

A final door opened, as bright sunlight flooded in, which hurt the Self Appointed One’s eyes, as he pulled his hood over his head to shield himself from the glare. It took his eyes a few minutes to get used to the conditions, and when they did, he made his way across the rooftop towards a large tree which grew in the centre. From its branches hung some golden yellow apples; although they were not the golden apples of the legends, years of experimentation had resulted in a crop which did indeed have special qualities.

Normally, an apple was just an apple, and the trees which produced them were able to provide a variety of different tastes and colours. This particular tree however, produced a very special fruit, and one which had taken him many years of alchemic experimentation to perfect. They had a golden sheen, and beneath their crisp exterior lay succulent and juicy flesh.  The Self Appointed One had managed to develop two different varieties, one golden yellow, which was sweet to the taste and another red having a rather unpleasant bitterness.

Both types possessed a substance which had also taken him many years to perfect, and that substance had the ability to change a person’s whole physiology. The red variety was instantly addictive, and transformed the eater into what amounted to nothing less than an obedient slave. It also had some noticeable side effects, as its victim became gaunt, their skin dried up, and their hair fell out.

The golden yellow variety contained what he like to refer to as an elixir of life, which had many rejuvenating qualities. They were reserved entirely for his own personal consumption, and anyone caught taking one would face a very severe punishment.

Pausing for a moment to examine the tree, the Self Appointed One looked for any signs of a theft, and when he was satisfied that his precious crop was intact, he reached up and took the nearest apple from a low hanging branch.

There was a crunch as be bit into the crisp golden yellow skin, sinking his teeth into the sweet and succulent flesh. It tasted really good, and there was a tingling sensation on his tongue as the substance contained within the apple began to revive his tired limbs. The more of the apple he consumed, the more revitalised he became, and soon he felt all of the effects of being in the darkened room lift away. His mind also began to sharpen, and after a brief rest, he would be ready to welcome the Boobrie, and his prize…


