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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Private Hospital Room – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
    “I thought I might have Thellis erase everyone’s memory,” Ceceta said. It was the only idea she could come up with. Thestran’s King James had been asking her what they should do about the fact that so many people had been present when Themrock had appeared on the palace’s lawn. Just seeing Themrock, however, wasn’t the problem. By now, most people knew that their Genister God had escaped from the void box in which he’d been imprisoned. No, the problem was that Themrock had announced to those present that he was visiting from the future in order to give them the medicine they would need to save his mortal body, Rhen.  
 
    Ceceta glanced down at Rhen as he lay unconscious on the hospital bed beside her. Rhen didn’t know he was a Genister God. Themrock had locked up his memories and powers so that he could relive his life as a regular mortal. Ceceta snorted. Regular mortal. Right. Rhen was anything but regular. He’d been born into the Thestran royal family, then stolen by the Surpen King and then later crowned as Surpen’s Emperor, the most powerful man in the Universe. Nothing normal about that. 
 
    “Do you think that would work?” James asked. Ceceta shrugged. She had no idea. All she knew was that they had to keep quiet about Rhen’s identity. If Rhen learned who he was, Themrock would awaken and that was something she, in particular, didn’t want. James persisted. “Isn’t there something we can do to make sure no one tells Rhen he’s Themrock?”  
 
    Ceceta turned towards James. He was leaning against the white metal frame of Rhen’s hospital bed. She had chosen one of the larger hospital rooms on the second floor of the palace and had asked Bosternd, Surpen’s military commander, to move the furniture about so that Rhen would be comfortable. Themrock had told them they’d have to keep him confined to the hospital room until he’d finished all of the anti-venom shots, so he was going to be there for a while.  
 
    James’ brow was furrowed, his lips thin. His black coat was still dirty from the battle. Ceceta could see that he was struggling with the truth, trying to come to grips with the fact that his youngest brother was actually a Genister God. She recalled when she’d first learned the truth about Rhen. She’d been on her way to the portal to escape Surpen. Rhen had been away on some military maneuver for what had seemed like ages, and she’d been disciplined by the king for not bowing low enough when he’d entered the room. After he’d finished with her, she’d wiped the tears off her face and made up her mind. She would leave Surpen. The only thing that had kept her there for so long had been Rhen, but he was away more than home those days. Without wasting any time, she’d raced through the palace on her way to Surpen’s portal room. Thellis, the green Genister God, had been waiting for her. As soon as she’d walked into the room, he’d told her she had to stay because if Rhen lost her, his grief would overwhelm him, forcing Themrock to the forefront. Thellis had promised to protect her and had hinted that her time of suffering was almost at an end. Of course, she’d agreed to stay. Back then she was still in awe of the Genisters.  
 
    It’d taken her a while to get used to the idea that she was actually married to Themrock, the strongest Genister God. She’d been shy around Rhen at first, but eventually, she’d settled down. Ceceta put her hand on James’ sleeve. He’d be fine. It would just take some time. “The only thing you can do is to ask your people not to tell Rhen he’s Themrock. The Surpens won’t tell anyone.” She glanced towards Bosternd. He stood protectively beside Rhen’s bed, his hands on the hilts of his swords, his eyes on the door. There was no way he would let anyone harm Rhen. Not only did the Surpens know how to keep secrets, but they were also completely trustworthy and very protective of their Emperor. 
 
    “The elves wouldn’t dare tell anyone, would they?” Ceceta asked, turning to her left, where the other members of the Thestran royal family were standing. Interspersed among them were a few of Bosternd’s soldiers and her school friends. They were all still in shock from learning Rhen’s secret and had yet to leave his side. “They worship Themrock more than anyone. They’re waiting for him to give them back their powers. If they were to let it out that Themrock was living his life as a mortal, he might not give them any powers.” Ceceta turned back towards James. “So, James, if you can get the rest of your people to keep quiet about it, we should be okay.” 
 
    She could see from the tightness around James’ mouth that he still wasn’t satisfied. He wanted to do more to protect Themrock. “James,” Ceceta added, “it’s fine. Themrock limits what his mortal body hears and sees. He does it to all of you, too. As long as no one tells Rhen, to his face, that he’s Themrock, we should be alright.” The scowl that remained on James’ face prompted her to add, “The best thing you can do is control who Rhen has contact with and what information he receives.” 
 
    Jet, Rhen’s friend and Surpen bodyguard at the Elfin University, stepped closer to Rhen’s bed. He leaned down to study Rhen’s face, then shook his head and stepped away. “I don’t know if I can do this,” he said softly. He was still reeling from the discovery. Every time he looked at Rhen he felt weak. How could he possibly maintain a normal relationship with Rhen now that he knew he was a God? 
 
    Ceceta smiled. She knew just how he felt. “It took me a while, but I got used to it. You will too. Eventually, you’ll think of him more as Rhen than Themrock. You’ll forget he’s a Genister. You’ll think of him as one of us.” She chuckled. “It can be fun. Especially, when you hear him criticizing the Genisters. They’re always asking him for help. He finds them rather annoying.” 
 
    “Speaking of the other Genisters, why do Therol and Thaster want to hurt Themrock?” Bosternd asked. He stepped to the side so that he could see Ceceta while he guarded the door. 
 
    It was a good question. Ceceta walked over to the wall of cabinets on the right side of the room. “Thaster is mad at Themrock for locking him into Hell. Themrock is the only one who knows the codes to the locks that will open Hell.” She opened the top white cabinet to make sure the anti-venom shots were lined up properly then took the mason jar with the cream for Rhen’s wound off the top shelf and put it in the drawer below the sink so it’d be easier for her to reach. She was hoping they wouldn’t have to use it, but Themrock had given her a lot of ointment, so chances were they would need it. Turning, she noticed Bosternd was staring at her. “What?” She reached up to tug on the blue metallic timing bracelet Themrock had put around her wrist so she’d know when to give Rhen his next shot. 
 
    “You didn’t tell us why Therol wants to kill Themrock, why he disguises himself as a mortal so he can hurt Rhen?” 
 
    “You’re asking why Therol turns himself into Loreth?” Ceceta clarified. Bosternd nodded.  
 
    For years, Therol had worked as the Surpen King’s advisor under the guise of a mortal named Loreth. Loreth had convinced the king to send Rhen to Punishment Island, where Rhen was tortured and beaten until his powers manifested themselves. He had caused both Rhen and Ceceta a lot of pain.  
 
    “I don’t know why Therol pretends to be Loreth. I’ve never learned what his motives were from the other Genisters. For some reason, they still haven’t told Rhen who Loreth really is. What I do know is that Therol hates Themrock. Genister law states that if a Genister is reliving his life as a mortal, none of the other Genisters are allowed to interfere. Maybe Therol disguises himself as Loreth so Themrock won’t know he’s violating the Code Book’s rules?” 
 
    Bosternd crossed his arms over his chest. “We really should find out what drives Therol, why he’s so intent on hurting Themrock. It will help us protect Rhen.” 
 
    Ceceta agreed, but the likelihood of getting the Genisters to tell them the truth was non-existent. She walked over to sit down on the side of Rhen’s bed, then leaned forward to pull the white blanket up under his chin. She’d tried many times to get that information out of the other Genisters but had never had any success. “I don’t think you’ll get anywhere with the Genisters,” she said, stroking her blue fingers along Rhen’s forearm. They have a tendency to disappear whenever you ask them a question they don’t want to answer. Rhen should be fine. As long as he stays ignorant about his identity, everything will work out. Once he learns the truth, he’ll have a battle on his hands because Thaster and Therol will be allowed to attack him openly.” She glanced up to find the people in the room had formed a perfect semi-circle around Rhen’s bed, almost as if they were afraid to approach. Ceceta leaned back against the pillows. That would change. As soon as Rhen started growling at them again, they’d forget he was their God and everything would go back to the way it was before. 
 
    “It’s almost time for his next shot. If I had to guess, he’ll wake up right before I have to administer it. You may want to go to the elves now so you can explain the situation to them.” Rhen’s birth family left the room, along with Bosternd, who wanted to return to Surpen to check on any emergencies that might have come up. Ceceta waved goodbye to her friend, Erfce, who followed them out so he could be with his fiancé, Latsoh, when she woke up. Knowing Latsoh, she’d have a lot of questions.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Private Balcony – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
      
 
    Erfce sat down beside the lounge chair where Latsoh was sleeping. He’d carried her up from the lawn, right after Themrock had left. When he’d placed her on the chair, there hadn’t been anyone else on the balcony, but now he counted at least forty elves. They were lying passed out on the tiled floor, draped over the other lounge chairs and propped up against the balcony railing. It was a grouping of elves from all four of the elfin tribes. For some reason, when Themrock had created the elves, he’d tied them to himself and as a result when he lost consciousness, they did too.  
 
    A spacejet flew overhead, its thrusters whining as the jet prepared to land in the palace’s spaceport. Erfce lifted his head at the noise and looked out over the balcony railing towards the City of Oceanside. Spacejets and a few landjets that ran on fuel flew back and forth across the sky. If he hadn’t known any better, he’d think it was just a normal day.  
 
    He wondered how many people knew that Themrock had been hurt. How many would search for the reason why their portals had stopped working? How many Thestrans would question why the elves and dragons had fallen unconscious? Erfce didn’t think King James stood a chance at keeping Themrock’s identity a secret. He wished he could foretell what would happen.  
 
    His ability to see the future worked well with most people. He’d known when he first met Latsoh that one day they’d be married. He’d foreseen that they’d be best friends with Crystam and Tgfhi. He could even see that one day, Latsoh’s father would accept their union. But unfortunately, his powers never seemed to work when he tried to see Rhen’s future. At first, he’d thought it was because Rhen blocked his own visions – thus affecting Erfce’s – but now he realized it was because he was a Genister. Erfce couldn’t read any of the Genisters’ futures, nor could any other oracle. 
 
    Latsoh grunted and moved her hand. Rhen must be awake. Erfce stood up and put his arm across the top of the lounge chair as Latsoh rolled towards him, her eyes blinking. “How are you feeling?” Latsoh’s green eyes lifted to his. She was so beautiful. He couldn’t help himself from reaching out to push a strand of her red hair behind her ear. When she moistened her lips, he bent down to kiss her.  
 
    Latsoh pulled back, her eyes narrowing. They hadn’t announced their engagement yet. She glanced around the balcony at the other elves who were moving about. Erfce could see she was worried that they might have seen them kiss. He wanted to tell her it didn’t matter, but he knew she needed to come to that decision on her own. The elves’ priests had been avidly preaching against elves marrying out of their race ever since Rhen had first visited Thestran. When Latsoh’s eyes suddenly lit up and she turned towards him, Erfce smiled. Now she was awake. She’d remembered why she was there. “Is he alive?” Latsoh asked, her eyes searching his face for the answer. 
 
    Erfce held out his hand. “He’s sick but alive.” He felt Latsoh’s long, thin fingers clasp his. 
 
    “Tell me what happened after we passed out.” 
 
    A male elf, wearing a shirt with a waterjet on it, stumbled into the chair Erfce had been sitting on. Erfce figured he was a member of the Water Elf tribe. He had obviously heard Latsoh’s question and was waiting for Erfce to answer it. Since everyone else’s face was also turned towards them now, he assumed they were all waiting to hear what he had to say.  
 
    “Rhen is the Black Angel. He is also our Genister God, Themrock.”  
 
    Several of the elves gasped in shock. They had known that Themrock had escaped from his prison and was now saving people as the Black Angel, but none of them had realized that the Black Angel was Rhen. Erfce continued. “Rhen doesn’t realize he’s Themrock. Themrock’s reliving his life as a mortal for the fun of it. He’s locked away his memories and most of his powers from his mortal body so he can experience life like we do.” 
 
    “Does that mean he isn’t going to give us back our powers?” one of the elves asked. 
 
    Erfce wanted to laugh. It was such a stereotypical thing to say. The elves were always talking about how they had once had great powers. They made sure to let everyone know that when Themrock returned, he would give them back their powers. Blah, blah, blah. He was tired of hearing about it. “Not in his current state, no.” 
 
    “Why not?” the elf snapped. It sounded like the man was angry with him. Erfce grumbled to himself. Hadn’t the man been listening? He’d just explained it. “Because, as I said, Rhen doesn’t know he’s a Genister.” 
 
    “Well, then, let’s go tell him,” a female elf wearing the red and black pants of the Fire Elf tribe said.  
 
    “No!” Erfce barked. Why weren’t they listening to him? “It’s against Genister law for anyone to interfere when a Genister is reliving their life. You can’t tell him.” Erfce was stretching the truth a bit, but he had to make the elves realize they couldn’t tell Rhen his identity. “If you tell Rhen he’s Themrock, you’d infuriate him and he may never give you back your powers.” That had their attention. 
 
    The elves had lost their powers gradually over the years while Themrock had been imprisoned. Once their powers were gone, Thestran’s humans had persecuted them. Hoping to save themselves, the elves had gone into hiding. It was only recently, when the Thestran royal family had miraculously given birth to an elf, that they had been able to come out of hiding. 
 
    “Erfce, what happened after we passed out?” Latsoh repeated. She’d swung her legs to the side of the chair and pulled her hair back into a ponytail while he’d been talking. 
 
    Right. He hadn’t explained that yet. “After Rhen fell unconscious, Themrock visited us from the future to give us the medicine we would need to save Rhen’s life. He warned us that if Rhen should miss one of his shots, he will die.” 
 
    “Why?” a young elf two chairs away asked. “Can’t Themrock heal himself?” 
 
    “Seriously?” Erfce couldn’t believe the boy had asked that. He had thought that everyone knew a Vivist’s poison was strong enough to kill a Genister. The boy looked upset so Erfce added, “When the Vivist injected its poison into Rhen, its stinger broke the seal on the poison of a Rasack bite that Rhen had gotten when he was younger. His body is now being attacked by both poisons. No one can heal themselves from that.” Erfce felt Latsoh squeeze his hand. She was frightened for Rhen. “It’ll be okay. Ceceta has everything under control. Of course, it’d be easier if Rhen could talk but…”  
 
    “What?” Latsoh asked. “What do you mean? Why can’t he talk?” 
 
    “Rachel examined Rhen when he arrived in the medical wing. She discovered that the Vivist injected its poison in such a way that it has affected his throat. Rhen won’t be able to speak until he’s healed.” Since Rachel was considered by many to be the Universe’s best doctor, Erfce knew the elves wouldn’t question him about it. 
 
    “Thank the Gods it’s temporary.” Latsoh pushed herself off the lounge chair and stood up, looking down at Erfce. She wondered if Ceceta would relax her rule and allow Rhen to communicate with people by reading their minds, since he couldn’t read or write. On second thought, she thought, it’s probably safer if Rhen didn’t go into their minds now that everyone knew he was Themrock. “So, what are we doing here? Let’s go see him.” Turning, Latsoh started walking towards the glass balcony doors. 
 
    “Stop!” Erfce yelled, when the elves moved towards the exit. He stepped up onto the chair beside him so that he’d be visible. Sometimes it was a pain being short, especially when he was surrounded by elves. “You aren’t allowed to visit Rhen unless you know him personally.” 
 
    “But he’s our God,” a female elf wearing the green and brown cape of the Wood Elf tribe said. 
 
    “Rhen doesn’t realize that. We have to do everything we can to keep him from leaving the hospital room. If he’s surrounded by people he doesn’t know, he’ll take off.” 
 
    “Exactly,” someone said above them. Erfce glanced up to find the Genister God Thellis’ green ghostly body floating above him. He breathed a sigh of relief as the elves exclaimed with excitement. They’d never seen a Genister before. Thellis rolled his eyes at their enthusiasm. He was there to set down the rules. “Listen up, mortals. Here’s how this is going to go. First of all, you have just learned an enormous secret. Not a secret like, ‘Whoops, I just told my best friend!’ but a secret like, ‘If you tell anyone, I will kill you and your family.’” 
 
    Erfce walked across the top of the lounge chairs until he reached Latsoh as Thellis continued. “Come on,” he said, hopping down to the ground. “We’ve heard this already.” They left the balcony and headed towards the stairs at the end of the corridor. 
 
    “Where is he?” Latsoh asked. They’d stayed in the palace with their friends after the Surpen King’s war, tutoring Rhen so he could return to the Elfin University. They knew it well. 
 
    “Upstairs in one of the hospital rooms past Rachel’s office.” They passed a conference room, where King James was lecturing the elfin royals on the situation, then ran up the ornate, carpeted stairs and down the hallway past the royal family’s bedrooms until they reached an open door near the staircase at the opposite end of the hallway.  
 
    Ceceta had chosen a large, open hospital room that was located above the dining room, the entire exterior wall was lined with windows. There was a second entrance to the room on the far-left side and beside that was a tiny kitchen area, above which were cabinets with hospital supplies. Next to the kitchen was a bathroom. Five hospital beds with white metal bedframes were lined up against the right wall and someone had set up a couple of seating areas in the center of the room. Their friends, Crystam and Tgfhi, Jet and his wife, Lilly, along with most of the Thestran royal family were sitting there talking.  
 
    Rhen was sitting on the only bed that had been left near the cabinets. He was hunched over, holding his head in his hands. Oh, Vivist spit, he thought, as he peered through the haze of pain that wracked his body at the black pants he was wearing. He was still in his Black Angel pants, which meant everyone now knew he was the Black Angel. He’d enjoyed saving people in disguise. If everyone knew it was him, it’d be stupid for him to continue. Lifting his head, Rhen groaned inwardly. Why were there so many people in the room and why were they all staring at him? He wished they’d leave.  
 
    When Latsoh and Erfce walked through the door, Rhen raised his hand in greeting. They nodded towards him then made their way over to one of the couches where their friends, Tgfhi and Crystam, were sitting. Rhen could hear them discussing his inability to speak and how they might communicate with him until he healed. His not being able to communicate wouldn’t be a problem if Ceceta would just relax her rule and allow him to use his powers to speak with people telepathically. Unfortunately, she was still refusing to let him into people’s minds. Rhen would have argued with her, but he just wasn’t feeling up to it. 
 
    A breeze from the open windows made him shiver. Rhen rubbed the center of his chest. For some reason Ceceta had taken off his shirts while he’d been unconscious. He waved his hand at her, hoping to get her attention as she spoke with Jet. Ceceta turned to him at once, the corners of her dark eyes crinkling with concern as she stepped towards him. “Rhen? Are you okay? Do you need something?” Rhen’s pain subsided slightly as he watched his wife approach. He couldn’t believe how lucky he was to have her. Pointing at his chest, he tapped his fingertips against his skin. Ceceta’s brow furrowed as she tried to decipher what he was asking for. Beside her, Jet began to sound out words, as if Rhen were playing charades. Rhen shook his head repeatedly at Jet’s attempts and continued to point at his chest. When they didn’t understand him, Rhen tried again, pointing around the room at everyone else then back at his chest.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Emperor. I have no idea what you want,” Jet said.  
 
    “His shirt,” Ceceta said, walking around the bed to get it from the brown canvas bag where she had put it. She pulled her bag out from under the wooden night table and tossed Rhen his shirt. 
 
    As Rhen pulled on his black t-shirt, he considered putting on the rest of his Black Angel disguise and phasing out of the room, but using his powers right now would only cause the pain to increase and he could barely tolerate it as it was.  
 
    “Hey, Rhen,” Tgfhi said as he and Crystam walked over towards his bed. Tgfhi’s blond hair was wrapped into a bun at the back of his head. His planet, Tgarus, was a part of Surpen’s Empire. Rhen had had his work cut out for him when Tgfhi, the Prince of Tgarus, had announced he was marrying Crystam, the Princess of Ventar, which was a planet in Thestran’s Council. There had been quite a few Surpen planets that had balked at the idea of trading with a planet tied to the Council. Fortunately, Rhen had some very talented generals on his payroll and they’d worked everything out to Surpen’s and Tgarus’ advantage. “Nice job saving Thestran. I heard you didn’t even have to fight the Vivist King. He left as soon as you pointed at his spacejet.” 
 
    Rhen grunted. That wasn’t exactly how it’d happened, but he was in no position to explain. As his friends chatted about his daring rescue operation, Rhen noticed that Latsoh was holding Erfce’s hand. She was tapping their clasped hands gently against her side as they talked. Latsoh had been reluctant to announce her engagement to Erfce for fear of angering her parents and her tribe. The elfin priests were adamant about not letting elves marry out. Rhen snorted. Guess I’m a bad influence. He glanced over at his Neptian wife, who was folding the blanket at the end of his bed. He loved Ceceta’s deep blue skin. The fact that her lips were a darker shade of blue than her complexion made his heart beat faster. If only he was well enough to phase the two of them to some secluded location. 
 
    The door beside Rhen’s bed opened, banging into Tgfhi’s back. Rhen’s older brother, Charlie, poked his head into the room. “Charlie,” Tgfhi growled, stepping out of the way. 
 
    “Whoa, sorry,” Charlie said, pushing the door open far enough that he could enter the room. 
 
    Rhen hadn’t seen Charlie since he’d saved him from Hell. He hoped his brother was okay. He’d been stuck in Thaster’s Hell for ages. He wondered if Charlie was experiencing any mental issues from his time in Hell then shook his head thinking, Charlie with mental issues? What else was new? 
 
    Charlie noticed Rhen sitting on the bed beside him and shrieked. He jumped, launching himself on top of his brother. The two men fell back onto the bed as Charlie hugged Rhen, shaking him back and forth. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I had no idea you were the Black Angel. You saved me. Not once but twice. You’re amazing. By the way, I wanted to talk to you about Hell. Could you… ” 
 
    “Charlie!” Ceceta yelled. “Get off of him. You’re putting pressure on his wound.” 
 
    “Whoops.” Charlie scrambled backwards off Rhen’s bed. Rhen’s eyes were closed and his body lay on the bed shaking. As Charlie watched Rhen tremble, he became worried that he’d hurt his little brother. Please make him okay, he prayed silently to the Gods. I promise I won’t ask him to save Chisten from Hell until after he’s healed if you just make him better.  
 
    A few moments later, Rhen rolled onto his right side. He’d been laughing. Charlie’s actions had startled him. His brother was like a puppy. He showed his emotions openly. It was refreshing. Pushing down on the bed, Rhen lifted himself up into a seated position. He wiped a hand across his face and nodded at Charlie. 
 
    Charlie sighed. The Gods had heard him. “I thought I’d hurt you.”  
 
    Rhen shook his head. He was in pain, but Ceceta had been wrong; somehow Charlie hadn’t put any pressure on his wound. She was just being overprotective. Rhen glanced to his left at the door.  
 
    “I was thinking,” Charlie said, stepping to his right to block Rhen’s view of the exit. “Since you saved my life, I’m going to do the same thing for you. I’m going to become your bodyguard.” Charlie lifted his chin and rocked back and forth on his heels waiting for Rhen to hug him with gratitude. 
 
    Rhen’s eyes widened and he shook his head. 
 
    Charlie paused. “No, it’ll be good for you. I’ll be there to watch your back.”  
 
    Jet cleared his throat. He didn’t want Charlie getting in his way as he protected Rhen at the University. “Thank you, Charlie. That’s a nice offer, but totally unnecessary.” Rhen nodded emphatically, while pointing at Jet. 
 
    “Ahh,” Charlie said, with a wave of his hand. “No need to thank me. I’m happy to do it.” 
 
    Rhen glared at Jet, who opened his mouth to decline Charlie’s offer again, but he hesitated when he felt his wife loop her arm around his waist. Glancing down, Jet saw Lilly reach out to pat Charlie’s shoulder. “That’s so nice of you, Charlie. Rhen’s going to love having you around.”  
 
    Crap. Jet smiled impishly at Rhen. There was no way he was going to counter his wife after having almost lost her during the recent attack. He shrugged, hoping Rhen would understand. 
 
    Ceceta chuckled to herself as she watched them. It looked like Jet had already overcome the whole Themrock thing. He’d rather please his wife than his God. She hoped the others would soon follow suit. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Rhen sank back into the pillows behind him. It was hopeless. Here he was, sick on the planet of Thestran, surrounded by Thestrans and elves. On top of it all, Ceceta had told him that he would have to stay in this annoying hospital room until he was healed. He’d come to Thestran as the Black Angel to save his birth family from a Vivist attack, and now, he was stuck there.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Conference Room – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
      
 
    Latsoh ran her fingers along the edge of the enormous Ventarian plumb tree table as she walked towards the group of Fire Elves on the right side of the conference room. She admired the symmetrical rings in the top of the table and shook her head. Her dad could have fed their tribe for three years with the number of trade coins a table this large would have cost.  
 
    Latsoh winked at her brother, Aaron, as they took seats next to their parents. The elfin royals from all four tribes and their priests had demanded a meeting with the Thestran royal family to discuss the situation with Themrock. They both knew this was going to be a shouting match for the ages and weren’t surprised when their father was the first to speak. 
 
    “How dare you abandon our God on Surpen as a child?” Naci yelled at Thestran’s Queen Mother, Kate, and the Thestran Royal Father, Henry. When Rhen was very young, Kate and Henry had left him as a child on Surpen in the hope of convincing the Surpen King to leave the Convention of planets and join with Thestran’s Council. Their efforts had failed and Rhen had been kidnapped by Surpen’s King to be groomed as his heir. “Do you have any idea how much damage you’ve done?” 
 
    “Themrock came back to save us and now he doesn’t even like us," the Water Elf King, Plos, said. Latsoh noticed Plos’ daughter, Sarah, was staring intently at her hands. Sarah, Aaron and Jack, the Air Elf Prince, had all gotten close to Rhen during his time at the Elfin University. When Rhen had offered to teach a Surpen Fight Class, they had been the first to sign up. They had excelled under his tutelage, rising to the top of the class. 
 
    “Themrock doesn’t even recognize the elfin race. What are we without him? We’re a laughingstock to the rest of the Universe. All because you left him on Surpen,” Naci bellowed. Latsoh peeked over at her father. He was so mad, his face had turned red. 
 
    “How could you take him from us?” Chaster, the King of the Air Elves, asked Henry. His short, brown hair appeared to be standing straight up with his anger. “How could you do that to us? He’s our God!” 
 
    Naci shook his head. “How could you leave your own child on an enemy planet?” 
 
    “Didn’t any of you realize that he was special before you gave him to the Surpens?” Estan, the Wood Elf King, asked, while loosening the collar of his green and brown jacket. 
 
    “You’ve done a great job getting him to return to Thestran,” Naci said with dripping sarcasm, noting the fact that Rhen’s birth family had been trying for ages to reconnect with Rhen. 
 
    “You shouldn’t even be allowed to communicate with Themrock,” Chaster snapped. His blue eyes flashing. “All you’ve done is screw everything up.” 
 
    Latsoh’s eyebrows rose. She was shocked that Chaster would say that to the Thestran royal family. Ever since Themrock had been locked into a void box by another Genister, the elves had suffered. They’d been persecuted, their castles had fallen into ruin, and they’d been forced to go into hiding. By the time Queen Kate, a human, had mysteriously given birth to an elfin child, they’d been in hiding for so long that most humans had no idea the elves actually existed. It had been Kate who had found them and brought them back. She had used her powers to raise their castles, had given them stipends and had banned discrimination against the elves. She’d even founded a University for them. They owed her everything. Latsoh couldn’t understand why the Thestran royal family wasn’t fighting back.  
 
    “You handed our God, the greatest Genister of all time, over to the Surpens as a mere child and you did nothing to get him back,” Naci said, leaning back in his chair. It seemed his anger was dissipating.  
 
    “Didn’t you miss Rhen?” Plos asked. He had pushed his black hair back behind his sculpted ears. He looked so concerned that Latsoh wanted to tell him everything would be fine. Sarah must have felt the same way, because she reached out to touch her father’s sleeve. Plos patted her hand with his own. 
 
    “If you’d just kept him here on Thestran, Themrock would have been ours. Our lives would have been complete,” Chaster snapped. His son, Jack, had shrunk down in his seat. His shirt with the saying, Air Elves Have More Fun, seemed out of place in the room. 
 
    The Wood Elf King suddenly rose to his feet and hit the table with his hand. “I hold all of you responsible for this. How dare you keep Themrock from us!”  
 
    King James had had enough. He’d been waiting for his parents to respond, because they had been responsible for Rhen’s being left on Surpen, but the elfin royals’ disrespect was too much. As the current King of Thestran, he’d worked hard to help the elves and now they were attacking him? “How dare you shout at us after everything we’ve done for you. My parents made a mistake. They know that. The past is the past. We’ve been trying to get Rhen to—” 
 
    The Supreme Elfin Priest, who oversaw all of the priests within each tribe, raised his hand, interrupting James. “How is it possible that not one of you knew he was Themrock?” Latsoh couldn’t help but grimace at the man. It had been his interpretation of their scriptures that had brought about the new guidelines against elves marrying out of their tribes. The priests she’d listened to as a child had never mentioned the subject. 
 
    “Why are you asking us that question?” James demanded. “Why don’t you ask yourselves the same thing? Your castles are full of paintings and sculptures of Themrock. How could you not have noticed that Themrock was back?” 
 
    “First of all,” Naci said, sitting up in his chair, “Themrock’s eyes are blue. Rhen's eyes are black. All of the portraits of Themrock in our castles show his eyes glowing blue.” 
 
    “Themrock’s powers are blue. The pictures in your castles show his eyes glowing blue with his powers. If you look closely at a few of his portraits, you’ll see that in actuality, Themrock’s eyes are black, just like Rhen’s.” Charlie had spoken quietly from the side of the room, but since no one else was talking, they had all heard him. His words surprised them. How was it possible that Charlie, who was always drunk – even now he was leaning against the wall sipping a cocktail – would notice something they hadn’t? 
 
    Latsoh’s mother cleared her throat. “I don’t understand. Why doesn’t Rhen know he’s Themrock? Didn’t he hear the students discussing the fact that the Black Angel is Themrock at the University yesterday?” The Black Angel had accidentally been knocked unconscious, after fighting to protect Tgarus from the Rasacks. Once he’d passed out, they had discovered he was Themrock. What none of them had known at that time was that Themrock was Rhen.  
 
    “Good question,” a voice said overhead. 
 
    Latsoh looked up to find two Genisters floating gracefully above them in the high vaulted ceiling. Both Gods were lying down on individual floating clouds that marked their colors, their heads propped up by one hand as they watched the mortals below them. It appeared as if they were the Genisters’ entertainment. 
 
    “At the time in question, there weren’t any students around. Everyone had left the University to look for signs of the Black Angel on Tgarus,” a transparent, turquoise colored Genister, whose eyes disappeared and reappeared at random, informed them. 
 
    “Correct,” the Genister with the golden cloud said. Latsoh’s mouth dropped open. She recognized the gold God. It was the Genister known as Thamber. She looked just like the portrait that Latsoh had had of her – the one her father had sold for fuel last year.  
 
    “And earlier today at the University, no one spoke to Rhen, because they were too preoccupied,” Thamber added, her golden powers curling around her like a snake. “But, even if they had talked to him, he wouldn’t have made the connection. Themrock’s been very careful about filtering what his mortal body hears and sees. He doesn’t want to come back yet. He’s enjoying his new life too much.” 
 
    “Which is why none of you noticed he was Themrock,” the turquoise Genister said as her ethereal body passed through the lights that were hanging from the ceiling. “He used his powers to keep you from seeing the truth. As long as you don’t tell him he’s Themrock to his face, we should be fine.” Her turquoise cloud popped out of existence as she floated into a seated position, hovering over the right side of the conference table. “So? Will you elves keep Themrock’s secret? Ceceta asked Thellis to erase your memories, but it’s too risky. Perhaps we should make it impossible for you to say the name Themrock?” 
 
    The Supreme Elfin Priest, who’d been stunned like the others at the presence of the Genister Gods, snapped out of his daze and bowed his head. The wide, white collar of his voluminous robe fell forward. He swept it up over his left shoulder and said regally, “Oh, glorious Genisters. We are honored by your presence and know that we are not worthy to be…” 
 
    As The Supreme droned on and the elves in the room bowed with respect, Latsoh closed her eyes. She wanted to laugh. When she heard The Supreme promise the turquoise Genister that they would follow her rules and wouldn’t say the name Themrock, Latsoh turned towards her brother, Aaron, and said, “That’s ridiculous.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Aaron asked, looking at her sideways as he kept his head down. He wasn’t sure what she was talking about and couldn’t understand why she wasn’t bowing her head along with everyone else. Latsoh had always been more religious than him. She had to be feeling as awestruck as he was. 
 
    Ceceta had told Latsoh that the Genisters were usually annoying and less than helpful. At this point in time, she had to agree with her. Their idea to take away the elves’ ability to say the word Themrock was insane. Rhen would totally notice it if the elves stopped saying Themrock.  
 
    “Listen,” Latsoh called out to Thamber, since she felt connected to the Genister because of her portrait. Thamber’s pencil thin eyebrows rose as she turned her blue eyes on Latsoh. 
 
    “Silence!” The Supreme Elfin Priest barked. 
 
    Latsoh ignored him. “You can’t take away our ability to say Themrock. Rhen knows we worship Themrock. We say his name all the time. He’d notice that something was off. It’d be better if we just kept things the way they are and limit who—” Pain radiated across her scalp as someone jerked her head back by the hair. Latsoh found herself staring up into the narrowed eyes of The Supreme.  
 
    “Hey!” Aaron barked, standing up beside them. “Let go.” He reached out to squeeze The Supreme’s wrist, his own anger with the priest’s past sermons against elves marrying other elves that weren’t in their tribe forcing him to act. The Supreme reached out to strike Aaron with his other hand but Aaron grabbed the man’s neck and thrust him backwards until he stumbled into the arms of the tribal priests behind him. 
 
    “Aaron!” Naci barked, his eyes on The Supreme. The Supreme was straightening his robes as the tribal priests fluttered around him. “What have you done? How dare you interfere?” 
 
    Before Aaron could respond, The Supreme shook off the priests around him and lifted his hand, his finger pointing at Latsoh. “She has gone against the teachings of Layla. Women must not speak in the presence of—” 
 
    “What?” the turquoise Genister interrupted. “What did you say?” 
 
    Thamber’s lip curled. “I believe he said, ‘the teachings of Layla.’”  
 
    “He can’t be serious, can he?” The turquoise Genister flew around The Supreme twice, leaving a sparkling trail of her turquoise powers behind her before hovering in the air next to Thamber. 
 
    Thamber shook her head with dismay. “Mortals,” she breathed out with contempt. She found the idea that they were following anything Themrock’s wife, Layla, had said repulsive. It was time to go.  
 
    Turning to Latsoh, she said, “You have a point. Taking away your ability to say Themrock would be less than ideal. We will limit who he has contact with instead.” With that, both Genisters disappeared. 
 
    The Supreme wasn’t finished. He reached for the priests behind him. “Take her. She must pray before Themrock for violating the scriptures.”  
 
    James didn’t know what they had planned for Latsoh, but it was obvious it wasn’t good. When two of the priests stepped forward to take hold of Latsoh’s arms, he shouted, “Stop!” He waved his hands around in looping circles then sent a wave of his shimmering, mirage like powers into the room, forcing everyone except for Latsoh to stand still. Although the Genisters didn’t need to gesture with their hands when using their powers, everyone else did. “Leave Latsoh alone. She knows Themrock better than any of us. She’s the closest elf in this room to Themrock. If you jail her, you will make an enemy of my brother and you will lose the support of my family.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Charlie agreed from his spot against the wall. 
 
    Latsoh stared at the angry faces around her and found her temper growing. The elves appeared to be furious with her and James. They were more interested in fighting with her than working to resolve the situation. Damn them. She knew more about the Genisters than anyone else in the room, but they wouldn’t listen to her because she was a woman. Latsoh was done following their rules. She loved Themrock and Erfce and that was all that mattered. Shoving her chair out of the way, she marched towards the exit. She was going to find Erfce and tell him it was time to set a date for their wedding. 
 
    “Latsoh,” James called out, releasing everyone from his powers. He shook from the chill that always accompanied it. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Latsoh opened the door and nodded. “Thank you, James.” She glanced over her shoulder at her father and found Naci glaring at her. Aaron was standing behind him. From the miserable look on his face, she knew he had guessed her thoughts. He raised his hand in parting. Latsoh gave him a half smile then turned and left the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What date were you thinking?” Erfce asked, when Latsoh opened the door to the spare room down the hall from Rhen’s hospital room. The Thestran royal family had suggested Rhen’s friends use the room to store any personal belongings they might need while they were in the palace helping Rhen. 
 
    Latsoh paused in the doorway. She’d been looking for Erfce for a while now so she could tell him she wanted to set the date of their wedding. The fact that he already knew what she was going to say made her chuckle. It appeared he’d foreseen this moment. Erfce was an oracle. His visions, when they came, were usually right. “Don’t you already know?” she asked in a teasing voice. 
 
    Erfce grinned and dipped his head, looking guilty. His eyes were glowing. When they had become engaged, Erfce’s large eyes had started to glow, matching his opalescent skin. He’d explained that it was a genetic trait that showed his happiness. “I like your idea of a spring wedding,” he said so softly that Latsoh almost didn’t hear him. 
 
    “Indeed.” Latsoh walked over to the long table that had been set up on the left side of the room. She picked up her night bag. A spring wedding? That was a fabulous idea. Crystam had asked her to pick up her bag too, so Latsoh slung its strap over her shoulder. She debated whether Sarah might want her bag, which was sitting on the table beside Aaron’s. Turning, she found Erfce beside her with a glass of water in his hand. “For your throat,” he explained. 
 
    “Now cut that out,” Latsoh snapped. She swallowed and noticed her throat was dry. Taking a sip of water from the glass Erfce had handed her, she realized she was actually rather pleased that Erfce had been kind enough to get her a drink. Her eyes spotted a blue dragon as it flew by the window. Ever since Rhen had been brought into the palace, dragons had been congregating on the lawn outside his room’s windows. “Will Rhen be okay?” 
 
    Erfce closed his eyes and rubbed his hands over his face. “I can’t say. My visions of him aren’t clear. Although, I do have a bad feeling in my gut. I don’t think he’s safe yet.” 
 
    “And us?” 
 
    Erfce grunted and leaned forward, indicating he wanted a kiss. Latsoh bent down to oblige. They pulled apart when Charlie entered the room. “Like I said before,” Erfce whispered against her lips. “We’re going to be great.” 
 
    Latsoh reached out to pull Erfce into her arms. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” Charlie sang out before Erfce could reply.  
 
    Erfce ignored him. He enjoyed feeling Latsoh’s arms around his body. She lowered her chin to the top of his head and said, “Spring vacation,” confirming the date of their wedding.  
 
    Erfce nodded, his cheek rubbing against her cleavage. “Perfect.” That should give him enough time to get Latsoh’s portrait of Thamber back. He wanted to give it to her as a wedding present. Erfce glanced at Charlie, wondering how he could ask him for the picture. He and his friends had snuck into Charlie’s room last semester and they’d seen Latsoh’s painting of Thamber on his wall. None of them had mentioned the incident to Charlie because they’d all felt it had been wrong of them to be snooping in his room while he’d been suffering in Hell. So, how was he going to ask Charlie for the portrait if he wasn’t supposed to know that Charlie had it? 
 
    “Spring vacation, what?” Charlie asked, grabbing some cookies off one of the platters that had been set up by the windows. 
 
    “We’re getting married.” Latsoh lifted her chin defiantly. If he told her not to marry out, she was going to pummel him. 
 
    Charlie laughed, surprising them. “Of course, you are. Congratulations.” 
 
    Latsoh felt oddly upset that Charlie was the first one to know their plans. “Come on.” She pulled Erfce towards the door. “Let’s go tell your parents and then we can let everyone know.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Charlie. Thanks for your support in there.” 
 
    Charlie turned from his bedroom door to see his brothers, James and Reed, walking down the hallway towards him. From the number of dossiers they were carrying, it appeared they were heading towards Thestran’s Council Chamber for a meeting. He hoped their next meeting would be better than their last one with the elves. “Any time,” he said. Charlie turned the golden handle to his bedroom door.  
 
    He wanted to be alone. He was still angry with the elves’ priests for their behavior during the meeting. Even though he was a member of the Thestran royal family, he was also an elf, like Reed and Sage. Naturally, he felt some loyalty to his people, although not as much as he had before. The priests were making it hard for him. He’d never picked a tribe to belong to like his siblings had and now he wasn’t sure if he even wanted to. 
 
    Reed paused beside him. “How did you know Themrock’s eyes were black?”  
 
    Charlie hesitated, wondering how to respond. Now that Themrock was back, perhaps it was time for the truth. He stood up straight and tossed his head to get his dirty-blond hair out of his eyes. “I enjoy studying the Genisters’ portraits. I find it educational. You can learn a lot about the Genisters if you just take the time to look.” 
 
    James laughed when Charlie said ‘educational.’ Charlie never took anything seriously, especially education. “Yeah, good one, Charlie.” 
 
    “No, really, James. I’m serious. For example, did you know that Themrock and Therol used to be friends? It’s painted on the walls of…” 
 
    “Charlie,” Reed said admonishingly. “You should have stopped while you were ahead.” 
 
    Charlie could see from their faces that they didn’t believe him. Oh, well, he’d tried. Lifting up his hand, he brought a beer bottle to his lips and drank. When he was done, he dropped it back down to his side and said, in the goofiest voice he could imagine, “And there’s this man, cat-like beast that hangs around saving Themrock when he gets himself in trouble. You should see it.” 
 
    James nodded. That was the Charlie they knew. He patted Charlie’s shoulder then continued down the hallway, ignoring Charlie’s remark about the man-cat that hung out with the Genisters. 
 
    “James?” Reed said, as they approached the stairs on their way to the Council Chamber. “Did you see Charlie holding a beer bottle when we stopped him?” James shrugged. As far as he knew, Charlie was always holding a drink. “It’s weird,” Reed added, “but I could have sworn his hand had been empty and then a moment later he was holding a bottle.” 
 
    “Must have been the light playing tricks on you.” 
 
    Reed nodded and followed James into the Chamber, where the Council Delegates were waiting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Delegate Te’s Manor House on Neptian 
 
      
 
    Te looked up from the papers on his desk to see his advisor, Loreth, step into the room through a swirling cloud of purple flashing lights. “Loreth?” He rose to his feet in greeting. He hadn’t seen his advisor since their plan to take over Ventar’s trade routes had failed in Thestran’s Council. He’d been worried that Loreth might have chosen another planet to work with. Loreth had made Surpen into an empire and Te was hoping he’d do the same for Neptian. The fact that he had returned was a good sign.   
 
    It took Therol a moment to adjust. He’d changed his body so that he looked like his alter ego Loreth – a typical mortal with a beak of a nose, small eyes and thick unibrow – but he had to change his mannerisms and speech so that he sounded like Loreth too. His own Genister appearance would have given him away. Therol needed to be careful. He didn’t want Themrock to know just how much he was interfering in his mortal life.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter who Rhen is. We still need to remove him to make Neptian glorious.” Loreth stepped down onto the plush rug in front of Te’s desk. He’d transported himself across Solar System 3 to the outer planet of Neptian, which was a part of Thestran’s Council. Loreth scanned the opulent room to make sure the doors were closed. He preferred to talk with Te when his son, Yfetb, wasn’t around.  
 
    “Please.” Te gestured towards the seats in front of his desk. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Loreth sent his powers into Te’s mind, scanning the Neptian’s memories. It appeared Te had yet to learn that Rhen was Themrock. Since he knew the elves would never be able to keep Themrock’s presence a secret, he told him. “The Black Angel is Rhen.” 
 
    The corners of Te’s mouth turned down as his eyes narrowed. “What?” 
 
    “You heard me,” Loreth said impatiently, waving his hand at Te. “Rhen is Themrock.” 
 
    Te collapsed onto the chair behind him, shaking his head back and forth. He couldn’t believe it. He’d been going after Themrock? He’d been trying to hurt his own God? How could such a thing have happened? How could Themrock have deceived him? What kind of God would do that to his own people? It was a horrible thing to do. Themrock had set him up. How dare he!  
 
    Loreth smiled. He’d been reading Te’s mind. It was humorous to see how his weak mortal brain morphed from surprise about Themrock’s return to hatred at being duped. He had picked his pawn well. He wouldn’t have to threaten Te to keep him on course. The man was more than willing to go after Themrock. He just had to keep reminding Te that the only way to make Neptian great again would be to remove Rhen from power. 
 
    Te sat up straight in his chair, his dark eyes focusing on Loreth. “What’s our new plan?”. 
 
    Loreth sat down across from him. “Now, more than ever, we should be targeting Ceceta.  
 
    “You want to kill her?” Te’s face lit up. He was obviously hoping for permission to proceed. 
 
    “No.” Loreth shook his finger at Te. He didn’t want to hurt Ceceta. If she was injured, Themrock would go ballistic. All he wanted to do was to remove her from Rhen’s life. He was gambling that once she was gone, Themrock would give up his mortal shell. The part of Rhen’s life that Themrock was enjoying the most was his relationship with Ceceta. If he could remove her, Themrock wouldn’t have any reason to stay mortal. “Let’s go after her in another way. Our goal will be to get her to leave Rhen. Once she does, he will be vulnerable.” 
 
    “And without Ceceta by his side, there will be no reason for him to target us. Once Surpen is no longer a threat, Neptian will be able to grow.”  
 
    Loreth squeezed his lips together to keep from laughing. Rhen had never targeted Neptian, but since Te’s son had left Ceceta at the altar, in Te’s mind that meant it was only a matter of time before Ceceta turned Rhen’s focus on Neptian to get her revenge. This was why Te was the perfect pawn for him. The threat of Rhen would force Te to do his bidding without question.  
 
    “Correct,” he said.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Thestran Royal Palace – Rhen’s Hospital Room 
 
      
 
    After Latsoh had left the conference room earlier that day, James had broken down under the elves’ arguments and had drawn up an agreement with the elfin royals and their priests allowing one member from each of the four elfin tribes to act as Rhen’s bodyguard. Each guard would not only be responsible for protecting Rhen, but they would also be instrumental in working to soften Rhen towards their tribe, and if they were lucky, bringing Rhen back to the elves. James had insisted that the elves choose guards whom Rhen knew, which meant that Sarah, Aaron and Jack were now sitting in the hospital room, waiting for an opportunity to talk to Rhen. As of yet, nobody had explained to Rhen why they were there. James had mentioned that he’d take care of it, but he had yet to arrive.  
 
    “This is awkward,” Sarah mumbled under her breath to Aaron. She and Aaron had been in love ever since they’d first met at one of Reed’s jetbike races. Since she was a Water Elf and Aaron was a Fire Elf, they’d had to hide their relationship, because The Supreme had banned the elves not only from marrying out of their race but also out of their tribe.  
 
    “At least, we’ll get to be together more,” Aaron whispered. The two of them had been sneaking about, meeting in private for years. It was going to be nice for them to actually spend some quality time together, even if they did have to hide how they felt about each other. “And no one will be able to question it.” Sarah smiled and checked to make sure no one was looking, before blowing him a kiss. 
 
    Someone was playing music from Rhen’s last concert while Tgfhi and Crystam were dancing around the room singing along to it. Rhen was standing alone by the windows staring out at the palace's lawn and the ocean beyond. He reached down and turned the crank, opening the casement window in front of him then stuck his head outside to get some fresh air. A purple dragon flew by. Rhen clicked to it with his tongue. The dragon seemed to like his comment, because it flew off in spinning circles, belching out a marvelous display of fire balls. 
 
    “We’ve never seen dragons this close to the palace before,” Kate said beside him. “I heard from Bosternd that you can talk to them. What are they like?”  
 
    Rhen ignored his birth mother and leaned farther out the window. Since he couldn’t speak, he had decided that he could disregard anyone who didn’t ask him a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ question. Besides, she’d never apologized for abandoning him on Surpen. Everyone else had said they were sorry but Kate had always acted as if she were innocent. It was so very Thestran of her. 
 
    A breeze blew against his face, lifting his spirits and bringing with it the scent of ocean water. He wondered if the Water Elves, whose castle was in the middle of Thestran’s largest ocean, appreciated their home or if it they took it for granted. Rhen raised his chin as the setting sun turned the sky a deeper shade of blue. If he wanted to, he could drop from the window and fly away. He’d love to do that right now. He glanced back into the room and noticed that everyone was staring at him. Rasack’s whore. He hated being watched.  
 
    Rhen’s shoulder had begun to throb, so he stepped back inside the room only to find himself blasted by noise. He hadn’t realized how loud the music was. Sticking his head back out the window to ease the headache that had started to form, Rhen leaned against the window frame to rest. He sighed then doubled over in pain as an ear-splitting screech ripped through his skull, bringing tears to his eyes. He jerked himself back into the room and covered his ears with his hands. He was about to stomp on the audioplayer, when he realized the noise was coming from his ankle bracelet. Ceceta mustn’t have heard her bracelet, which was timed to go off first. Holding onto his ears, he ran towards the medicine cabinet. 
 
    Aaron noticed Rhen’s strange behavior and turned off the audioplayer to ask him what he was doing. As soon as the music was off, the room was filled with the sound of Ceceta’s bracelet beeping rapidly. “Oh, no.” She dashed to the cabinets. “I’m sorry, Rhen. I didn’t even hear it.” Rhen’s ankle bracelet was emitting a low beeping sound, which wasn’t affecting anyone but him. He stumbled on his way towards the cabinet and fell to his knees, clutching his ears in obvious agony. The combination of his headache and the piercing sound that was echoing inside his mind from his ankle bracelet made Rhen lightheaded. His hands and shoulders dropped downward as his eyes started to roll up.  
 
    “He’s going to pass out,” Reed yelled. The elves braced themselves, expecting to lose consciousness. 
 
    Ceceta ran past Reed and injected a shot into Rhen’s arm. At once, their bracelets fell silent. Rhen slumped onto the stone floor. He stared up at Ceceta with tear-filled eyes.  
 
    Ceceta felt terrible. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t hear my bracelet over the music.” Dropping down to her knees, she placed her hand on his back. “I’m really, really sorry. Are you okay?” Rhen gave her a half grin. He looked so cute, she leaned down to kiss him. “Well, on the bright side,” she whispered, while tapping her fingertip on his nose. “At least we know your bracelet works.” 
 
    Rhen sighed and rose to his feet then reached out to help Ceceta up. When he started to pull her into his arms, she said, “Wait. Let me get rid of this.” She held up the used shot and turned to go to the medicine cabinet. 
 
    As Rhen watched her, his eyes landed on the door behind her. Since he couldn’t speak, he hadn’t exactly promised Ceceta he’d stay in the room, had he? Moving quickly, Rhen bolted out the door. He heard Jet yelling behind him and chuckled. James was walking up the steps in front of him. Uh, oh, Rhen thought. If he could pick up enough speed, he might be able to pass by James without his noticing. Rhen’s plan would have worked, if Kate hadn’t yelled from the hospital door, “James, stop Rhen!” 
 
    James glanced up to find Rhen beside him on the stairs. “Whoa, little brother.” He put out his hand to stop him. “I thought Ceceta explained to you that you can’t leave the hospital room. You have to stay there until you’ve finished all the anti-venom.” Rhen smiled and pointed past James to the stairway window. In the distance, a group of dolphins and merpeople played on the ocean’s cresting waves. James sighed. This was going to be harder than he had thought. “Sorry, Rhen. We can’t let you leave.” 
 
    Estan, the Wood Elf King, appeared on the landing below them. “Rhen?” he said, sounding surprised. “Um,” he gestured towards an elf with dark skin and curly black hair behind him. “This is my nephew, Shno.” Shno was going to be Rhen’s bodyguard from the Wood Elf tribe. Estan had asked Reed to do it, but Reed had refused, saying he couldn’t spare the time, not with his duties to Thestran’s Council and his family.  
 
    Rhen had met Shno before at the University. He nodded politely, wondering why the Wood Elf King had introduced them, then trotted down the stairs past them.  
 
    “Wait,” James said, running after him. “Rhen, you can’t leave. We need you to stay here. What would happen if your ankle bracelet went off and you were in the ocean?” In answer to his question, Rhen disappeared and then reappeared behind Henry, who had just arrived on the landing. Rhen’s actions startled Henry, making him jump. Rhen chuckled silently then turned to walk the rest of the way down the stairs into the public section of the palace. Using his powers just now had weakened him and made his headache worse, but he didn’t want anyone to know that. 
 
    “No!” Henry yelled. Rhen paused. Henry had never yelled at him before. “No,” Henry repeated. “Rhen, I want you to stay in the hospital. I’m worried about you.”  
 
    Rhen glanced around the stairwell. Everyone seemed concerned. They obviously didn’t want him to leave. Why? All he wanted was some alone time. He brought his gaze back to Henry and shook his head. “Too bad you can’t have a beer right now, because that’s what you need,” Charlie said from above. He was leaning on the balcony railing watching the show below. When Rhen looked up at him, Charlie lifted his drink in salute. 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Henry said. “Do you Surpens have alcoholic drinks? Perhaps we could get you one?” Rhen shook his head. He had thought that Henry knew he hadn’t removed his bloodworms yet. The only thing he could drink was blood and his food had to be meat. 
 
    “Alcoholic drinks on Surpen? You must be joking,” General Nk laughed out in his deep voice. Rhen turned to find Bosternd and Nk walking up the stairs. He couldn’t believe how relieved he was to see them. Perhaps they could explain what was going on.  
 
    As if reading Rhen’s thoughts, Bosternd said, “We need to talk to you in private about a few things.” Rhen nodded and pointed towards the floor below. “No,” Bosternd said, gesturing up the stairs. “Let’s talk in your hospital room.” Rhen hesitated. What was Bosternd up to? Slowly, he followed his generals up the stairs. Nk emptied the room of everyone except for Jack, Aaron, Shno and Sarah. Rhen pointed his finger at them and then at the door. “Actually, Emperor, that’s why we’re here,” Bosternd began. Rhen slammed his hand against the door frame then pointed at the elves. “Okay,” Bosternd agreed. 
 
    “Perhaps, if you’ll just step outside for a few minutes while we talk to Rhen?” Nk told the elves. 
 
    Once they had left, Rhen plopped down onto one of the sofas in the middle of the room and sighed. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back. The pain was making him tired. 
 
    Bosternd sat down on the glass coffee table in front of Rhen, while Nk propped his massive body on the arm of the sofa to Rhen’s right. They waited quietly, giving Rhen a chance to relax. When Rhen opened his eyes, Bosternd said, “So, here’s the situation. You saved the elfin royals’ lives. Strike that. You saved everyone’s life here in the palace. They’re in shock. I’m sure it feels like they’re staring at you, as if you’re some sort of god, right?”  
 
    Rhen nodded as Nk leaned over to slap him on the leg. “Don’t worry, Rhen. They’ll get over it in a few weeks. I got over you after you saved my life, remember? The first time you saved me, I followed you around like a puppy, but now, I just laugh at you when you bring me back from the brink of death." 
 
    Rhen chuckled silently at Nk’s words. It made sense. The Thestrans had never fought a battle with him while he had used his powers. They didn’t know how he worked. Their worship would wear off in a few weeks. Rhen turned to tell Bosternd and Nk that he agreed, when he remembered he couldn’t speak. Dropping his head down into his hands, he bent over in frustration. Bosternd misunderstood his gesture. “I know. Enough is enough already. I mean, we don’t want Thestran as one of our territories, do we?” Rhen lifted his head, his eyes wide. "Oh, sorry. I thought you knew. Since it was our soldiers who saved Thestran’s Delegates, they’re asking us to include them in our territory. Only a declaration from you will put Thestran back into James’ hands. I assume that’s what you want?” Rhen nodded vigorously. “Good. I’ll let James know, but he’ll probably want to confirm it with you directly at a later date.” Bosternd reached over to shift his sword, the position he was sitting in had caused the weapon’s hilt to stick into his waist. “One more thing. You may not know this, but elfin law dictates that anyone who saves the life of one of their royals receives the royal’s strongest child or relative as their… well, we don’t have the term in Surpen, but the closest thing to it would be a bodyguard.” 
 
    Rhen snorted and shook his head. There was no way he was taking the elfin children on as his bodyguards. 
 
    Nk and Bosternd were expecting this reaction from him. James had asked them to convince Rhen to allow the elfin royals to give him bodyguards. At first Bosternd had been against it, but now that Surpen was no longer a member of the Convention of planets, he had decided it might be a good thing for them to solidify their bond with Thestran.  
 
    Nk was ready to play his part. Leaning forward, he said, “Sorry, but you have to take them. Saying no to the elfin royals would be a great insult. They’d think you felt their child was unworthy. Instead of getting rid of them, you would get stuck with two of their children watching over you. And, if you refused again there’d be three of them and so on and so on. It would keep going, until you had the entire elfin community sleeping with you, eating with you, playing with you and pissing with you.” Nk laughed at the look of horror on Rhen’s face. 
 
    Rhen dropped his eyes to the floor. He rubbed the toe of his boot against the grey markings in the stone at his feet, while pulling absentmindedly on the trim of the couch. Bosternd could tell he was digesting the idea. He shook his head at Nk when he opened his mouth to speak. Let Rhen sort it out on his own. 
 
    A little while later, Rhen sighed and ran a hand across his face. It sounded like he didn’t have a choice. Maybe, after a while, his ‘bodyguards’ would get sick of him and take off. He just had to bide his time until they left. Looking back up at Bosternd and Nk, he nodded, accepting his new guards. Nk slapped his hands on his thighs and rose. “I’ll go get them.” Rhen shook his head and motioned for Nk to sit down. He wanted a few more minutes of quiet time. 
 
    “By the way,” Bosternd said, moving someone’s cup of coffee away from him and flicking a few crumbs off the table onto the floor. “The Thestrans have kept your identity as the Black Angel a secret from the rest of the Universe.” Rhen smiled and gave Bosternd a thumbs up. He didn’t think he was ever going to be the Black Angel again, but he hadn’t made up his mind yet. “I thought they would have notified their Delegates about your identity but—” Bosternd stopped talking, when he realized Rhen wasn’t listening. Instead, he was focused on his thumb. 
 
    Rhen brought his thumb up to his face then opened his hand, inspecting each of his fingers. He grinned then pushed himself off the couch and marched over to the door. When Rhen opened the door, he found his elfin bodyguards standing in the doorway. Impatiently, he stepped aside and shooed them into the room, while he gazed around the hallway at the many faces, looking for Ceceta. When he spotted her, he grabbed her hand and pulled her into the hospital room. He pushed Ceceta down onto his bed and sat across from her, so they were facing each other. 
 
    Rhen held onto Ceceta’s hands and used his powers to speak into her mind. Unfortunately, every time he started to connect with Ceceta his headache would transfer over to her and she’d drop her head down in pain. 
 
    The Thestran royal family’s staff arrived carrying trays of food for the buffet table that had been set up in the back of the room. Rhen watched as a shy, young, elfin boy gingerly placed a meal tray on his bed for him, before backing out the door.  
 
    The elves had convinced James to allow them to honor some of their people by giving them the opportunity to serve Rhen his meals while he was on Thestran.  
 
    Rhen rolled his eyes after the elf had left and turned back to Ceceta, but her bracelet sounded off. 
 
    After Ceceta had given him his shot, Rhen took her hands in his and stared into her eyes. Remember, he thought. He tapped his head with his finger to try to tell her to remember. Ceceta smiled, but her eyebrow had raised, showing she was confused. Saying a small prayer to the Gods, Rhen held up his hand in front of her and moved his fingers to signal, I love you. Ceceta appeared puzzled. Rhen tried again, repeating the hand sign.  
 
    “Oh!” she cried out as his hand movements clicked in her memory. They had invented a way of communicating with each other using their hands while they were on Punishment Island, because they hadn’t wanted their jailer, Aul, to know what they were saying. Ceceta thought for a few minutes and then signed, I tired. 
 
    Rhen closed his eyes and said another quick prayer of thanks to the Gods then signed, Me too. Let’s eat. 
 
    Ceceta mulled over his signs for a moment, trying to remember the old hand gestures that Rhen had just used. Her face lit up when they came to her. She nodded and leaned over to pull Rhen’s tray in front of him before standing up to get herself some food. The Thestran royal family and elfin royals were already on the buffet line getting themselves dinner. Ceceta returned to Rhen’s bed with her meal and signed, This great. Can communicate. 
 
    Rhen nodded. I like the fact that only the two of us can do it.  
 
    Like before, Ceceta responded. The more they signed, the easier it was for her to recall their secret language. That reminds me. I want you to promise me you won’t leave the hospital room again until all of the shots are gone. 
 
    Rhen paused mid-bite. He really didn’t want to do that. Since he prided himself on never breaking a promise, it would mean that he’d be stuck here. Ceceta repeated her request, crossing her arms over her chest when she was done. Rhen felt like he didn’t have a choice. If he refused, he’d upset her. He didn’t want her to be angry at him. Okay, he signed. I promise. 
 
    Thank you, Ceceta signed before making a heart shape with her fingers. 
 
    “What are you doing with your hands?” Jack asked, walking over to join them. He had been watching them while he ate and had wondered if they were playing some sort of Surpen game. 
 
    “Nothing,” Ceceta sang out innocently, as Rhen gave her a wicked grin. 
 
    Before Jack could question them further, Latsoh and Erfce entered the room. They were holding hands and smiling. “Hey,” Latsoh said, stopping by Rhen’s bed. “You know what?” 
 
    “No,” Ceceta asked, her eyes on their clasped hands. “What?” 
 
    “We’ve set a date for our wedding,” Latsoh cried out, throwing her arms into the air. Ceceta cheered and hugged her, as Rhen slapped Erfce on the arm and nodded his head. It was about time. He wished he could speak so he could congratulate them properly.  
 
    “But what about your parents?” Ceceta whispered. 
 
    Latsoh glanced towards the back of the room where her father and mother were perched on one of the extra hospital beds eating. Her father glared at her, while her mother pouted. “I’ve decided to live my life the way I want to. If they won’t accept my choice, then so be it.” 
 
    Ceceta hugged Latsoh again, but released her when their friends Crystam and Tgfhi approached the bed to congratulate them. Although Crystam and Tgfhi looked happy on the outside, Ceceta could see that Crystam’s eyes were strained and Tgfhi’s movements were sharp, as if he were angry. The two of them had been engaged much longer than Erfce and Latsoh, but Crystam had been putting off setting a date for their wedding. Ceceta wondered if Latsoh’s announcement might force Crystam to act. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Hospital Room – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
      
 
    When James entered Rhen’s hospital room a few days later, he saw Rhen at the window talking with a dragon and realized it was the perfect opportunity for him to ask Ceceta about the sign language she and Rhen were using. He wanted to know why they’d invented it and also he needed to tell her that he’d found a language expert who might be able to decipher Rhen’s signs. He hoped it meant that Ceceta might be able to get some rest. She’d been working constantly, ever since Rhen had arrived in the hospital. James watched as Ceceta cleaned the counter near the sink. When he stepped up beside her, she placed the towel she’d been using along the side of the metal sink and turned towards him smiling. “Bosternd told me you created the sign language you’ve been using. It’s rather ingenious of you. Out of curiosity, why did you invent it?”  
 
    Ceceta’s smile faltered as her blue skin paled. She turned her head away from him and cleared her throat before saying, “We formed it during a… rough time in our lives.” 
 
    James couldn’t help himself from asking. “A rough time?” 
 
    Ceceta’s lips thinned and she nodded. She closed her eyes for a moment before softly saying, “Punishment Island.” 
 
    James shivered involuntarily. Before the war, his mother, Kate, had transmitted one of Ceceta’s memories of her and Rhen’s time on the Island to him. What he’d seen General Aul do to them had enraged him. He still wanted to gut the man for it. Too bad Aul had gone missing after the war. He opened his mouth to tell Ceceta about the interpreter he’d found, but was interrupted by Lilly. 
 
    “What are you doing bringing dragons in here? They should go with their mother.” 
 
    James glanced over towards Rhen to find him stepping away from the windows with two tiny golden dragons in his arms. The grey dragon that he’d been talking with was now flying off into the distance. Rhen signed to Ceceta. That wasn’t their mother. She was killed by the humans on their planet. That dragon saved them and brought them to me to raise until they could live on their own. 
 
    “Rhen says that wasn’t their mother,” Ceceta explained as she walked over to sit down on Rhen’s bed. 
 
    James hesitated. Rhen had been signing for a much longer time than Ceceta had answered. It seemed obvious that she hadn’t explained everything he’d said. Perhaps it would be better for him not to tell Ceceta about the interpreter. He needed to talk to Rhen about the Council’s decision to become Surpen. It might help him more in his negotiations if he had someone else explain Rhen’s signs—someone who wouldn’t leave anything out. He would wait until the interpreter arrived tomorrow before making the decision to tell them. 
 
    Rhen sat down on one of the couches in the middle of the room. The baby dragons he was holding could fit in the palm of his hand. They peeped then raced up and down his arms, checking out their new territory. One crawled up on top of his head to survey the room. Rhen lifted the dragon down and held his finger to its mouth. He knew that the Surpen Beasts of War needed powers in order to grow. Usually, the Genisters would take care of a dragon’s needs, but there weren’t any Genisters in the room. The tiny dragon squirmed in his grasp, as Rhen tried to get it to inhale his powers. It nipped at Rhen’s finger. Rhen shook his head. He clicked to it, hoping it would understand. Eventually, the dragon settled down. Rhen watched as a small, white, cloud-like wisp of his powers left his finger and entered the dragon’s mouth. There, he thought. You got it. The second baby dragon jumped out of Rhen’s shirt onto his lap. It lunged forward and bit Rhen’s hand in its rush to drink his powers. Rhen jerked his hand away and shook it. When he inspected the bite, he found it had already healed. He cradled the second dragon in his lap then lowered his hand to it, teaching it how to drink. 
 
    Latsoh was sitting on the chair across from him drinking a cup of tea. She lowered her mug slowly as she watched the scene. There was a portrait of Lord Themrock in the Wood Elf castle feeding two baby dragons the same way that Rhen was now. The corner of her mouth rose and she glanced around the room to see if anyone else had noticed. From the look of awe on the guard elves’ faces, it seemed they all had.  
 
    Thellis’ transparent form floated into the room through the ceiling. His wispy appearance was forest green in color, like his powers. His ghostly clothing was a darker shade of green, as was his hair and goatee. He hovered above James’ head for a moment then lowered himself over the coffee table in front of Rhen. “Feeling better?” Rhen looked up from the dragons and nodded then waved his hand in front of Thellis’ face and pointed at the golden dragons on his lap. Tired from their meal, the dragons had curled up together into a tight ball and fallen asleep. “Yes, I know. Thank you for feeding them. One of us will be back later to give them another meal.” Before Rhen could respond, Thellis phased away.  
 
    Rhen yawned. He was bored and wanted to do something. Carefully, he eased his hands under the dragons, then lifted them up and placed them onto the seat cushion beside him. Once they were settled, he stood up to stretch.  
 
    “They’re beautiful,” Jack said, leaning over the couch to get a better view. He wanted to touch them, but was afraid. He inhaled sharply when Rhen’s hand closed around his wrist. Themrock was touching him. He felt lightheaded. Rhen had touched him hundreds of times in the past, like when he’d taught Jack how to fight, but this was different because he now knew that Rhen was Themrock. Rhen guided his hand down to the back of the largest baby dragon. Slowly, he moved Jack’s hand so that Jack was stroking the dragon’s silky back. “Oh, Gods,” Jack breathed out, forgetting all about Themrock. He couldn’t believe it. He was touching a dragon. 
 
    Rhen smiled when Jack glanced up at him with wonder. He’d always liked Jack. Leaning over, he patted Jack on the shoulder before walking over towards his bed. 
 
    Across the room the Air Elf King beamed. He’d watched the exchange between his son and Rhen. There was no doubt in his mind that Jack was in with Rhen. Now all Jack had to do was get Rhen to their castle. He’d talk to his son about it later. He lifted his chin with pride. The other elfin kings were still at a loss. Even Naci, who’d once had the best chance of getting close to Themrock. He wondered if Naci would apologize to Latsoh. Probably not. The man was more stubborn than a Ventarian pig. 
 
    "Hey, Rhen,” Charlie said, walking into the room with a rectangular box under his arm. He’d been dying to ask Rhen to save Chisten from Hell, but couldn’t because he’d promised the Gods he wouldn’t bring it up until Rhen was healed. It was frustrating, because Rhen seemed perfectly healthy now.  
 
    A couple of days ago, Ceceta and the others had been concerned when Rhen’s wound had started to grow. Ceceta had tried to put the cream on it but Rhen had signed that it hurt more than the wound. She’d had to trick him, giving him a Neptian sleep massage then handcuffing him to the bed so he wouldn’t wipe the cream off his back in his sleep. They’d been worried that Rhen might fight them every time Ceceta tried to apply the cream, but when Rhen’s mother, Orpel, had visited from Surpen, she’d made him promise he’d let Ceceta administer the cream. Now Rhen was feeling better and his wound had shrunk back to its original size.  
 
    Charlie hadn’t been able to get Chisten out of his mind. The thought of her alone in Hell with Thaster made his stomach turn. Placing the box he was carrying onto the coffee table, he gestured for Rhen to approach. He lifted the lid and pulled out a checkered board, which he laid on the table. Last night, he’d realized that he might be able to broach the subject of Chisten in a roundabout way. The game he had brought included pieces that symbolized Hell. Maybe, when Rhen saw the pieces, he’d ask about Chisten? If Rhen brought it up then Charlie wasn’t breaking his promise by talking about it. Charlie pulled a leather satchel from his pocket that held the game’s pieces. “Let’s play Tetong Chess,” he said when Rhen sat down in the chair to his right.  
 
    Reed, who happened to be sitting in the chair next to Rhen’s, scoffed and reached out for the coffee table. He pulled it closer then moved the board so that it was between himself and Rhen. “We don’t want you to hurt your brain, Charlie. I’ll play Rhen.” 
 
    Charlie hesitated. This wasn’t going the way he’d planned. “But I want to play,” he whined like a child, hoping Reed would back off. Since Reed had two young children, he was used to whining. He gave Charlie a look then held his hand out for the bag of pieces. Charlie sighed and tossed him the bag then moved over to sit on the opposite side of the coffee table. 
 
    After Reed explained the game’s rules to Rhen, they started to play. It didn’t take long for Rhen to beat Reed. Rhen played the Water Elf King and Air Elf King next and he beat both of them as well. 
 
    "What are they doing?” Nk asked as he stood behind Rhen’s chair watching. He’d just arrived from Surpen to check on Rhen and had found him and Lilly moving wooden shapes around on a checkered square. 
 
    “They’re playing a board game,” Aaron told him. 
 
    “Why are they playing a... bored game?" Nk shifted his weapons belt forward and sat down on the couch then dusted some sand off his tunic. There’d been a brisk wind on Surpen that had kicked up a lot of desert sand. His uniform was coated in it. 
 
    "A board game,” Aaron enunciated. “They’re playing it because it’s fun. Rhen’s good at it.” Nk snorted. Rhen was good at everything. 
 
    This game is too easy, Rhen signed to Ceceta when she administered his next shot. 
 
    “Play me,” Charlie insisted, sitting down on the chair across from Rhen when Lilly stood up. Rhen sighed. He might as well let Charlie play. Their game would be over quickly and then he could check out one of the new jetbike magazines that Reed had brought.  
 
    Several hours later, Rhen watched as Charlie took a sip from his drink while he surveyed the pieces on the board. They were still playing the same game they’d started earlier that day. Every time Rhen had thought that he’d cornered Charlie’s emperor piece, his brother would find a way to escape. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had to concentrate this hard. Even some of his battles had been easier than this. When Charlie moved his pawn to an area where Rhen had thought he was protected, he groaned. No, he thought, as Charlie removed his hand from his piece marking the end of this turn. No way! Charlie had beaten him. He’d won the game and Rhen hadn’t even seen it coming. 
 
    Rhen lunged forward and grabbed Charlie by his jacket. “Hey, watch it little brother,” Charlie cried out, his hand compensating for the movement. “You’re going to spill my drink.”  
 
    Rhen held Charlie in front of him as he studied his face, searching his eyes. Ceceta was worried that Rhen might hurt Charlie so she placed her hand on his arm. “Love? Is everything okay? You played a good game.” Flinging Charlie back into his chair, Rhen turned to Ceceta and signed, Ask Charlie what his favorite color is. 
 
    “Charlie, what’s your favorite color?”  
 
    Charlie glanced towards Ceceta and then back at Rhen. This was an unexpected twist. He hadn’t been successful in getting Rhen to talk about Chisten. Instead, he’d slipped enough to clue Rhen in on his secret. “Dark brown.” Charlie watched as a grin spread across Rhen’s face. I guess that’s that, he thought. He wondered if Rhen would say anything to the others. Probably not, since the Code Book forbade it. 
 
    Ceceta, Rhen signed, Tell Nk to hire Charlie as my advisor. 
 
    “What?” Ceceta couldn’t believe it. Surely, she’d misunderstood his signs.  
 
    Rhen lifted his chin and pointed towards Nk. He knew Ceceta had seen him.  
 
    Nk balked when he got the message, but he walked over and asked Charlie if the two of them could speak together in private. Once they had left the room, Rhen lay down on his bed. Good, he thought. He was happy to have Charlie. From the looks he was getting, he knew everyone thought he was crazy for hiring him. If they only knew. Rhen chuckled to himself.  
 
    So, Charlie was a Genister. That explained why he hadn’t gone insane during his time in Hell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Hospital Room – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
      
 
    “Rhen, can we talk?” James asked as he entered Rhen’s hospital room. Glancing towards the back of the room, he spotted Mary, the language expert, sitting next to Lilly.  
 
    What do you think he wants? Rhen signed to Ceceta, who shrugged in response. 
 
    Mary smiled from her perch by the window. She’d been hired by James to translate Rhen’s signs but had been growing nervous that her new job was in jeopardy because Rhen hadn’t used his sign language all morning. She was surprised by how simple Rhen’s gestures were to interpret. Signaling discreetly to Lilly to read her mind, she translated Rhen’s comment. Lilly turned her back on Rhen and gesticulated with her hands, using her powers to send Mary’s translation into the minds of all of the elves and Thestrans who were present. She was about to tell Rhen that they could now understand him, but paused when James held up his hand, asking her to wait. He wanted to know what Rhen was thinking, so he could move their conversation in such a way as to get what he wanted. Bosternd had told him that Surpen would not incorporate Thestran into their empire, but James needed to have Rhen confirm it, in case Bosternd had been mistaken.  
 
    Charlie really likes that woman. I wonder who she is? Rhen signed, his eyes on Mary. 
 
    Mary blushed and dropped her gaze to the floor before whispering to Lilly what Rhen had signed. She’d noticed that Charlie was watching her, but hadn’t realized it was because he liked her. She peered over at Charlie through her lashes and found him looking equally flustered by Rhen’s comment. He was cute with his bright blue eyes, tousled blond hair and flushed cheeks.  
 
    James cleared his throat to get Rhen’s attention then sat down on the sofa beside him. 
 
    Uh, oh, this can’t be good. Every time there’s a difficult issue that James doesn’t want to deal with, he clears his throat.  
 
    “Did he say something I should know?” James asked Ceceta, even though he knew exactly what Rhen had said, because Mary had just translated it. When Ceceta shook her head, James made the decision to keep Mary’s work a secret. He wouldn’t tell Ceceta or Rhen that they could understand their sign language. “So, Rhen, here’s the situation. Our Delegates have become enamored with the idea of becoming Surpen. It’s put me in a difficult position, because… they’re calling for me to step down as the Head of the Council. They want to put you in charge. They want us to relinquish complete control to Surpen. I would like you to deny their request.” 
 
    Rhen’s eyes widened as he signed, He’s got to be joking. Step down? They want him to step down? Neptune’s balls, what an insult. I knew they wanted to become Surpen, but I didn’t know they wanted to kick James out. He should tell them to go to Hell rather than trying to keep them satisfied. Rhen paused to consider the situation. What do you think the Council Delegates are thinking? Don’t they realize I’m an Emperor? I won’t listen to their crap. They’re far better off with James than they would be with me. He smiled then added, Although, it might be fun to rule Thestran. I might enjoy that. 
 
    James tensed when he heard Mary’s translation. Had Bosternd been mistaken?  
 
    After a few anxious moments, Rhen shook his head and signed, Ceceta, tell James not to worry. I will refuse their request. He can keep his Council. I just need to find the proper passage in the Code Book that deals with this to make sure that I’m not violating any laws. 
 
    Ceceta realized that Rhen had made a mistake. He was probably feeling worse than he was letting on. When she translated his words to James, she left out the ‘Code Book’ comment. That had been a slip up by Themrock that didn’t need to be repeated. 
 
    “That’s great. Thank you, Rhen,” James said, after Ceceta had translated Rhen’s signs. “I’ll tell the Delegates that they’re stuck with me.” He wondered why Ceceta hadn’t mentioned the ‘Code Book’ remark and why Rhen wasn’t questioning her about it. Unfortunately, he couldn’t bring it up, since he wasn’t supposed to know what Rhen had signed. 
 
    Ten, nine, eight…  
 
    “What are you doing?” Ceceta asked. 
 
    Rhen snorted. Counting down until Lilly enters hard labor. Three, two, one… blast off.  
 
    At that moment, Lilly, whose eyes were as big as saucers while she transmitted Mary’s words to the others, felt an incredible amount of pain in her abdomen. “Gods!” she cried out, clutching her belly. She couldn’t believe it. She was having her baby. She laughed, before groaning in pain as another contraction hit. 
 
    Thellis floated into the room on a green cloud. He was there to feed the dragons some of his powers. While he lowered himself next to Jack, he heard everyone wishing Lilly and Jet good luck as they left the room. “Good luck with what?” 
 
    Jack picked the dragons up off the coffee table where he’d been playing with them and placed them on his lap. “Lilly’s having her baby now.” 
 
    Thellis grunted. Yeah, he thought sarcastically, another mortal. Just what the Universe needed. He reached over towards the dragons on Jack’s lap and pinched off two pieces of his green powers, making small, glowing powerballs about the size of marbles. The dragons lengthened their necks to suck at the powers floating above them. Jack stroked them as they fed, his fingers dancing lightly over their soft scales. “Why does their golden color take on a green tinge after you feed them?” 
 
    Thellis glanced down to see what he was talking about. Sure enough, the dragons’ golden scales were now tarnished. He hadn’t thought that they were getting enough of his powers to change. “It happens all the time,” he told Jack with indifference. “When a being absorbs our powers, they take on our essence. Their appearance will change in accordance with how much power they take in in relation to the amount of power they have on their own.” 
 
    Jack tilted his head. “It happens all the time?” 
 
    Across the room, Ceceta signed, I can’t wait. What are they having, a boy or a girl? 
 
    Thellis’ head jerked up at the sound of a man’s voice in his mind. Ceceta had just used the private hand language she and Rhen had created and someone had apparently translated and then telepathically transmitted her words to everyone in the room but Rhen and Ceceta. Jack’s question forgotten, Thellis floated over towards the Thestran woman with brown hair who was sitting by the windows. He knew everyone else in the room. She was the only newcomer. 
 
    Mary stared at Thellis with terror as she translated Rhen’s response for James, who’d moved over to take Lilly’s place. You won’t have to wait long. She’s going to have that baby incredibly fast. Her powers were keeping her from feeling her earlier labor pains. She wondered what Thellis was going to do to her for translating Lord Themrock’s personal conversation with his wife. She watched him as he hovered in front of her then breathed a sigh of relief when he floated up into the air above her, a curious expression on his face. 
 
    As Mary translated Ceceta’s signs for James, she watched Thellis chuckle. Apparently, he didn’t mind her involvement. She dropped her eyes and noticed Charlie was still staring at her. Blushing, she looked away.  
 
    Thellis shook his head. Damn, those mortals were clever. They’d done something he and other Genisters had never been able to do–crack Rhen and Ceceta’s sign language. He sat in the air, his legs crossed at the ankles, as he waited to see what Rhen was going to say next.  
 
    You’ll know soon, Rhen signed. The baby dragons had left Jack and were now crawling up his pants. Reaching down, he lifted them into his arms. 
 
    Damn it, Rhen, a boy or a girl? Ceceta stopped signing when her bracelet started to beep. Turning, she walked over to the cabinet to get Rhen’s next shot. Rhen moved over to his bed to sit down. He plopped the dragons onto his pillow before pulling off his shirt. Ceceta returned to give him his shot. When she was done, she opened up the cream for his wound. Rhen caught her hands and signed, A girl. 
 
    Ceceta smiled. She knew Lilly had wanted a girl. “That’s great.” Reaching out, she put the cream on Rhen’s wound. He breathed in sharply through his nose while grabbing the edge of the bed, shaking from pain. The cream hurt like hell. When it had subsided enough that he could tolerate it, Rhen pulled on his shirt. 
 
    “Rhen,” James said, when saw Ceceta return to the cabinets. “The Council Delegates want to interview the Zorthan prisoners that were captured during the battle. I don’t think that’s a good idea. You must remove them and send them to Surpen. I will tell the Council Delegates that that was our agreement for having Surpens’ soldiers defend us.” 
 
    Rhen nodded. Good boy, James, finally showing more decisive behavior. Telling me, your superior, what I must do. I like it. He winked at Ceceta. Ceceta, tell James it’s been done. I moved the prisoners to Surpen before he finished speaking. If he needs them back for anything, he should ask Bosternd. Ceceta told James the last half of what Rhen had signed. 
 
    “Thank you,” James said turning towards the windows to hide his face. Mary had translated everything Rhen had said. He wasn’t sure how he felt about Rhen’s praise or the fact that Rhen considered himself to be superior.  
 
    “Damn it, Rhen,” Thellis said with anger as he floated towards him. “Didn’t I tell you not to use your powers? Every time you use them you worsen your condition. You can’t use your powers.” Rhen gave Thellis a sheepish look. He had forgotten. “Sorry,” he mouthed. 
 
    “Just don’t do it again,” Thellis growled before flying away. 
 
    Later that night, Rhen waited in his hospital room with his four elfin guards while his wife and the others went to congratulate Lilly and Jet. Charlie was the first one back. Rhen’s eyebrows raised when he noticed his brother holding Mary’s hand. “Hey, Rhen. We saw the baby. She’s little and… ugly-looking.” Rhen chuckled silently as Mary shook her head and walked over to the seating area. “No, really,” Charlie insisted. “Newborn babies are ugly. They have these funky faces that are all squished.”  
 
    Suddenly, Ceceta rushed into the room. She grabbed one of Rhen’s shots and headed towards his bed. 
 
    “What are you doing, Ceceta?” Charlie asked. “Your bracelet isn’t beeping.” 
 
    “I know. I think I’ve finally got the timing down. It will probably beep in–” Before she could say another word, her bracelet sounded off and she gave Rhen his shot. Charlie watched as Rhen took off his tunic for the cream.  
 
    When Ceceta was finished, Charlie leaned over and whispered to them. “You know what? I met this girl, you see her?” He pointed not so discreetly at Mary, which made Rhen and Ceceta roll their eyes. “Anyway, you’ll never believe this, but she likes me. Can she stay here tonight? I don’t want her to leave the palace yet, because I don’t know if she’ll come back. Do you mind if she stays here, please?” 
 
    “What’s her name, Charlie?” Ceceta asked, while wiping off her hands. Most of the time, Charlie never remembered his girlfriends’ names. 
 
    Charlie’s chin lifted. He looked very pleased with himself. “Mary.” 
 
    Ceceta was impressed. It seemed Charlie really did like this girl. “She can stay as long as she wants to.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Charlie hugged them both jointly before adding, “I’ll be right back.” He ran down the stairs to the first conference room on the right. As soon as he entered, his family turned towards him. “It’s done,” he announced. “They said Mary could stay.” Charlie was trying to act casual about it, but he was personally thrilled that Mary would be joining their group. He’d known, when she’d walked into the room, that she was the one for him.  
 
    Fortunately, James had just made his life a whole lot easier, by asking Mary to stay and then coming up with a plan that included making her Charlie’s new girlfriend. Charlie wasn’t going to have to work to get her to notice him. Now all he had to do was convince her to marry him. 
 
    James breathed a sigh of relief. “Excellent. She can watch them and they won’t question why she’s there. Our next hurdle will be the Vivists. Do you think Themrock was right when he said they would return or did he make a mistake? I can’t imagine why they would come back. They don’t know that the Black Angel is injured.” 
 
    Charlie lifted the glass of wine that he’d snatched off the table by the door to his lips. “That we know of,” he murmured before taking a sip. If James had asked him, he would have told his brother that, by now, everyone in the Universe knew about Rhen. There was no way they could keep something as monumental as Themrock’s return a secret. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Delegate Te’s Manor House on Neptian 
 
      
 
    “Te,” Loreth said, as he phased into Te’s study. He glanced behind him to check the door and was pleased to see it was closed. 
 
    “I’m glad you came.” Te was sorting through some papers on his desk. “I’ve come up with a few ideas on how we can get Ceceta to leave Rhen. My first thought is to have Yfetb contact her and tell her that he made a mistake. He’ll confess to being deeply in love with her and will ask her to marry him. Ceceta loved Yfetb. She was devastated when he left her. I’m sure she would jump at the chance to marry him.” 
 
    Loreth covered his mouth with his hand to keep from laughing. Before he could say anything, Te continued, “If that doesn’t work, we should send a group of beautiful women to surround Rhen. I’m sure you’ve noticed that Ceceta is rather ugly. Once Rhen sees the true beauties that Neptian has to offer, he will divorce her.” 
 
    Loreth was now pinching his lips closed with his fingers. Seriously? he thought. Te was an idiot. First of all, Ceceta’s love for Yfetb died when she met Rhen; and secondly, Rhen loves Ceceta for who she is, not because of her looks, although her blue skin might have been the first thing that had caught his eye. Still, anyone could see that Ceceta was gorgeous.  
 
    Loreth wanted to mock Te for his stupidity, but he held his tongue. He’d lost ground with Te after the Ventarian trade route fiasco. He needed to tread softly around the man until he’d gotten him back under control. Pulling off his black gloves, he approached Te’s desk. “Those are some excellent suggestions. Unfortunately, I don’t think they’ll work. First of all…” He paused, holding back what he really wanted to say, which was to tell Te that Ceceta wasn’t a fool and she’d know what Yfetb was up to if he contacted her.  
 
    “First of all,” Loreth repeated, “you had wanted Yfetb to marry Crystam. I think you’re finally making some progress on that front. Don’t pull him away from her when he’s so close to achieving his goal.” 
 
    “You think?” Te lifted his head, but glanced towards the open window, where he could hear some tourists, who were visiting Neptian’s famous Ldastar Waterfalls, laughing. Rising, he walked over to the window to close it. 
 
    “Definitely. And, your second idea is a good one, but Rhen is very stubborn. I doubt he’d look at another woman while he’s married to Ceceta. Perhaps we should save that idea for another time?” Te grunted as he returned to his seat.  
 
    “How about if we get some of the students at the University to ridicule and attack Ceceta verbally?” Loreth suggested. 
 
    “What would that do?” Te snapped. He’d liked his ideas even if Loreth didn’t see the merit in them. 
 
    “Well, if the students plant the notion in Ceceta’s mind that she’s not the right person for Rhen, then perhaps she’ll leave him.” 
 
    Te’s lips tightened as he considered Loreth’s words. “You think that would work?” 
 
    “Yes. If we tear apart Ceceta’s self-esteem, she’ll eventually realize that she doesn’t belong with Rhen. He should be married to an elf.” 
 
    “An elf,” Te repeated, his eyes growing distant. “Yes. He would be better off with an elf. In fact, the elfin priests are livid with him for marrying out. I’ll talk to them to see if I can get their help. We’ll convince the students to form a club, an… Elves for Themrock Club. Their goal will be to get Ceceta to leave Rhen.” Te peered up at Loreth as he stood in front of his desk. “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “What?” Loreth was confused. What was Te asking him? 
 
    “About my idea. What do you think about my idea to go after Ceceta? If we form a club of students that ridicules her, she’ll realize she doesn’t belong with Rhen and she’ll leave him.” 
 
    Loreth blinked. How had Te’s mind morphed his idea so that Te now thought it was his own? Sometimes he wondered if Te was sane. “It’s fantastic. Put it in motion.” 
 
    Te pulled out his communicator. “I’ll contact The Supreme Elfin Priest now to set up a meeting. I don’t think I’ll have any trouble convincing him to organize a club to support Themrock.”  
 
    “Good.” Loreth leaned his hip against Te’s Ventarian plumb tree desk. He watched as Te typed his message with two fingers. It seemed Delegate Te didn’t do a lot of typing. He probably had a large staff of assistants. Speaking of assistants, Loreth remembered he wanted to have Te use two of his. “I want you to use two of my past aides. They can help you with your mission.” 
 
    “I don’t need them.” 
 
    Loreth bristled. He had half a mind to strangle Te for refusing him. “I think you’ll find they’re very helpful. Aul knows how Rhen thinks and Narseth’s good for his brute strength.” 
 
    Te paused to look up from his screen. “Aul and Narseth? The henchman that Rhen’s father used to use?” 
 
    “Yes. I’d like to use them again and this would be the perfect opportunity.” 
 
    Te shook his head. “No. Never. I will not use Surpens to further Neptian’s goals. I want nothing to do with them.” He had no need for some lowly Surpen soldiers. With Loreth’s help, he could make Neptian glorious on his own. He lifted up his communicator to finish typing his message. 
 
    Loreth groaned inside. Was Te really doing this? He debated how important it was for him to get Aul and Narseth involved with the elves and decided he’d wait. He’d let Te begin the process, and if an opportunity arose, he’d use the elves as bait for a plan that included Aul and Narseth. In the meantime, the Rasacks had heard a rumor that the Black Angel was ill. They were itching to attack Tgarus again. Loreth had given them permission so it was only a matter of time before they struck.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crystam squeezed her eyes shut and pounded her head with her hands. What was wrong with her? She wanted to marry Tgfhi. She loved him. So, why was she finding it so hard to set a date?  
 
    Leaning into the bathroom sink, she looked at herself in the mirror. Her eyes had bags under them and her lips were stuck in a perpetual frown. She wanted to laugh. Her mother was the most beautiful woman in the Universe, the Goddess of Love, and Crystam, who looked just like her, looked awful. 
 
    Latsoh and Erfce were outside the bathroom door sitting next to Rhen’s hospital bed discussing possible venues for their wedding. Crystam had been offering them suggestions, but every time she mentioned a new locale, Tgfhi had glared at her. When she’d reached for his hand and he’d withdrawn it, she’d escaped to the bathroom to get ahold of herself.  
 
    Crystam turned on the sink and splashed some water onto her face in an attempt to keep from crying. 
 
    “Why can’t I set a date?” she asked her image. The misery on the face that stared back at her made her want to cry even more. She didn’t know what was wrong with her. For some reason, every time she thought about getting married, she felt scared. Someone knocked on the door. “I’ll be right out,” she yelled. 
 
    Crystam dried her face on one of the thick towels and opened the door. 
 
    “You, okay?” Charlie asked, sounding rather sober. Crystam nodded and tried to step past him but Charlie reached out and caught her arm. “You should talk to your Mom. If I remember right, you used to talk to her every day while you were at the University. When was the last time you called her?” 
 
    He was right. She hadn’t reached out to her mom in days. The very thought of talking to her again made Crystam feel better. “Thanks, Charlie. I’ll do that.” 
 
    Charlie grinned and bobbed his head looking inebriated. “Cool.” He released her arm and whispered, “I’ve got to pee now,” then closed the bathroom door in her face. 
 
    Crystam stepped out into the hallway on her way to the spare room they were using and called her mom. “Baby girl!” Chara sang out when she answered. “How are you? How’s it going with Rhen?” 
 
    “Mom,” Crystam began her voice quavering. She sniffed and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Sweetie? What’s wrong? Is everything okay?” 
 
    Crystam nodded. “It’s just. Latsoh and Erfce have been discussing their wedding a lot and it’s making me… sad.” She started to cry and rushed the rest of the way down the hall to the room that had been reserved for them.  
 
    “Oh, honey. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “No,” Crystam choked out, closing the door behind her. She was relieved to see that no one else was using the room. “No. Don’t come. I’m fine.” She sniffed and wiped at her tears, while walking over to one of the cots. “Really.” 
 
    “Talk to me,” Chara said softly. “What is it about their wedding that has you so upset?” She had an inkling of what it could be and prayed she was wrong. 
 
    “I… I guess it’s that I… I mean Tgfhi and I still don’t have a date for our wedding.” She made a wounded animal sound and pressed her palm to her eyes. 
 
    “It’s easy to fix that Crystam,” Chara said. “You are in control. It’s up to you.” 
 
    “I know,” Crystam wailed. 
 
    “Baby girl, what’s going on? It’s not like you to be upset over something like this.” 
 
    Crystam didn’t know where to start. “It’s just a feeling, Mom. Every time I think I’ll set the date, I get a… feeling.” 
 
    Chara felt chills race down her arms. No, she thought, it’s too soon. Crystam shouldn’t be getting her powers until after she graduated from the University. Every fifth generation of Ventarian princesses was cursed with powers so strong that they couldn’t live with anyone. If a person were to look at them, they would die. Chara hadn’t known about her daughter’s fate until after she’d given birth. It was a closely guarded secret; one that was passed down solely through the queens. Any records of the previous princesses, who’d had Crystam’s fate, were destroyed. 
 
    Chara needed Crystam to marry and have a daughter as soon as possible. If Crystam didn’t have a child before she got her full powers, their royal line would die and Ventar would be vulnerable to any planet with a military force. “Crystam,” Chara said. She waited until Crystam had finished blowing her nose and was looking at her. “I will set a date and plan your wedding. There’s no need for you to stress over it.” 
 
    “No, Mom.” Crystam wiped at her nose again. “It’s okay. I want to do it.” 
 
    Chara forced a light smile on her face. “It’s not a problem, baby girl. I’m happy to take care of it.” 
 
    “No,” Crystam repeated forcefully. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    It appeared her daughter had gotten control of her emotions. Too bad. Chara would have set the date for tomorrow if she could. “Fine. But, if you change your mind, I’m here to help.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, baby girl.” Chara disconnected and leaned back in her chair. How long did Crystam have? Would she be able to carry a child to term before her powers overcame her? Standing up, she walked over to the window for some air. She loved Tgfhi. He was a sweet boy, but sometimes she wished he’d take control and force Crystam to set a date for their wedding. Chara wondered if she should ask Tgonar to press his son into setting a date. No, she thought. It’d be better not to get Tgfhi’s dad involved. She’d say a prayer to the Genister Gods. Hopefully, they would listen.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Naci marched through the Fire Elf castle’s drafty hallways towards his office. He threw open the door and stepped into the room, closing it quickly behind him to keep in the heat from the burner his wife had running. Reman looked up from her computer. She was about to tell him that she’d finished the accounts for the month when she noticed the frown on his face. 
 
    “Do you know who I just spoke to?” Naci began, as he paced back and forth in front of the heater to warm up. 
 
    Reman held her tongue. It had clearly been a rhetorical question. She pulled on her gloves to keep her fingers warm. The soft fur lining on the inside felt good after the coldness of her keyboard. 
 
    “The Supreme.” Naci paused, his face turning red. “The Supreme told me that I had to disinherit Latsoh.”  
 
    Reman shivered. She hated The Supreme. The elves’ scriptures had worked well for centuries. The previous Supremes had been easy going, but the newest one’s religious interpretations were much too conservative for her taste. She knew a lot of other elves who agreed with her. The only reason why there hadn’t been a rebellion against the current Supreme was because the Thestran royal family had restored the elves’ homes and made their lives comfortable again. Compared to the living conditions she and Naci had grown up with, back when they’d had to hide from the human Thestrans, they were now living in splendor. Things were great. Once her children became rulers, though, Reman was sure things would change. Her children’s generation already expected more than hers did. They would grow tired of the direction in which The Supreme was taking them and put an end to it. She was sure of it. 
 
    “The nerve of him. Telling me to disinherit my child,” Naci fumed. 
 
    Reman sighed. She missed Latsoh. If only her daughter had fallen in love with someone from the Fire Elf tribe. Naci would soon be looking to her for advice. Unfortunately, she didn’t have any to give because she didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t go against The Supreme without angering his people. Reman was sure that Naci wouldn’t want to take that route, which meant he’d probably have to disinherit Latsoh. Her heart ached just thinking about it.  
 
    Naci paused in his pacing to scratch his chin. “As far as I know, elves aren’t forbidden from marrying out, right? It’s not actually written in any of the scriptures. It’s just that nobody does it.” 
 
    Reman nodded. She’d read the scriptures many times and there was nothing in them about having to marry within the race, let alone the tribe. If any elves had married out before, there simply weren’t any records of it. With all of the powers Themrock had given the elves, their ancestors had lived glorious lives. As far as Reman knew, none of them had lowered themselves to marry a regular Thestran. She wondered how she might stay in touch with Latsoh once Naci disinherited her. 
 
    “Screw him,” Naci hissed. 
 
    Reman frowned and tilted her head. Screw who? Themrock? 
 
    “I’m not doing it,” Naci added pulling a throw from the back of the chair by the burner and wrapping it around his shoulders. “I’m mad at Latsoh. She should have married a Fire Elf, but I refuse to disinherit her.” 
 
    Reman gasped. “Really?” Naci nodded. Jumping to her feet, Reman ran over to hug him. “Thank you,” she said. She hadn’t thought that Naci would take a stand against The Supreme. His actions indicated that he loved Latsoh more than his position as king. Naci would have trouble with some of the elves, but it seemed he was willing to fight for his daughter.  
 
    Reman squeezed her husband harder. If Naci was going to fight for Latsoh, then perhaps she could get the two of them to forgive each other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Hospital Room – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
    Rhen sat up and yawned. Something had woken him. Glancing about the room, he noticed that Sarah was the only other person awake. He eased himself off his bed, making sure not to wake Ceceta, then walked over to the couch where Sarah was reading.  
 
    “Morning,” she said as Rhen sat down on the chair across from her. Rhen nodded. He pointed at her and then over at Aaron. “What?” Sarah didn’t understand what he wanted. Rhen repeated his motions, but this time he finished by pointing at his wedding ring.  
 
    Sarah blanched. Somehow, he knew that they were married. “Please, Rhen. Don’t tell our parents. They’ll be furious. Aaron and I will work it out. We just need more time.” 
 
    Rhen held a finger to his mouth. He wouldn’t tell. Although, he wasn’t sure how anyone could miss it. Aaron and Sarah were always together, stealing glances and touches. It was obvious they were madly in love. Their relationship reminded him of his and Ceceta’s. He couldn’t help but feel a connection to them. Not only were they madly in love, but Sarah’s family was loving and supportive, like Ceceta’s had been, while Aaron’s dad was extremely difficult, just like his dad had been. Rhen hoped everything would work out for them like it had for him and Ceceta.  
 
    It occurred to him that if no one knew they were married then they’d probably never received any gifts for their union. Deciding to rectify that he held out his hand. A small box wrapped in blue paper and tied together with a silver ribbon appeared on his palm. Lifting his arm, he offered the box to Sarah. 
 
    “A wedding gift?” Sarah asked hesitantly. Rhen nodded. The shiny silver ribbon sparkled in the early morning sunshine coming through the windows. Before Sarah could take the gift, one of the dragons jumped from the back of the couch, its jaws clamping down on a piece of the ribbon. Rhen caught the dragon as it dangled from the gift by the ribbon. He put the present on his lap and pried the ribbon out of the dragon’s mouth then placed the dragon on the floor and patted its hindquarters, shooing it away. The dragon glared at him before taking two steps and disappearing under the couch. 
 
    Sarah couldn’t believe it. Themrock was giving them their first wedding present. She wanted to run over and wake Aaron up to tell him. “Thank you.” She took the small box with both hands. “I’ll cherish it always.” Rhen tilted his head curiously and Sarah laughed. “I’m sure I’ll love it, no matter what it is.” She felt a tug and almost dropped the present. Glancing down, she found the baby dragon pulling on one of the dangling pieces of silver ribbon. It had crawled up onto the couch when she wasn’t looking. Rhen reached past Sarah and scooped up the dragon. He held it on his lap, stroking its back.  
 
    Quietly, so as not to wake the others, Sarah opened the box. Inside, there was a seed the size of a raisin on a white satin pillow. Sarah was dumbfounded. Why would Rhen give her a seed?  
 
    Before she could say anything, she heard Ceceta say behind her, “Oh, look. Rhen gave you a Giy flower seed.” Ceceta yawned and leaned down over the couch, her blond hair cascading around her face. “You can grow over a thousand Giy flowers from one seed. Plant it in elfin soil and poof, up come your beautiful elfin flowers.” She went over to the cabinet for Rhen’s shot. “When you’re done with the flowers, dig up the seed and keep it. You can plant it over one thousand times.” Returning to the couch, she added, “It’s a nice gift. You can have flowers whenever you want them.” Ceceta quickly gave Rhen his shot then wandered back to their bed to sleep.  
 
    Sarah closed the box and held it to her chest. “Thank you,” she said, fighting back tears. It was the perfect gift. 
 
    Rhen grunted, glad she liked it. The dragon squirmed on his lap, so he reached out for the used paper and ribbon. Crumpling them into a ball, he tossed it under the coffee table. The dragon jumped from his lap in hot pursuit. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Erfce sat down next to Tgfhi on one of the chairs by the back wall in Rhen’s hospital room. His friend had been quiet lately. He would have left Tgfhi alone, but they needed to talk. “I’ve been getting a bad feeling–”  
 
    Tgfhi interrupted him. “Stop eating the spicy food they serve us and it’ll go away.” 
 
    Erfce laughed. “No. I’m serious, Tgfhi. I’m sensing something bad is coming to–” 
 
    Tgfhi nodded towards Latsoh’s father, who was standing by the bathroom, waiting for Rhen to come out. “You’re probably just sensing Naci’s presence.” Naci had been glaring at Erfce and Latsoh ever since they had announced their engagement. Tgfhi turned when he felt Erfce’s hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “Tgfhi, stop interrupting. I’m not talking about Rhen’s future. I’m sensing yours.” 
 
    Tgfhi swallowed. He’d been having his own bad feelings lately. He couldn’t understand why Crystam wouldn’t set a date for their wedding. He was angry with her for drawing out their engagement for so long. For some reason, she kept coming up with reasons to postpone it. Now she was telling him that she couldn’t possibly set a date until after Rhen was out of the hospital. “I know, Erfce. I’ve been having the same bad feeling.” 
 
    “No,” Erfce said, but he stopped talking because Jack, who’d basically adopted the two baby dragons, had just walked over, interrupting them, so he could ask Erfce to hold down one of the dragons to clean its snout. Behind Jack, the door beside Rhen’s hospital bed opened and Bosternd and Nk walked into the room. “I’ll help you,” Erfce told Jack, “but we’ll have to do it next door.” 
 
    Jack nodded, his head turning towards Bosternd, who was just telling everyone that it was time to leave the room. Every morning the Surpen generals would empty the room to discuss Surpen’s business with Rhen. 
 
    Erfce lifted the dragon into his arms. He watched as Tgfhi left the room without Crystam. He needed to talk to Tgfhi about his vision. He didn’t know exactly what was coming, because whenever he was close to Rhen his visions became vague, but he could sense that Tgfhi would soon be in danger. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhen was spinning a ball attached to a string in circles over the heads of the baby dragons. He laughed as they tried to catch it with their mouths. The larger of the two dragons grew bored with his game and trotted over to a coffee cup someone had left on the table. It leaned in to drink the remaining coffee then lifted its head and snorted, sending a cloud of coffee smelling smoke into the air. Rhen reached out and snatched the smaller dragon into his arms. He lay back on the couch and pretended to wrestle with it, letting it bite playfully on his arm as he grunted as if the dragon were attacking him. 
 
    The door beside Rhen’s bed burst open and James ran into the room panting. His hair was disheveled and his cape had come undone. “The Vivists are back. Their spacejets just landed by the stables. Rhen, you need to go out there in your Black Angel outfit to show them you’re okay.” Rhen shook his head and pointed at the floor. “No, Rhen,” James said. Themrock had warned them that the Black Angel had to meet with the Vivist King or there would be a massive battle that wouldn’t end well. “You have to go out there as the Black Angel.”  
 
    Rhen signed, I promised Ceceta I wouldn’t leave the hospital. I’m not going. 
 
    “Rasack’s whore,” James swore when Ceceta told him what Rhen had signed. “Do something,” he told her imploringly.  
 
    Ceceta’s complexion had paled after seeing Rhen’s signs. She hadn’t realized the situation she’d created by making Rhen promise not to leave the hospital room. Stepping over to the couch, she banged lightly on the top of it. The vibration caused Rhen to look up at her. “Love, you have to go. If you don’t the Vivists will attack. We can’t defeat them.” 
 
    Rhen shook his head. No, I don’t break my promises. 
 
    Ceceta was frightened. It was true. Rhen never broke his promises, but she had to get him to go. “Please, Rhen. We need you to meet with Nirs or he’ll attack.” 
 
    “What makes a room?” Charlie asked loudly, when Rhen refused Ceceta’s request a second time. Rhen cocked his head as Charlie sauntered over towards him. “Is it the air, the walls, the floor, the ceiling?” Rhen shrugged and pointed around him. “So you’re saying the walls make the room?” Rhen nodded. Charlie turned to Thellis, who was floating in the air by the back wall. “Thellis, take the hospital room walls and move them outward so they aren’t visible to the Vivists. Make sure they surround Rhen at all times and they move with him so that he never leaves the room.” 
 
    “Done,” Thellis said.  
 
    Rhen glanced around. The interior walls of his hospital room were no longer present. He could step right into the hallway and the rooms on either side. The outside wall, with the windows, was completely missing. In its place, Thellis had made a mirage that looked exactly like the original wall. Rhen nodded with appreciation and sat up. Thellis had done a nice job. Using his powers, Rhen popped his Black Angel clothes on and turned to James. Ceceta, find out if James wants me to accomplish anything in particular. 
 
    “No, just get rid of the assholes,” James said, after Ceceta had translated Rhen’s signs. 
 
    Rhen smiled underneath his black scarf at James’ profanity then bent down to kiss Ceceta on the top of her head before flying up through the ceiling. 
 
    Outside on the lawn, Bosternd and Nk were waiting for Rhen with several battalions of Surpen troops. James had notified them the minute that the Vivists’ ships had broken through the planet’s atmosphere. The Black Angel flew down and landed beside Bosternd. Without thinking, Rhen reached out and smacked Bosternd on the arm in a gesture of friendship. Bosternd groaned. He’d been telling everyone that he didn’t know the Black Angel’s identity. It had been a coincidence that the Black Angel had fought with Surpen. But now, after the Black Angel’s greeting, Bosternd knew that no one was going to believe him. He wondered how long it would be before they realized that Rhen was the Black Angel and consequently Themrock, too. 
 
    The Black Angel strode out across Thestran’s great lawn, stopping at the halfway point between the two armies. He remained there, waiting for the Vivist King to close the distance between them. The Vivists, with their large grey scorpion like bodies covered in short black hair, were spread out from the edge of the Thestran’s lawn to the forest beyond. One Vivist alone was a threat, an entire army of Vivists was death. Rhen noted that the second set of eyes on the tails of the Vivist soldiers were trained on him. He was glad they couldn’t shoot their poison; if they could, he’d be dead.  
 
    When Nirs, the Vivist King, reached the Black Angel, his tail shivered with excitement. He knew the Angel had been poisoned, but he couldn’t tell how the poison was affecting him. As expected, the Black Angel remained silent, so Nirs spoke in his clicking language. “I hear from my friends that you’ve been in the hospital. Feeling poorly are you?” The Black Angel stepped closer to Nirs so that the hem of his cape was in the king’s lower, front eyes. Nirs backed up to remove the Black Angel’s clothing from his face. “It’d be a shame if you were sick.” Again, the Black Angel stepped forward so that his cape was brushing against Nirs’ face, forcing Nirs to step back. “You do realize that it’s wrong for you to take sides. With your Genister powers, you must remain neutral. Your attack on the Rasacks, in support of the Surpens, and then here in defense of the Thestrans was against the Genisters’ Code Book of rules.” 
 
    Rhen wasn’t sure how Nirs knew about the Code Book, but he did know that the Vivist King was wrong. He wasn’t a Genister, so he wasn’t held accountable to the Code Book’s rules. Stepping forward, he made sure his cape was resting on Nirs’ head. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” James asked Bosternd as he watched the Black Angel force Nirs to back up again. 
 
    Bosternd grinned. “He’s doing what he does best. The Vivists haven’t got a chance.” 
 
    Ceceta’s bracelet started to beep, making Nk swear. “It’s too soon. He isn’t going to have enough time to finish with Nirs. We may have to fight a war after all.” 
 
    Out on the lawn, Nirs stepped back yet again. “So, I guess you are friends with the Surpens. Where’s their Emperor? We haven’t seen him in a while. Is he well?” 
 
    Suddenly, Rhen appeared on the lawn behind Nirs’ soldiers. He strolled through the Vivists’ ranks towards Nirs and the Black Angel. Rhen was dressed in his full military battle outfit. His red tunic and cape looked brighter than normal against the Vivists’ grey hides. Rhen clicked to the Vivists using his tongue as he made his way to Nirs. He stopped beside the Black Angel and saluted the Vivist King. 
 
    “Rhen?” Nirs had thought that Rhen was the Black Angel. He was surprised to see he’d been wrong. 
 
    Everyone watching from Thestran’s palace was stunned. What was going on? They had thought that Rhen was the Black Angel, but how could that be when he was now standing beside the Black Angel. Had Rhen switched places with someone or was he really not the Black Angel? Had someone, with the power to change their form, been pretending to be him in the hospital?  
 
    Nirs continued, “I was just asking about you. Where have you been?”  
 
    “Busy,” Rhen clicked with his tongue. “You’re well, I see.” 
 
    “Yes.” Nirs flicked his tail, telling his soldiers to return to their ships. He couldn’t defeat Rhen and the Black Angel. Together, they were much too powerful. “I didn’t know you were friends with the Black Angel.” 
 
    “He’s like my brother,” Rhen clicked, giving Nirs a toothy grin. Nirs straightened his tail and his men quickened their retreat. At this rate, they’d be gone before Nirs made it back to his spacejet. “Going so soon?” 
 
    Nirs dropped one of his front pincers to the ground. “Yes. Something has come up.” 
 
    Rhen waved a hand in the air and clicked, “Well, I guess I’ll be seeing you.” 
 
    Nirs hesitated. “I think we might have made a mistake regarding your place in the Convention. We’d be honored if you would join us at our next meeting.” They needed Surpen back on their side. They had been wrong to alienate Rhen. Now it seemed as if they were running the risk of having Surpen join Thestran’s Council. That would be bad for the Convention members. Very bad. 
 
    Rhen tilted his head and clicked, “I’ll think it over and get back to you.” 
 
    Satisfied, Nirs pushed off from the ground with his pincer, his actions swung his body about and he scurried off on his eight legs. A moment later, Rhen watched as the Vivists' ships began to leave Thestran.  
 
    Ceceta’s bracelet was beeping rapidly by the time Rhen and the Black Angel began to run back towards Thestran’s palace. As they neared the steps to the Grand Hallway, James could see that Rhen was laughing. “What’s going on?” he snapped, when Rhen was close enough to hear him. 
 
    Rhen hesitated, but the Black Angel grabbed his arm and pulled him along. The elfin royals glared at Rhen. They didn’t know what was happening. Had Rhen had been pretending to be Themrock? Who was dressed as the Black Angel? Was that the real Themrock? When the Black Angel reached Ceceta, he grabbed her hand and pulled her along so she was running too. They ran up the stairs into the family’s wing of the palace and down the hallway towards the hospital with the entire Thestran royal family, the elfin royals, Bosternd, Nk and their school friends following along behind them. 
 
    Most of the Thestrans were yelling at Rhen. “What’s the meaning of this?” Naci barked.  
 
    “You have some explaining to do,” Estan, the Wood Elf King, said. 
 
    “Who’s the Black Angel?” James hissed. 
 
    Rhen glanced behind him and laughed in silence at their words. The Thestrans were livid. Only the Surpens, his elfin guards and his University friends remained silent. 
 
    As they reached the hospital room, Rhen noticed that Thellis had replaced all of the walls except for the one in the hallway. He was about to sign to Ceceta about it, when his ankle bracelet began to beep. Rhen and the Black Angel dropped to the ground holding their ears. Bosternd and Nk, who were right behind them, fell over their bodies, but the others stopped in time. 
 
    Ceceta ran the rest of the way into the hospital room, grabbed Rhen’s shot and returned to the hallway. She raised her arm to inject Rhen with his antidote, when someone screamed, “Wait!” 
 
    Thellis appeared out of a green swirling vortex of lights above them. “Ceceta, wait! Don’t give him the shot or everything will be lost.” He bent over in the air, covering his ears. 
 
    A silver glowing Genister flew down through the ceiling. She screeched, “Oh, Gods the noise,” then disappeared. 
 
    “Give him the damn shot,” another Genister yelled through a pink swirling vortex of flashing lights. “It’s too loud.” The pink Genister fell forward through her vortex onto the ground. Her translucent form curled into a tight ball as she tried to protect herself from the noise coming out of Rhen’s bracelet. 
 
    “Which one was first?” Thellis asked. Green tears were streaming down his ghostly cheeks. 
 
    “That one.” Ceceta pointed at the Black Angel. 
 
    “Rhen,” a turquoise Genister yelled as she flew up through the floor beside him. She covered her ears with her hands and hollered, “Pull yourself back together. We can’t give you the shot while you’re split. It won’t work.” 
 
    Rhen crawled over towards the Black Angel and lay down on top of him, but nothing happened. Neither man could focus, because the pain in their head was too great. 
 
    “Cover him,” a masked Genister yelled, while flying out of a sunburst orange swirling vortex of lights. He pointed his finger at Rhen and the Black Angel and zapped them with a burst of his powers. A blue metallic helmet appeared on their heads. It must have been silent inside the helmet, because Rhen and the Black Angel stopped squirming. The Black Angel rose to his feet and pulled on the helmet with his hands, while Rhen put his head between his knees and tugged at the helmet to remove it. 
 
    “Gods, it’s so loud!” the orange Genister yelled. He floated to the ground with his hands over his ears. 
 
    “Thestrst, what are you doing?” Thellis barked. “They can’t rejoin while wearing Genister helmets.” 
 
    Thestrst leaned over to try to lessen the noise. “I know, but we can line them up and push their bodies into each other, then rip off their helmets so Themrock can phase himself back together.” Thestrst screamed. He couldn’t take the noise anymore. He flew back through his vortex to escape. 
 
    Thellis groaned and turned towards Ceceta. “You heard him. Do it.” 
 
    Ceceta grabbed the Black Angel and pushed him up against the wall. “Bosternd, hold him here.” As soon as Bosternd had him, she bent down, and with Jet’s help, pulled Rhen up off the floor. They maneuvered him so he was in front of the Black Angel. Ceceta then shoved Rhen into the Black Angel. Their bodies bumped together with enough force that both men became angry and started to swing at each other. Ceceta looked up at Thellis. “He doesn’t understand what we want him to do.” 
 
    “Tharis,” Thellis yelled to the pink Genister, who was rolling around on the ground. “Phase into Rhen and tell him what we need him to do. I’ll phase into the Black Angel.” Thellis phased into the Black Angel’s body as Tharis flew into Rhen’s. They both popped back out a second later. Ceceta turned Rhen around and pulled him back towards the Black Angel. She placed his hands on the Angel’s shoulders. As soon as Rhen realized who he was holding, he stepped closer. The Black Angel wrapped his arms around Rhen and waited.  
 
    “Thestrst, take off their helmets,” Thellis yelled. There was no response. “Thestrst, take off their helmets!” 
 
    Thestrst’s orange vortex appeared in the sky. He stuck his head through it and asked, “Is it time?”  
 
    “Yes,” Thellis shouted. 
 
    Thestrst’s vortex grew bigger as he swung his hand through it at Rhen and the Black Angel, removing their helmets. The Thestrans watched as a moment later, Rhen’s body disappeared inside the Black Angel. Ceceta jabbed the Black Angel’s arm with the shot she was holding, silencing his ankle bracelet. At once, the Black Angel slumped to the ground. Bending over, Ceceta took off his sunglasses and the scarf that was wrapped around his head. When she pushed back his cloak to reveal Rhen, James groaned. Now he understood. Rhen could split his body in two. He glanced at the others to find they were equally embarrassed. They should have realized it. Themrock could do anything. 
 
    Rhen raised his hands and signed to Ceceta, I can still hear it in my head. Hasn’t it gone off yet? 
 
    “It’s off, love.” 
 
    “No thanks to you,” Thellis snapped at Thestrst. “Where the hell did you go?” 
 
    “Hey, at least I did better than Thamber and Thatch. Thamber wouldn’t even come. She said the bracelet was too loud and Thatch only lasted a second. Besides, I got the job done.” 
 
    “No,” Tharis said, her pink powers flaring with anger. “Ceceta, Thellis and I got the job done.” Thestrst stuck his tongue out at her then disappeared in an orange puff of smoke.  
 
    Bosternd reached down to help Rhen to his feet. Rhen stumbled, so Bosternd put his arm around his waist to support him. Together, with Nk’s help, they walked Rhen over to his bed in the hospital room. 
 
    “Why did you split yourself in two?” Jet asked, following along behind them. 
 
    “He had to.” Thellis flicked his fingers, using his powers to lift Rhen onto his bed. He then finished fitting the last hospital wall back into place. “Nirs figured out that Rhen was the Black Angel. Rhen needed him to doubt it. If Rhen hadn’t of proved to Nirs that the Black Angel was someone else, you’d all be dead right now. Rhen saved your lives… again.” He turned back to Rhen. “That was a very clever move you pulled on the Vivists. Clever, but risky. You used a lot of power to pull that one off.” 
 
    “Yes,” Thamber said, flying into the room on a golden cloud. Her short blond hair bounced as she landed on the ground. “How did you split your body in two without using your full powers?” 
 
    The room was silent as everyone stared at Rhen, waiting for his answer. Looks like I’m a freak show attraction, Rhen signed to Ceceta. Do you think we could possibly fit anyone else in here to stare at me? 
 
    “Do you hear a man’s voice?” Thamber asked the other Genisters, while glancing about the room. She was hearing James as he transmitted Mary’s translation of Rhen’s signs. Thellis used his telepathy to explain to the others what the Thestrans were doing. Thamber snorted with appreciation. “That’s clever.” 
 
    What’s clever? Rhen signed to Ceceta, his hands resting on his lap. 
 
    Ceceta noticed Rhen’s head was lolling to the left and he wasn’t moving his limbs. I don’t know and I don’t care. What’s going on? You look off. Rhen didn’t reply.  
 
    The elves started to talk amongst themselves, while the Genisters turned away from Rhen’s bed and milled about the room, staring at various items as they waited for Rhen to answer Ceceta’s question. Finally, when they were about to give up, they heard James transmitting Rhen’s response, Are you sure we can’t go home? 
 
    Yes. We have to stay here. Ceceta glanced about the room. No one was paying any attention to them. So, she signed, tell me, what’s going on? 
 
    Remember when I had to teach Tgfhi how to fight because Erfce predicted I wouldn’t be able to help him during an attack? Ceceta nodded. I think the Rasacks are going to attack Tgarus soon. Ceceta, I’m dying. 
 
    Quickly, Ceceta signed, You aren’t dying. 
 
    The pain, Ceceta. It’s unbearable. I have to transfer control of Surpen to Bosternd and Nk in case I die.  
 
    You’re not going to die. You’ll be fine as long as we give you the antidote. 
 
    Rhen closed his eyes as he worked to keep himself from passing out. It felt like every cell in his body was on fire. Everything’s changed. 
 
    What do you mean? Ceceta signed. 
 
    He grimaced as he tried to shift his weight. My little trick to fool Nirs has doubled the amount of venom in my body. You’re going to have to give me twice as many shots for a while. Ceceta cursed under her breath. Let’s go home, Rhen signed. I don’t want to be here with these people.  
 
    Ceceta shook her head. No, they’re our friends. We should stay. 
 
    Friends? Did you see the way they looked at me when they thought I was tricking them? Only the Surpens were true. I don’t trust the Thestrans, Ceceta. They’re too fickle. I want to die with people I trust and admire.  
 
    First of all, you’re not dying, so stop saying you are; and secondly, our friends didn’t doubt you, nor did your guard elves. They’ve got your back. We’re going to stay here until you’re well. 
 
    Rhen could tell he wasn’t going to be able to sway her. Help me up. I need to transfer my crown over to Bosternd and Nk before the next shot. 
 
    Don’t transfer your crown. They don’t want to rule Surpen. 
 
    You aren’t listening to me. Rhen struggled to sit up. The movement made him want to throw up. He hesitated a moment before signing, The pain is so intense that when you put the lotion on my back I’m going to pass out and I don’t think I’m waking up anytime soon. With care, Rhen slid himself off the bed and motioned for Bosternd and Nk to approach. They ran to his side and helped him into the bathroom, where he could officially give them control over Surpen in private. 
 
    As soon as Rhen was gone, the elfin royals rushed to their castles to warn their people that Rhen might be passing out. 
 
    When Rhen came out of the bathroom, a few minutes later, he walked over to his bed and lay down on his stomach with his legs hanging off the edge. He was too tired to pull them up the rest of the way onto the bed. Bosternd stepped out of the bathroom holding Surpen’s Crown in his hands. Nk was behind him. He carried the official Surpen Sword of War in his weapons belt. 
 
    Jet bowed to them. “Emperor. Commander.”  
 
    “No,” Bosternd said, shaking his head, while holding the crown out in front of him as if it might attack. “Please don’t call me that. I told Rhen it’s only temporary, until he’s well. I don’t want to be Emperor. Don’t tell anyone he transferred power to me.” Bosternd placed the crown on the counter under the medicine cabinet. “Nk, we should return to Surpen. After the Black Angel’s visit today, I’m sure we’ll find our palace packed with diplomats who would like a word with him.” Nk nodded and the two men left. 
 
    “He didn’t take his crown,” Jet said.  
 
    Ceceta walked over and carefully placed it onto the shelf next to Rhen’s shots. “I’ll store it here for now.” She glanced over to see Thamber using her golden powers to lift the lower half of Rhen onto the bed. When she was done, she flew up through the ceiling with the other Genisters. Ceceta wondered where their safe places were. Since they had all taken elfin bodies, they’d be unconscious soon too.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Plos’ Office – Water Elf Castle 
 
      
 
    Plos stood up from the clear rectangular basin in his office. He’d been storing his documents in neat piles within the low trough, since he’d had to sell his Ventarian plumb tree desk set for medicinal supplies for his people last year. His blue and green cape was hanging off the opening to the tube that ran into the basin. Plos’ eyes scanned the clear tubes that crisscrossed the ceiling in his office. The tubes ran through every room in his castle and were large enough to comfortably fit a Mencurian pig. He wondered, yet again, what they might be for and why they were connected to troughs in most of the castle’s rooms. 
 
    A buzzing sound caught his attention. Bending over, he snatched his communicator out of the trough. Sarah’s image was on the screen. “Hi, sweetie. How’s everything going at the hospital?” 
 
    "Ceceta thinks Rhen has finally stabilized. I hope she’s right, because I’m tired of blacking out.” 
 
    Plos couldn’t agree more. “Me too. I hope Themrock heals quickly so we can get our powers back.” 
 
    “Dad, there’s no guarantee that Themrock will restore our powers. Besides, if it puts him in danger, then I don't want them." 
 
    Plos nodded but his eyes fell on the defunct fountains outside his window. "I’d settle for getting the fountains going again. They’re majestic without water, but with..." He whistled. “They’d be breathtaking. Tourists would flock to see them.” 
 
    “Which would be a nice financial boost for us.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Plos took in the peeling paint on his office walls and the rotten wooden window frames. Swinging his cape around his shoulders, he asked, “So, is Ceceta right? Will Rhen stay conscious?" 
 
    Sarah glanced behind her. Plos assumed she was checking to make sure Rhen couldn’t hear her. She started walking down the hallway outside Rhen’s room. "I think so. She’s still giving him two shots every time her bracelet sounds off and the black mark on his back has finally started to shrink. It was really bad. At one point it covered his entire back.” She paused. “Rhen’s mother was here. She came to help Ceceta. I felt bad because I didn’t realize how tired Ceceta was. None of us noticed that she needed a break. We should have helped her." 
 
    "Don’t feel bad. She could have asked for help.” 
 
    “I guess so. I think she’s used to taking care of Rhen on her own and it didn’t occur to her. Aaron and I agreed we’d keep a closer eye on her so we can help her out from now on.” 
 
    Plos’ eyebrows rose when she mentioned Aaron. “You seem to be rather close to the Fire Elf Prince.” 
 
    Sarah scoffed, hoping to cover her mistake. “I’m close with everyone. We live together in one room watching Rhen for hours at a time. I can honestly say I know Jack, Shno and Aaron better than I know my own family." 
 
    Plos laughed, thinking she was joking. “So what’s going on now?” 
 
    "Ceceta’s been having us comfort Rhen. We take turns lying in his bed, hugging his body while talking to him about life. It’s actually been really helpful. He used to shake and cry out in his sleep, but when we’re with him he’s calm.” 
 
    "He lets you hug him?" Plos rubbed his toe on a drop of water that had fallen onto the stone floor from the condensation that sometimes formed on the clear tubes. 
 
    "Not exactly. He's kind of in a daze. He hears us, but he can’t respond." Sarah paused in the hallway to lean her back against the wall. A couple of the palace’s servants were cleaning the spare room they’d been given. She wondered if they were heading over to Rhen’s hospital room next.  
 
    "I’d like to help out.” 
 
    Her dad sounded excited by the idea. Sarah kicked herself for getting his hopes up. Before Rhen had increased the venom in his body, Plos had been stopping by daily to talk with him. Rhen tended to stare at him blankly, but her dad hadn’t been deterred. He wasn’t afraid to work to build a relationship with Themrock. "Sorry, Dad. You can’t. Bosternd made a list of people who he considers Rhen has a personal connection with. If your name isn’t on the list, you aren’t allowed to comfort him.” When her dad frowned, she quickly added, “Don’t take offense." 
 
    "It's hard not to. He’s our God and Bosternd is keeping him from us.” He hesitated a moment, considering the situation then chuckled. “Naci must be livid." 
 
    Sarah laughed as well, remembering Naci’s pinched face when Bosternd had told him he couldn’t comfort Rhen. Aaron had thought his dad was going to explode. "He is.”  
 
    “So, does this mean you have a relationship with Rhen?” Plos’ voice rose as he finished his question. Sarah hesitated. Her connection to Rhen stemmed from the fact that she had married out of her tribe. She and Aaron had both bonded with him over their situation. Her dad made a small, humph sound as he waited for her answer. “Yes, I’m close to him.” She watched his face light up and hoped he wouldn’t ask for specifics. 
 
    Plos shifted his communicator to his other hand. “Ask him to come to our castle.” 
 
    “I will when I get the chance to, Dad.” Sarah’s eyes dropped to the floor. She had no intention of asking Rhen to visit her home, but her father didn’t need to know that. All of the guard elves had discussed the subject and they’d agreed that they would let Themrock live his mortal life the way he wanted to. They wouldn’t beg him to come to their castles. If he came to their homes, great, but if he didn’t, then that was his choice. 
 
    "Fantastic! Well done, Sarah. Keep up the good work.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” She was relieved he didn’t question her about the vagueness of her answer. Sarah noticed that Bosternd and Nk were leaving Rhen’s room. “I think I should head back now.” 
 
    Plos frowned. He had wanted to talk longer, but his daughter’s duty to Themrock was more important. “Thanks for calling, sweetie. I’ll see you soon, I hope.” 
 
    “Bye, Dad. I love you.” She waved at the screen. 
 
    “I love you, too,” Plos said, before Sarah could disconnect.  
 
    Sarah closed her communicator and headed back to Rhen’s hospital room. She walked in as Ceceta threw a pillow at Thellis. It flew right through Thellis’ transparent green form and fell down onto Charlie’s plate of food, causing his meal to fly up onto his face and shirt. Charlie grunted as he stared down at his clothes. 
 
    “Oh, Charlie,” Ceceta exclaimed, rushing over to him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for that to happen. I was just trying to get Thellis’ attention. He needs to feed the dragons.” 
 
    Mary, who was sitting beside Charlie, grabbed some napkins off the table in front of her then shooed Ceceta away as she helped Charlie clean up. She didn’t have anything else to do right now, since Rhen wasn’t signing, so she felt useless. “You’re the best,” Charlie said, as Mary wiped off his shoulder. “Thanks.” 
 
    Mary blushed. She thought Charlie was cute. “You’re welcome.”  
 
    Charlie leaned closer. His eyes soaking up the deep brown color of her hair. “I’ve heard your voice many times now and you know what?”  
 
    Mary felt a tingling sensation in her body at having him so close. “What?” she whispered.  
 
    Charlie breathed in her scent and felt his own heart rate increasing. “Every time you speak, I think I’m hearing the voice of a goddess.” 
 
    Mary giggled and looked away. She wasn’t sure what to say. Was Charlie teasing her? “You’re funny.” She took the used napkins towards the buffet table so the servants could take them away when they cleaned. 
 
    That was not the reaction Charlie had wanted. Jumping off his chair, he followed Mary. “No, really, I’m serious.” 
 
    Mary glanced back at him over her shoulder. “Charlie, you’re not serious about anything.” She dropped the napkins onto the end of the table. She felt bad about making more work for the palace’s staff but it was highly unlikely that the royal family would approve of her taking them to the laundry room. 
 
    “Actually.” Mary turned around to find Charlie standing right behind her. He was so close she couldn’t see anyone else in the room. She studied his deep blue eyes and felt a warmth building in her chest. “I’m a very serious person,” he said. “What you see most of the time is my act. I’m pretending to be something that I’m not, just for fun.” He leaned in towards her and whispered, “You see, I’m a Genister just like Rhen, but I’m in disguise. I’m fooling people into thinking that I’m a no-good waste of an elf.” Charlie stepped back and grinned, his arms wide. “I’m doing a good job, right?”  
 
    Mary laughed. “Oh, Charlie. You’ve got an incredible imagination.” 
 
    Charlie clasped his hands to chest. “Words from a goddess.” He leaned in towards her, as if he were going to kiss her, but then hesitated and stepped back. The moment became a little awkward until he said, “Say ‘oh, Charlie’ again only this time make it sound like we’re in bed.”  
 
    Mary couldn’t believe he’d just said that. She slapped him across the face and marched off. Charlie turned to find everyone staring at him. “She likes me,” he announced, while Mary stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    “Welcome to the club, Mary,” Sarah called out. “Now you feel the same way about Charlie that we all do.” 
 
    "Charlie," Ceceta said, "it's your turn to be with Rhen." 
 
    “Victory!" He jogged over to Rhen's bed. After lying down and pulling Rhen's shivering body into his, he said, “Do you remember when you used to climb into my bed at night little brother? I hated that. I used to pinch you until you’d cry, but you still wouldn’t go back to your own bed. You were always scared of something. We all thought you were a pain in the butt.” Charlie chuckled to himself. “You’re still a pain in the butt. I’ve never slept with any of my other brothers or sisters, but now, I’m sleeping with you.” Charlie nestled himself into the bed and rolled Rhen on top of him. “You know, I kind of like it. You’re like a big blanket, a big, heavy blanket. What do you eat? Rocks? Why do you weigh so much? I think you’re fat. Yes, you’re definitely fat. You should go on a diet. From now on, I’ll call you fat Rhen. Yeah. I like it. Wait. Why do we even call you Rhen? Your given name is Max. Let’s call you fat Max. That’s good. From now on, your new name will be fat Max. Perfect. Owwwww!” Charlie whined when someone suddenly hit him on the head. He looked up to find Ceceta’s face staring down at him. 
 
    “Charlie, did you forget that Rhen will remember everything you say to him?” 
 
    “Oh, Gods,” Charlie squeaked, as everyone in the room laughed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tgfhi walked into his office and flopped down onto the chair behind his desk. He hadn’t been back to his home planet of Tgarus since before the last school break. He stared out the window at the capital city. The air was full of landjets and spacejets rushing off to their destinations. It must be quitting time. Tgarus was a medium-sized planet. They had several cities that boasted over a million inhabitants each. The farmland between each city had been carefully plotted so that each farmer received five, equally sized, rectangular sections of land. All manufacturing was done in the mountains that riddled the northern and southern hemispheres of the planet. Seen from above, Tgarus’ countryside looked like a patchwork quilt stretched between two rocks. 
 
    Tgfhi sighed and leaned back in his chair until it made a creaking sound. He was feeling guilty about being relieved at the idea of having some time away from Crystam. The two of them hadn’t had a civil conversation since Erfce and Latsoh’s wedding announcement. Tgfhi rubbed his eyes. He missed his easy relationship with Crystam. Why wouldn’t she just set a date for their wedding? A heavy weight settled in his chest. What if she didn’t want to get married? What if she wanted to break up but was too afraid to tell him? 
 
    No, he thought, reaching for the papers his dad had left for him. Crystam loved him. He was sure of it. There had to be something else going on. He wished she’d tell him what it was so he could help her. 
 
    Scanning the documents his dad wanted him to review, Tgfhi realized Tgonar had made a mistake with the taxes Surpen had placed on Tgarus-weed farmers. The Tgarians enjoyed being a part of Surpen’s territory. They had made a killing on the trade routes Rhen’s generals had set up. These taxes were really just incidentals to remind Tgarus that it was bound to Surpen, but they still had to be paid properly. Tgfhi needed to tell his dad about the mistake so they wouldn’t get hit with any penalty fines later. Unfortunately, at this moment, his dad was on Thestran ‘lying in’ with Rhen. Bosternd had given Tgonar a spot on the list. Tgfhi was only on Tgarus now because his dad hadn’t wanted to leave the planet with no ruling figure while they were under the threat of attack. Last semester, while Tgfhi had been at school, Rhen had warned him that the Rasacks would attack Tgarus twice during that school year. The first time, Rhen had been there to help Tgfhi, but the second time Tgfhi would be on his own. Unfortunately, Rhen hadn’t told him when the second attack would occur. 
 
    “Hey, Tgart,” Tgfhi called out to his aide, who he’d seen in the adjoining office when he’d entered the room. Tgart didn’t answer. Tgfhi assumed he was deep into one of the accounts he had to complete. It was probably easier if he just typed up his own report for his father. Opening his computer, he noticed the signal was down. That’s weird. Usually the Surpens kept everything running smoothly. “Hey, Tgart,” Tgfhi called out again. “Tgart, the signal’s down. Do you know why? Are the Surpens doing any repair work?” Tgart didn’t answer. 
 
    Rising from his desk, Tgfhi walked into the office next to his. Tgart’s computer was on so he couldn’t have gone far. He bent down to check Tgart’s signal. It seemed to be off here too. Maybe the Surpens were working on it? 
 
    A shudder passed through Tgfhi’s body as he felt a tingling sensation on the back of his neck. Oh, no, he thought. Not now. He had known that he’d have to fight the Rasacks, but he’d hoped that Rhen would be able to help him.  
 
    “Tgart,” Tgfhi said, as he stood up to give his hands more room to move. He prayed his friend was somewhere safe. “You need to call the Surpens to find out…” Tgfhi swung his hand behind him and shot ice darts out of his palm towards the approaching Rasack. The creature roared with anger as Tgfhi dropped down to his right to evade a bite from its snake-like mouth. Because he hadn’t known the exact location of the Rasack, his darts had only scratched the side of the Rasack’s tan hide.  
 
    Tgfhi backed up. Rhen had given him the ability to fight with his water powers but Tgfhi wasn’t sure if his skills would be good enough, especially in such tight quarters. 
 
    The Rasack reared, hoping to kick Tgfhi in his chest. Tgfhi morphed his right arm into an ice sword and swung at the beast, cutting its legs. As the Rasack fell downward, it tried again to bite Tgfhi.  
 
    Tgfhi watched as the Rasack’s venomous fangs swung down towards his head. He lifted his left hand, formed it into a dagger of solid ice and shoved his weapon up through the bottom part of the Rasack’s jaw into the animal’s brain, killing it instantly. He stood silently as the Rasack fell to the floor. He could feel his heart racing. A laugh bubbled up from deep within him. He’d done it. He’d saved himself. “Tgart?” he said as he ran towards the door. Where was his friend?  
 
    A thundering sound in the hallway stopped him in his tracks. A moment later, a herd of Rasacks converged upon him. He jumped back into Tgart’s office as the Rasacks, in their rush to attack, banged into the door frame in front of him. They reared and kicked, the yellow slit in their purple eyes narrowing as they tried to be the first one through the door. Since they all wanted to be to the one to kill him, none of them were moving aside. Their bodies crowded the narrow doorway as they struggled to reach him.  
 
    Tgfhi decided to take advantage of the situation. He lunged forward with his ice swords, piercing the tan, furry chests of the two Rasacks in front of him, his blade penetrating through to their hearts. As they fell, the Rasacks behind them climbed up onto their backs, hoping to reach him. Tgfhi fought them off, slashing out at their iridescent, scaly necks to collapse their trachea. He heard a group of Rasacks break off and gallop down the hallway. They were probably going to try to come at him from behind, through his own office.  
 
    Tgfhi gestured with his left hand towards the room between himself and the approaching Rasacks. With his powers, he created a wall of ice from the ceiling to the floor that was four feet thick. The Rasacks rounded the bend and slammed right into it. They hissed and howled as they tried kicking their way through it with their hooves, but nothing they did would break it. 
 
    Hell, Tgfhi thought as a Rasack lunged for his shoulder with its mouth open. He hadn’t been paying attention to the Rasacks in Tgart’s doorway. In the blink of an eye, Tgfhi turned his entire body to ice. The Rasack’s teeth slammed into his frozen head, then made a screeching sound as they slid down Tgfhi’s icy cheek. As soon as the Rasack pulled back, Tgfhi thawed his body and swung his left hand up towards its head, piercing it with one of his ice daggers. Purple Rasack blood spurted down onto his body. “Gods damn you!” Tgfhi yelled in relief and anger as another group of Rasacks fought at the doorway to get through to him. Thank the Gods they weren’t an intelligent species.  
 
    He blasted the Rasacks out of the doorway with powerful jets of water. The Rasacks fell, tumbling backwards. Tgfhi followed along behind them as he blasted them down the hallway. The Rasack’s tan hides were laid bare from the force of the water. A purple sheen of their blood covered the floor and walls.  
 
    As Tgfhi neared the main corridor, he heard footsteps running towards him. He turned to see a group of Surpens approaching. Help had arrived.  
 
    “Are you alright?” the Surpen general in charge of Tgarus’ forces asked as he and a battalion of his men reached Tgfhi. 
 
    “Yes. Are the Rasacks anywhere else in the palace?” Tgfhi stopped his water jets so the Surpen soldiers, who had surrounded the Rasacks, could attack. 
 
    “We’ve found four other groupings of them besides this one.” The general turned to face Tgfhi as the Rasacks who’d been in Tgfhi’s study came barreling towards them.  
 
    The hallway’s tiled floor was coated in water. Tgfhi gestured towards it with his hands, turning the water into ice. The Rasacks’ hooves lost traction and they barreled into the main hallway, slipping and sliding until they plowed into their fellow Rasacks or slammed against the wall. The Surpens, with their sturdy boots, had no trouble with the ice. As the Rasacks stumbled about, the soldiers finished them off. 
 
    “That’s a clever trick,” the general said, nodding towards the ice. “Very helpful. Thanks.” 
 
    Tgfhi grinned. He liked it too. “You can thank your Emperor for that one. He taught me how to do it.” 
 
    The soldiers pounded their chests twice with their sword arms in salute to Rhen. “Stay here,” the general told Tgfhi.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” There was no way Tgfhi was going to sit around and wait for them to get rid of the Rasacks. “If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to help.” 
 
    The general hesitated. He didn’t want to risk Tgfhi’s life. Although, from what he’d seen, it was obvious the Tgarian Prince knew how to fight. “Okay.” He pointed towards his soldiers. “Break up into groups and search the palace.”  
 
    The Surpen soldiers ran off in different directions. Tgfhi joined the group that was heading towards his bedroom. They checked all of the rooms they passed then jogged down some stairs and turned right into a corridor. Tgfhi and the soldier beside him ran straight into the chests of two Rasacks who were leading a group towards the stairs. Tgfhi bounced backward as the soldier to his right was bitten by one of the Rasacks. “No!” Tgfhi threw out his hands and shot ice daggers at the Rasack, then grunted as he ducked out of the way of the one he’d run into as it tried to bite him. Reaching out, Tgfhi grasped the Rasack’s head and froze it solid, then twisted the animal’s neck until its head broke off. 
 
    “Damn,” one of the Surpens behind him said as Tgfhi dropped the head to the ground.  
 
    The soldiers rushed past Tgfhi to fight the remaining Rasacks as he bent down to help the wounded soldier. “Are you okay?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “You killed it before it could inject its poison.” She stood up and pulled down on her red tunic to straighten it. Checking on the others, she saw that they were just finishing off the last of the Rasacks. Glancing back at Tgfhi, she said, “Thank you for saving my life.” Before Tgfhi could respond, she jogged off down the corridor with the others to check the rest of the palace. Tgfhi shook his head and followed. 
 
    After they had finished checking the lower floors, they made their way to the Rasacks’ spacejets, which were docked in the palace’s spaceport. Tgfhi was surprised to find that the spacejets had been disguised to look like ordinary Tgarian ships. It was no wonder that the Rasacks had been able to infiltrate his palace. His security guards hadn’t thought to inspect the cargo inside the ships. 
 
    The Surpen soldiers were now fighting the Rasacks that had been left behind to protect the ships. Tgfhi swung his hands in circular motions, using his powers to freeze the water in the eyes of the Rasacks. As they stumbled about blindly, striking out randomly with their fangs, the Surpens finished them off. 
 
    “Thank you,” the Surpen general said as he approached. 
 
    Tgfhi shrugged. It’d been easy. “What’s next?” 
 
    The general pointed towards the ships. Rasacks couldn’t fly spacejets on their own. They used slaves to pilot their ships. “We don’t know how many Rasacks are still on board and don’t want to risk the lives of the slaves by charging onto the ships. Since these are older jets, they still use fuel. Do you think you can freeze it? Once we know they can’t take off, I will send smaller groups on board to finish the last of them.” 
 
    Tgfhi had never tried freezing fuel before, but he didn’t think it’d be a problem. As he gestured with his hands, sending his powers into the fuel tanks, he had a thought. “You know, I can turn myself into a wave of water and drown the Rasacks in their ships. I’ll keep the slaves alive by forming air pockets around them so they can breathe.” 
 
    The general appeared surprised. “You can do that?” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” He shook his arms to remove the chill that came from using his powers. 
 
    The general laughed. “By all means, please, do.” 
 
    Tgfhi focused on turning himself into a massive wave of water. He raced up onto the ships, surrounding the heads of the remaining Rasacks as he kept his water away from the slaves. When the last of the Rasacks had died, he pulled himself back together. He could hear the slaves cheering as he became solid again. “Well, done. Thank you,” the general said, saluting him. “It’s been an honor to fight with you.” His words surprised Tgfhi. Never in his life would he have thought that he’d be thanked by a battle-hardened Surpen for his fighting skills. He watched as the slaves made their way off the jets, the Surpen soldiers going to them at once.  
 
    “Tgfhi?” 
 
    Tgfhi turned to find Tgart behind him. “Tgart!” he yelled, pulling his friend into his arms. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re safe,” Tgart said, when Tgfhi had released him. “I was in the communications room with the others when the Rasacks attacked. The Surpens wouldn’t let me return to you. They said the way was blocked. They kept us safe, but–” 
 
    “No worries. I’m fine. The Rasacks are dead.”  
 
    After Tgfhi had told Tgart what he’d seen, he said, “I’m going to clean up any remaining water to make sure there’s no damage to the palace and then go back to Thestran. Would you contact my dad and let him know I’m okay?” 
 
    “I’ll do it right now,” Tgart said, turning back towards the palace with Tgfhi. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Tgfhi walked into Rhen’s hospital room later that day, Crystam jumped into his arms. She was squeezing him so hard he thought she might break a bone. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” she said, pressing her face against his chest. “We were so worried.” 
 
    “Thanks to Rhen, I’m not hurt. If he hadn’t of prepared me for this battle, I wouldn’t be here right now.” Tgfhi was about to apologize to Crystam for fighting with her over the date for their wedding. He now knew, in the scheme of things, that it wasn’t really important, but his dad interrupted them.  
 
    “Do I call you King Tgfhi?” Tgonar asked as Crystam stepped back to make room for him. 
 
    Tgfhi frowned as he contemplated Tgonar’s words. His dad was offering him the crown. Did he want to be king? He’d probably have to leave school if he accepted. Unlike Rhen, he didn’t have a battalion of generals to run everything for him while he was away. “No, Dad. Not yet.” 
 
    Tgonar reached out to hug Tgfhi. “Thank the Gods you’re alive.” 
 
    “I’m rather happy about it myself,” Tgfhi said with a laugh. He broke free from his dad in order to embrace Crystam again. Lowering his head, he kissed her.  
 
    “How about the beginning of the next major school holiday?” she whispered against his lips. 
 
    Tgfhi was confused for a moment, but then he realized she was giving him a date for their wedding. “Oh, no, Crystam. You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    Crystam placed her fingertip on his lips. “I almost lost you. I…” Tears welled up in her eyes.  
 
    “I love you, too,” Tgfhi whispered, nuzzling the side of her neck. Crystam sighed, and then turned towards the room to announce the date of their wedding. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Hospital Room – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
    Rhen woke to find King Tgonar holding him. He moved his arm and Tgonar lifted his head off Rhen’s pillow. “You’re awake?” At Tgonar’s words, the Thestrans crowded around Rhen’s bed, staring at him. Rhen knew they had helped him during the worst of his illness so he tried not to frown as they surrounded him. Motioning with his hand, he indicated he wanted something to drink. He was too weak to sit up, so Tgonar and Jet lifted him. Rhen emptied the glass he’d been given causing several people to ask if he wanted more. Shaking his head, he closed his eyes and made a noise in his throat that sounded like something between a groan and a cough. Still can’t talk, he signed to Ceceta. 
 
    “Don’t worry, love. I’m sure you’ll be able to talk soon enough.” Ceceta watched Rhen slump down against his pillows. A moment later, he was asleep. 
 
    The next time Rhen woke up, he found Latsoh holding him. She seemed to be talking to herself with her eyes closed, so Rhen decided to tease her. He closed his eyes and flopped his arm around her body. She didn’t move, but continued to talk about her childhood in the Fire Elf castle. Rhen shifted his arm so that his hand became caught in her long red hair. He waited a moment then pulled back on her hair. Latsoh didn’t seem to notice so Rhen pulled harder. He felt Latsoh shrinking down on the bed, trying to relieve the discomfort he was causing her, but still she didn’t remove his hand. 
 
    “That jerk,” Ceceta said, under her breath as she watched her husband tormenting Latsoh from across the room. Standing up from her seat next to Crystam, she marched over to Rhen’s bed then leaned down next to his ear and whispered, “Are you having fun?” 
 
    Latsoh opened her eyes. “What? Am I having fun? No, not really.”  
 
    “Not you, Latsoh.” She pointed at Rhen. “Him.” 
 
    Latsoh looked down at Rhen’s face. His eyes were closed, his face was relaxed and he was breathing deeply. “He’s sleeping.”  
 
    Ceceta shook her head. “Oh, no, he’s not. He’s having fun at your expense.” 
 
    “No, he’s sleeping, Ceceta. He hasn’t woken up yet.”  
 
    “Believe me, Latsoh, I’ve slept with him for years. He’s definitely awake. If fact, he’s been awake for a while now.” She tapped Rhen on his nose. “Haven’t you, love?” 
 
    Latsoh jumped back when Rhen opened his eyes. “Oh, Gods, you’re awake.” She scrambled off the bed, feeling oddly self-conscious. Rhen reached out to help her, his mouth open as he laughed silently. 
 
    Smarty pants, Ceceta signed. You shouldn’t be making fun of your friends right now. They’ve been keeping you alive.  
 
    Mary stood up so she could get a better view of Rhen’s hands as she translated Ceceta’s signs. James crossed the room to stand beside her, waiting to transmit what was being said. 
 
    Rhen made sure Latsoh was steady before signing, I couldn’t resist. Do you have anything I could eat or drink? I’m dying here, you know. 
 
    Glad to see your sense of humor is back. I guess that means you’re going to live after all. Ceceta reached out for the glass that was on the night table by his bed. 
 
    Rhen lifted himself up with Bosternd and Jet’s help. They pushed some pillows behind his back, so that he was comfortable as he took the glass from Ceceta. More, please, he signed, when he’d emptied it. 
 
    “Are you sure you want more?” Ceceta asked. Rhen nodded. “Food too?” When Rhen nodded again, Ceceta breathed a sigh of relief. He was going to be okay.  
 
    “Coming right up,” Thellis said as he floated over Rhen’s bed on a translucent green chair. A moment later, there was an elaborate Surpen meal covering Rhen’s blanket. 
 
    Rhen shook his head. How much does he think I can eat?  
 
    Ceceta crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, you’ve been lying here passed out long enough to miss our history test. We’re going to have a lot of work to do when we get back to the University." 
 
    Rhen was shocked. He’d had no idea that it’d been that long. The Universe must be a wreck. 
 
    “Eat,” Ceceta said, handing him some spiced meat. Work later, she signed. 
 
    When Rhen had had enough to eat, he closed his eyes to scan the Universe for conflicts. Ceceta knew exactly what he was up to and she knew she had to stop him before he made his wound worse. “Rhen, you’ve been really sick. Please don’t exhaust yourself the first day you’re feeling better. You owe it to us to get well first.” 
 
    I’ll just peek at what’s going on. It won’t take a lot of energy. 
 
    Charlie appeared out of nowhere. “So, Rhen,” he said, picking up one of the meat dishes that were on the bed. “This looks… appetizing.” He grimaced at the mashed meat product in the bowl he was holding.  
 
    Tell Charlie it’s delicious, but unfortunately, it makes you fat, so I won’t eat it anymore. 
 
    When Ceceta told Charlie what Rhen had signed, he paled. “Fat? Oh, Rhen, you could eat the whole thing and never get fat. Have I told you, you are the skinniest person I know? In fact, you need to eat more.” He bent over and shoved a few of the plates closer to Rhen, making his brother laugh. 
 
    Rhen laughed silently as Charlie retreated. His body felt stiff and his joints ached. Yawning, he leaned his head back against the pillows. Perhaps Ceceta was right. He was tired. He should put off checking the Universe until later. Besides, he thought, even if I do see something that needs to be taken care of, I won’t be able to do anything about it.  
 
    “Should I get in bed with him?” Reed asked, when Rhen’s eyes closed and his head flopped to the side. It was his turn to sleep next to Rhen and he had prepared a long list of things to tell his little brother. 
 
    “No,” Ceceta said, turning to Bosternd. “You can throw out the list. He can sleep alone from now on.” 
 
    Later that night, Rhen woke up as the evening meal was being served. He lay in bed watching the Thestrans as they ate. He was amused to discover that they were chatting about the progress he was making. When he caught Ceceta’s eye, she rushed over to him. “Can I get you anything?” Ceceta could tell that he needed a moment, so she sat down on the side of his bed. He looked more exhausted than before. After a while, he signed, Ceceta, I should have thanked everyone earlier for their help. Would you please let them know that I really appreciate everything they did for me? Their kindness and generosity has overwhelmed me. I’m not sure that I would have recovered without their help. 
 
    I’ll tell them. Ceceta signed back. And you’re right, you wouldn’t have made it without them. I told you the Thestrans were our friends. 
 
    I realize that now. Feel free to gloat. 
 
    Ceceta smiled and reached out to stroke her fingers through his hair. “Do you want something to eat?” 
 
    No, I ate too much before. Maybe just a drink. Ceceta handed him the glass that was on the night table. He drank from it and then handed it back to her signing, Thanks, beautiful. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Ceceta said, but Rhen was already asleep. She leaned over to kiss him then returned to her meal. When there was a lull in the conversation, she cleared her throat and waited until she had everyone’s attention. The Thestrans already knew what she was going to say, because Mary had translated Rhen’s signs, but they waited patiently for her to speak. “Rhen asked me to thank all of you for helping him through his illness. He knows he might not have made it without your help… and I want to thank you too. I was losing it there. I was just… too tired. If you hadn’t of stepped in to help, I’m not sure if I would have made it either. Thank you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank us,” James said. “You’re our family. We enjoy helping you.”  
 
    Bosternd smirked at the comment while Ceceta dipped her head graciously in James’ direction. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Te was just leaving The Supreme’s office in the Wood Elf castle, when he felt a presence beside him. Glancing to his right, he noticed a mirage-like shimmer in the air. Loreth was alerting him to the fact that he was present in his invisible state.  
 
    “It went well,” Te told his advisor as they made their way to the Wood Elves’ portal room. “The Supreme was overjoyed with the idea of an Elves for Themrock group. He’ll talk to some of his people and begin recruiting members.”  
 
    An elfin mother had paused in the hallway to tie her child’s shoes. Te brushed past them, knocking the child down. “Hey!” the mother cried out. “Watch it.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be blocking the entire hallway,” Te snapped, gesturing up and down the barren hall.  
 
    “Elves are obnoxious,” he told Loreth as they entered the portal room. His upper lip curled at the sight of the empty room. Most portal rooms were luxurious since they were the first rooms visitors saw, but the Wood Elves had nothing in their portal room, not even a chair or painting on the wall. Pathetic, Te thought as Loreth said irately, “You know I’m elfin, right?” 
 
    “You’re a Genister,” Te replied dismissively. “You have to take an elfin body because Themrock makes you.” Te was about to ask Loreth why his Genister name began with an L, while the other Genisters’ names started with Ts, but his communicator beeped. 
 
    Loreth snorted at Te’s comment. He could use any shell he wanted to. Like the other Genisters, he’d chosen an elfin body because there was more room in it. The elves were the largest race in the Universe. It would have been hard to squeeze their powers into the shell of a Pontoian or similar such race. He debated arguing with Te, but decided against it. “You might want to talk with Aul,” Loreth said, when Te dropped his communicator back into his pocket. 
 
    “No. I don’t need him.” He was doing a fine job on his own. In fact, he might not even need Loreth for much longer. The man hadn’t done anything useful yet. All he did was listen to Te’s ideas. Te swiped his finger down the side of the golden portal frame then looked at it. Dust.  
 
    “Look at this place,” he snapped. He lifted his finger to show Loreth. “The Wood Elves should be ashamed.” Shaking his head, he wiped his finger off against the edge of the frame before saying, “Neptian Royal Palace.” A blue light filled the inside of the frame before it morphed to show an image of the portal room in Neptian’s Palace. Te stepped through the frame onto Neptian and took a deep breath of the rich air. He reached for a clean moist towelette that was waiting on the table beside the portal and cleaned off his fingers. “I don’t know why you think I need him,” he told Loreth, dropping the towel into a basket on the floor and walking towards his landjet, which was docked near the portal room. “The elves will do the work for us. We just have to keep them focused in the right direction. It’ll be easy.” 
 
    “Nothing’s ever easy when it comes to Rhen,” Loreth said. After a pause, he added, “Aul might be able to give you advice on how to attack Ceceta.”  
 
    Te scoffed. “She’s a woman. It’ll be easy to destroy her.” He backed his landjet out of his personal dock then flew west towards Ngignik, his hometown. 
 
    “Just consider it,” Loreth said as he flew alongside Te’s landjet.  
 
    Te flew out over the rich Neptian jungle then passed the infamous Ldastar waterfalls before crossing the river to land at the docking port that was attached to his manor house. Loreth landed beside him.  
 
    Te sighed heavily as he stepped out of his landjet. He really didn’t feel like dealing with Loreth right now. “Was there anything else?” he asked. 
 
    Loreth bristled at Te’s obvious attempt to get rid of him. He’d tortured mortals for less. He held his temper, though. Te was doing a decent job. He needed the man. “No, that’s all. I’ll check in with you after Rhen and Ceceta return to their school.” 
 
    “The Supreme should have everything set up by then. We will convince Ceceta to leave Rhen before the end of this semester. I’m sure of it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Aaron watched as Rhen slowly made his way over to the couch in the center of the room. It was the first time he’d been out of bed since he’d split his form in two. Aaron had wanted to help Rhen walk there, but Sarah had told him that Rhen would take his offer as an indication that Aaron considered him to be weak. He is weak, Aaron thought with a growl. It was stupid for Themrock to be struggling because he’d adopted the Surpen people’s morals. There was nothing wrong with being weak. 
 
    Rhen’s limbs shook as he lowered himself onto the couch. It felt good to be out of bed. His friends were going back to the University today and he had wanted to say goodbye to them from a more dignified position. He shifted on the cushions. Had the couch always been this uncomfortable? It felt lumpier than he’d remembered it. Leaning to his left, he reached behind the cushion, hoping to pull it back further. His fingers brushed against something hard that had been wedged between the cushion and the back of the couch. Grasping the object, he pulled it out and immediately the seat cushion fell into place. Rhen’s mouth dropped open when he saw what was in his hand. Snapping his fingers until he got Bosternd’s attention, he held it up. 
 
    Bosternd looked stunned. “Where did you find that?” 
 
    Rhen pointed behind him at the back of the couch. He frowned at Bosternd and shook Surpen’s crown back and forth then placed the crown on his lap to sign something to Ceceta. Before he could start, one of the dragons, which had been sitting by his legs, reached out and snatched the golden crown off his lap. Bosternd yelled, “Hey!” as the dragon darted past him towards the back of the room, where it hid under the beds that were against the back wall. 
 
    Thellis laughed above them. “They love collecting shiny objects.” 
 
    “They do?” Aaron asked. “I wonder if they took my communicator. It’s been missing for days.” 
 
    “I bet they took my reader,” Latsoh said. “It’s got a bronze finish on the cover.” 
 
    Sarah lifted her arm. “My gold bracelet is missing. I didn’t say anything because I knew none of you would have taken it. I just figured I’d misplaced it.”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Ceceta said. “I put Bosternd’s crown in the cabinet. How did they get it?”  
 
    Aaron had crawled under the beds to get the crown, but before he could reach it, the dragon bolted across the room carrying it in its mouth. Thellis floated higher, his grin widening as he watched them chase the dragon. “They’re smart. He probably saw you hide it and waited until no one was looking to steal it,” he told Ceceta. 
 
    The guard elves chased the dragon around the room, but it was Jack who finally coaxed it into giving up its prize. As he scratched the dragon behind its ears to thank it, Bosternd took back Surpen’s crown.  
 
    “Rhen,” Bosternd said, holding the crown on the palms of his hands. “I present to you your crown. You are now well enough to return to your rightful position.” Rhen grimaced but reached out for it. Once he had it, Bosternd breathed a sigh of relief. He’d never wanted to be Emperor. Thank the gods, Rhen had healed. 
 
    Rhen signed, Ceceta, please thank Bosternd for me. As Ceceta, spoke with Bosternd, Rhen waved Jack over. He pointed at the dragons and then at the windows. 
 
    “What?” Jack asked.  
 
    “The dragons are old enough to leave,” Thellis explained, floating down beside him. “If you keep them any longer, they’ll have trouble adjusting to life on their own.” 
 
    “No,” Jack said, shaking his head. He’d taken responsibility for the dragons while they’d been in the hospital room, making sure they had enough to eat and drink and asking the Genisters to feed them their powers whenever they happened to pop by. “They’re still too young,” he protested. Again, Rhen pointed at the windows. “Please,” Jack said. He couldn’t bear the thought of giving them up. “They’re too small. They’ll be hurt by something if we release them.” 
 
    Rhen whistled and the dragons ran over to him. They’d grown considerably under Jack’s care and were now the size of large dogs. Rhen stroked their heads as the dragons made soft peeping noises indicating their pleasure. Lifting his hands, Rhen signed, Ceceta they’ve hidden their treasures in your bag. My crown was the only one hidden elsewhere. 
 
    “What?” Ceceta asked with a laugh. She went over to the night table and bent down to look at her bag. It was so full it was bulging. “Oh, my.” Lifting it up, she dumped it out onto Rhen’s bed. “I think we’ve found the missing items and then some.” She poked at a silver cup, some shiny ribbon and several utensils that had also been placed in the bag. 
 
    Rhen signed, Ceceta, please tell Jack to say goodbye. The dragons need to go. It’s cruel to keep them here any longer. I would have forced them out earlier had I been able to. 
 
    Jack’s throat felt thick as he listened to Ceceta. He wanted to protest, but he knew he shouldn’t. Rhen wouldn’t do anything to harm the dragons. He brought them to one of the open windows and knelt down beside them. While hugging the dragons around their necks, he wished them long lives with plenty of shiny treasures. When Jack was done, Rhen used his powers to enlarge one of the window frames so the dragons could easily fit through it, and then Rhen clicked to the dragons, telling them it was time to go. The dragons climbed onto the frame, looked back at Jack, then leapt out into the sky. Jack rushed forward to watch them. They had a little trouble flying at first, but soon they were spinning and diving as they made their way towards the forest in the distance. 
 
    Jack felt something being pressed into his hand. He turned to find Rhen standing beside him. Lifting up the object, he found that Rhen had given him a short blue whistle.  
 
    “You’re a lucky one,” Thellis said above them. “Rhen’s given you a Genister whistle. You can use that to call your dragons and if you hold on to it when they’re near, you’ll be able to understand what they’re saying.” 
 
    Jack lunged forward hugging Rhen. “Thank you.” Rhen patted him on the back and nodded before returning to the couch.  
 
    Latsoh and Erfce waited until Rhen was seated before approaching him. “Hey, you know, it’s been fun and all,” Latsoh said with a laugh. “But now that you’re no longer in danger, it’s time for us to go back to school.” Rhen struggled to stand up again, even though they told him to stay seated. Once he was up, Latsoh reached out to hug him. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.” She stepped back as Erfce slapped him on the arm. “We’ll see you back at school.” Rhen nodded and waved goodbye. 
 
    “We’re leaving too,” Tgfhi said as he and Crystam walked over from where they’d been saying goodbye to Ceceta. “The University won’t let us use you as an excuse to miss classes anymore. They’re going to fail us if we don’t come back.” 
 
    “Tgfhi!” Crystam laughed. She couldn’t believe he’d said that.  
 
    Tgfhi shrugged then shook Rhen’s hand before stepping back to salute. “Thank you for teaching me how to fight, Emperor. It’s good to have you back. We’ll see you at school.” 
 
    Rhen gave Tgfhi the thumbs up sign then turned to give Crystam a hug. He put his arms around her and stiffened. Crystam noticed his change in posture, but decided not to ask since he couldn’t explain what was wrong. “I’m glad you’re better, Rhen. Come back to school soon.”  
 
    When Rhen stepped back, he was smiling tightly. Crystam wasn’t sure what to make of it so she just waved goodbye and headed towards the door with Tgfhi. 
 
    As Crystam and the others were nearing the door to leave, they heard James transmit Mary’s translation of Rhen’s signs. Ceceta, don’t tell Crystam, but she’s getting her mom’s powers and they’re coming on strong. 
 
    Crystam stumbled. Tgfhi reached out for her at once, helping her out of the room. As soon as they were in the hallway, Crystam began to hyperventilate. “It’s okay,” Tgfhi told her, as he held her tightly and rubbed her back. “We’ll work it out. Everything’s going to be fine. We’ll find a way to have Rhen help us. Themrock gave your ancestors their powers. There’s got to be something he can do.” 
 
    Latsoh and Erfce stared at each other. Tgfhi wasn’t serious, was he? He couldn’t ask Themrock for help. Rhen wouldn’t know what to do. He didn’t even have access to Themrock’s powers. They prayed Tgfhi wouldn’t slip up and tell Rhen the truth in order to save Crystam.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Conference Room – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
    “It’s amazing how overrun your palace is with tourists,” Bosternd said. He and Nk were meeting with the Thestrans and elves to discuss the actions they would need to take in order to protect Rhen when he returned to the Elfin University. Somehow word had leaked out about Rhen’s identity. From what Bosternd had learned, it appeared more people knew Rhen’s secret than didn’t. No doubt, within the next few days, everyone would know. So much for the Genisters’ threats of punishment. Bosternd wasn’t surprised. Themrock’s return was too important for people to keep it hidden. He wondered if the Genisters even knew that Rhen’s identity was now common knowledge. They certainly hadn’t been running around threatening everyone into silence.  
 
    Opening a new page on his computer, Bosternd checked over the items he had wanted to discuss. The Thestrans had already agreed to lock down the school’s portal and jetports. Visitors to the University would be forced to go through the Wood Elf castle’s portal. Nk had advised them that they wanted a battalion of Surpen soldiers to man the elves’ portal at all times and the Thestrans had agreed to their request.  
 
    “Everyone wants to see Rhen,” James said, replying to Bosternd’s comment. 
 
    “What about his trips to the City of Warton with his friends?” Nk asked. “Shall we prohibit him from leaving the University?” 
 
    “No, we can’t do that. We’ll just have to do our best to limit the number of people in the areas where he travels,” Bosternd said. 
 
    “Why does he go to Warton?” Naci asked. 
 
    “He’s been known to go to the movies with his friends,” Nk said.  
 
    “Do they go to the cinemas by the main portal in Warton?” James asked, working out the logistics in his mind. 
 
    “Yes,” Nk said. 
 
    “We can easily control that area,” James told him. “We’ll just have to make up a new University rule that requires students to receive permission from the Headmaster before leaving campus. That way we’ll have enough time to clear things out.” 
 
    “I’ll install the rule when I return,” the Headmaster said. 
 
    “Thank you,” James said, rising from the table. “I think that’s everything.”  
 
    Bosternd glanced up at James curiously. He was surprised James felt the need to wrap up the meeting when Bosternd had been the one who’d arranged it. Bosternd still wanted to review the safety protocols they needed to put in place if Rhen were to remain on Thestran. “Not quite. With your permission, we would like to erect a security fence around the University.” 
 
    “A fence?” the Headmaster asked. 
 
    “Yes, an invisible power field that will stop individuals from approaching the University from the ground. We wish to post guards at regular intervals around the fence. They should be Surpen soldiers, but we would like to disguise them as Thestrans, in case Rhen happens to spot one of them during his morning jogs.” 
 
    “Sure,” James said without hesitation. “Anything that protects Rhen is welcome.” 
 
    Bosternd dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Excellent.” He wasn’t surprised that James had agreed to his requests. Before James had known Rhen’s secret, he used to become agitated and quarrelsome whenever Surpen sent soldiers to Thestran. He’d even tried to stop Rhen from using his soldiers to help him teach his fight class. Now, however, that had all changed. James had accepted everything he had asked for without question. Bosternd rose to his feet and closed his computer. Now the meeting was over. 
 
    “What are we doing about his fight classes? They used to be held on an open enrollment basis. The entire Universe will enroll when they learn that Themrock’s teaching them,” Reed asked. 
 
    “Oh, we’ve already taken care of that,” Bosternd said, with a glance towards the Headmaster, while he gathered his papers and pushed in his chair. “One of our generals, General Ngi, is teaching the class, and we’ve informed the students that Rhen will no longer be present during it.” 
 
    Reed was relieved to hear it. “Good.” It seemed Bosternd had taken care of everything.  
 
    Nk held the door open as they left the room. “You know, I must admit,” Nk said, as James passed by him. “I’ve kind of enjoyed having Rhen confined to one space. Usually, he’s hopping all over the place and I can never find him. It’s been nice knowing where he is when I want him.” 
 
    Bosternd snorted. “You Thestrans have no idea how hard it’s been for us.” He turned towards the stairs. He and Nk had planned on checking in on Rhen before they returned to Surpen. 
 
    “You’re right. We don’t. Thank you. You’ve been a great friend to my brother.” James opened Rhen’s hospital door and waved for Bosternd and Nk to go in first. They saw Plos sitting next to Rhen on the couch. Plos was telling Rhen about his castle, while Rhen was giving him one of his best blank stares. Across the room, Ceceta was hiding her mouth behind her hand. She clearly thought their interaction was amusing.  
 
    Ceceta knew that Plos’ hard work would eventually pay off. She could tell that Rhen was starting to soften towards him. “Ready?” She glanced up to find Tgfhi standing beside her. He was visiting them from school. The two of them had been discussing ways in which Rhen might help Crystam tone down her powers. Ever since Crystam had returned to the University, she’d been causing people to pass out whenever she laughed. Tgfhi was worried, because normally new powers were weak, but Crystam’s were almost as strong as her mother’s. If her powers grew, like most people’s did, she would have a very limited life. “Yes.” She cradled her plate of food in the crook of her arm, grabbed her glass of juice and followed Tgfhi over towards Rhen. Ceceta sat down on the floor to eat her breakfast, while Tgfhi took the seat to Rhen’s left. 
 
    Why are you sitting on the floor? Rhen signed. 
 
    Ceceta shrugged. No chairs left. 
 
    There will be in a moment. Rhen swung his head towards Plos and turned into a large Neptian tiger with dark blue and black stripes. He roared into Plos’ face, showing off his long black fangs. Plos paled and sank down into the couch, while someone at the buffet table dropped their plate. 
 
    “Wait!” Ceceta yelled, when Plos started to crawl off the couch. He glanced up at her, but she was looking at the tiger. “Don’t change back, yet. You haven’t been a Neptian tiger in ages.” Ceceta clapped her hands with excitement. “Tgfhi, do you remember when our Professor was talking about Neptian tigers? He mentioned that years ago there was a scientist, who had discovered that the tigers had magical abilities, but before he could bring his findings to the public’s attention, he was murdered by poachers and his work was destroyed. To this day, no one knows what magical properties they have, right?” Ceceta pushed the coffee table closer to the couch and sat down on it in front of Rhen. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tgfhi replied hesitantly. The tiger beside him was so big that it had pushed him to the very edge of the couch. Its tail flicked up and down, hitting him in the face. He couldn’t believe that Rhen had turned into a Neptian tiger. No one had that ability. Shape changers had tried, but the tigers seemed to be off limits or beyond their skill. 
 
    “Well,” Ceceta said, with an expectant grin. “That scientist was right. I want to show you just what a Neptian tiger can do.” 
 
    “Do they really have the softest fur in the Universe?” Tgfhi asked. He’d never touched one before. Neptian tigers had been hunted to the verge of extinction because of their fur. There were only two tigers left in the Neptian City Zoo and both of those were females, although their professor had mentioned that last season a hiker had thought that he’d spotted a wild tiger in Neptian’s forest. Unfortunately, no one had been able to confirm the sighting. 
 
    “Yes,” Ceceta said, running her fingers across Rhen’s back. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to show the mortals their magic?” Thellis asked. He was floating by the windows on a green translucent chair. “It might upset them, since they’ve basically turned all of their tigers into clothing.” 
 
    Ceceta pushed down on Rhen’s shoulders. “I want to show them. Lie down, Rhen.”  
 
    Rhen stepped forward onto Plos’ lap and lowered his body onto the couch. He kept his back legs underneath him, so he was lying on his stomach rather than his side. 
 
    “Can I touch you?” Plos asked, his hands hovering over Rhen’s tiger head.  
 
    Rhen snorted with approval and lowered his head onto his giant black paws. 
 
    “Touch him?” Ceceta laughed out. “Of course, we’re going to touch him. That’s the magic. Do you want to touch his fur before I show you why Neptian tigers were a gift to the Universe from Lord Themrock?” 
 
    The Thestrans were startled by her words. They had never heard that before. “What?” Reed asked as he approached the couch. 
 
    As Plos slid his fingers through the fur on Rhen’s forehead he realized that the reports about a Neptian tiger’s fur being the softest thing in the Universe weren’t exaggerated. He had never felt anything like it before. It tickled his fingertips. 
 
    “Neptian tigers were a gift to us from Lord Themrock,” Ceceta told Reed. “You’ll understand once we work their magic. Pet him first, if you want to.” She reached out to stroke the tiger’s neck. 
 
    “Wow.” Shno, Rhen’s bodyguard from Wood Elf tribe, laughed as his fingers disappeared into Rhen’s fur. “This really is the softest thing I’ve ever touched.” He’d never seen a live Neptian tiger before and was surprised by how bright its cobalt blue stripes were. 
 
    “Indeed,” Aaron agreed as his hand ran down the tiger’s back. 
 
    Plos reached for the tiger’s ears, but Ceceta’s hand whipped out and hit his away before he could make contact. “Not the ears. The ears are mine,” she told him, as Thellis chuckled above them.  
 
    “I can’t believe how soft their fur is,” Jack said. He wanted to rub his face against the tiger’s back. 
 
    Mary stepped away from the couch to make room for someone else. “My grandfather told me that there was once an old woman in our town who had inherited a Neptian tiger fur coat. She kept it in a locked box and once a year the town’s children were allowed to touch it. Her children wanted her to sell it, but she wouldn’t. One night, they murdered her. After she was dead, they fought over her coat and during their fight they ended up killing each other and destroying it.” 
 
    “Things like that happened to all of the coats made from the fur of a Neptian tiger,” Thellis informed them. “As far as I know, there aren’t any left. It’s as if Themrock put a curse on them. Everyone who owned a coat suffered some sort of tragedy. It was wrong of you mortals to kill the tigers. We tried to warn you, but you wouldn’t listen. Now it’s too late. You’ve lost Themrock’s gift and you’ll never get it back.” 
 
    Reed crouched down to meet Rhen’s eyes. “Are you a real Neptian tiger or did you just change shape?”  
 
    “He’s a tiger,” Ceceta said. 
 
    “Does that mean he can mate with the tigers in the zoo and have babies?” Charlie asked. When Ceceta glared at him, he added, “What? The only two Neptian tigers left in existence are both females, if Rhen were to mate with them, we could make more tigers if… you know what I mean.” 
 
    Rhen sat up on his back haunches and closed his eyes. When he opened them, he saw Ceceta was frowning at him. “You thought what Charlie said was funny, didn’t you?” she asked. Rhen closed his eyes again. “Ha, ha, ha,” Ceceta said mockingly, as Rhen laughed in silence with his eyes closed. “Lie down,” she told him. Rhen lay down on his stomach again with his head on Plos’ lap. 
 
    How wonderful, Plos thought. I have Themrock and a Neptian tiger on my lap. He reached down to rub the tiger on its long nose. 
 
    “Have you finished petting the tiger?” Ceceta asked the room, sounding cross. Everyone stepped back. They weren’t finished, but it appeared Ceceta was ready to move on. “Okay, it’s time for some Themrock magic. Turn out the lights and close the shutters.” 
 
    Ceceta started to rub the tiger’s fur back and forth as fast as she could with her hands. At first nothing happened but then there was a white flash. It was followed by another white flash. Electricity was building within the tiger’s fur. As Ceceta continued to rub Rhen, the flashes of electricity grew until it was almost too bright to watch. When Rhen’s fur rose up, she yelled, “Now! Tgfhi, think of someone who has died that you want to talk to and rub the tiger’s fur backwards.” 
 
    “What?” Tgfhi asked, without moving. He couldn’t comprehend what she was asking him to do. Why was he supposed to think of someone who’d died while petting the tiger? 
 
    “Hurry! I built up the connection, follow through.”  
 
    It seemed important to Ceceta, so Tgfhi thought about his mom as he reached out and pushed backwards on Rhen’s fur. 
 
    “Too slow. Do it again quickly, before you lose them,” Ceceta told him. Tgfhi did it again, but he mustn’t have been going fast enough, because Ceceta grabbed his hand and rubbed it through the tiger’s fur for him. “Are you thinking about someone who’s dead?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” The white snaps of electricity that were flashing randomly about the tiger’s back moved together to form a ball of white energy. The ball quivered for a second before taking on the shape of a two-inch tall woman. The ghostly woman gasped and said in Tgarian, “My word.”  
 
    “Mom?” Tgfhi croaked, jerking his hand back. 
 
    The woman turned her head and spotted him. “Oh,” she cried out, the light in her face glowing brighter with love. “Tgfhi. My sweet boy, how are you? I’ve missed you so much. You look wonderful.” They saw her ghostly hands touch her face as she sighed. “Did I hear correctly? Are you getting married soon to that beautiful Ventarian girl? I’m so happy for you. You’ve done so well.” 
 
    “No way,” Jack said softly. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. It seemed everyone in the room agreed. Could Tgfhi really be speaking with his dead mother? This connection that Ceceta had been building–was it really with the time after? 
 
    “Mom,” Tgfhi said brokenly. He started to laugh and cry at the same time while wiping at his eyes with his hand. 
 
    The tiger looked back at him and whined. Rhen didn’t want Tgfhi to cry. 
 
    “Lord Rhen, is that you? Are you forming this connection?” the woman asked, glancing towards the tiger’s face. “Dear me, are you a Neptian tiger? Well, isn’t that funny. You look very nice as a tiger, Lord Rhen.” Rhen blinked his eyes in response. 
 
    In Tgarian, Tgfhi said, “Mom, I miss you. I love you.”  
 
    “Okay,” Ceceta said to the others, “let’s see how many connections we can get. I once had five connections going at once.” 
 
    James cleared his throat. He was having trouble coming to grips with what he was seeing. “Ceceta, do you mean to tell me that the fur of a Neptian tiger allows the living to speak to the dead?”  
 
    “Yes! Isn’t it wonderful?! Themrock made two connections for us to use to speak to our dead. The first connection is in his castle, Tetong. Unfortunately, we can’t use that one until he opens it up; the second is through the fur of a Neptian tiger.”  
 
    James was stunned. Ceceta asked them again if anyone wanted to speak with a dead relative. When no one said anything, James said, “May I speak with Kendeth?” Kendeth had been his mother’s advisor as well as a surrogate grandfather to him.  
 
    “Of course.” Ceceta put James’ hand on Rhen’s back and showed him how to rub the fur to make a connection. Within a matter of seconds, Kendeth’s ghostly form appeared before them. 
 
    Rhen found himself growing bored. Ceceta had made seven connections on his back. The Thestrans had been talking to their loved ones for a while now. With a yawn, he shifted his body so that he was lying on his side then rested his head on Plos’ lap. Plos was doing a marvelous job of stroking his neck. “I’ve decided,” Plos whispered to Rhen, “that my favorite animal in the Universe is the Neptian tiger. I pledge to do whatever I can to help them.” Rhen blinked in response. He knew he’d liked Plos. 
 
    When Kendeth said, “Have you discovered the truth about Rhen yet? It’s really quite amazing, isn’t it? Who knew?” Ceceta and the others paled as they turned to look at Rhen’s head. His ears, which had been pointing forward, were now turned backwards as he listened to Kendeth. Rhen’s tail swished back and forth as he waited for Kendeth to continue. 
 
    “Yes,” Aaron said. “We discovered that he’s the Black Angel. It’s remarkable. We had no idea.” 
 
    Reed bent closer to Kendeth’s image and put his finger to his mouth to indicate that he should be quiet, then he pointed towards the right. Kendeth turned and spotted the tiger. “Don’t tell me I’m standing on Emperor Rhen? Thank you, my Lord, for allowing me to visit with my family.” 
 
    Rhen turned his head towards Kendeth and blinked its eyes in response, before flopping back down onto Plos’ lap. Plos reached over to scratch him under his chin, which caused his tail to jerk wildly about in response. 
 
    “What an honor to be communicating to you through Rhen,” Kendeth said. 
 
    “I think we should call it a night,” Ceceta told them quickly. She was worried that Kendeth might slip. They said their goodbyes and she smoothed the tiger’s fur until the images faded. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Sarah said as Aaron flicked the room’s lights back on and Jack opened the shutters. 
 
    Reed shook his head. “I had no idea you could do that.” 
 
    Naci snorted and sat down on one of the beds in the back of the room, where he’d left his breakfast. “If we’d known, we wouldn’t have killed them off.”  
 
    Plos was still scratching Rhen under his chin. Rhen’s tail was slamming back and forth against Tgfhi’s head in response. “Um, Plos?” Tgfhi said, trying to duck out of the way. Plos laughed and leaned back into the couch, scratching Rhen’s neck instead. 
 
    James approached Ceceta. “What Charlie asked before, is it possible? Could this tiger mate with the ones in the zoo? Perhaps Rhen could bring the tigers back from extinction?" 
 
    “No,” Ceceta snapped. She couldn’t believe he’d even think such a thing. Reaching over, she smacked Rhen on his side. His muscles quivered from the blow. “Change back.” A moment later, Rhen was sitting on the couch. His hair was pointing out in all directions. “Fix your hair,” she told him while walking over to sit down on the floor by her plate. Reed and James’ children ran into the room. Ever since Rhen had started to improve, they’d been stopping by for their meals. 
 
    Rhen ran his fingers through his hair to push it down then leaned over to rest his head on Plos’ shoulder. I like Plos. Can we adopt him? he signed.  
 
    Plos’ mouth fell open when he heard James transmit Rhen’s signs. Themrock liked him! His God liked him! He wanted to shout with joy. 
 
    “No,” Ceceta growled. 
 
    Rhen rubbed his cheek back and forth on Plos’ shoulder. You can pet me anytime, he signed. Now, would you please let my wife have her seat? 
 
    Ceceta translated his words and Plos stood up at once. “Is that how this whole thing got started?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ceceta said sitting down next to her husband. Rhen kissed her cheek and she felt her anger dissolve. “Tgfhi, when our professor was talking about the tigers, I considered having Rhen change into one to show everyone what they could do, but I decided not to. Now that you know what they’re capable of, do you think we should have Rhen change for the class?” 
 
    “Definitely. Once people learn what they can do, they’ll work to save the tigers. If that hiker was right and there is a wild tiger in the woods on Neptian, and if it is a male, then they can breed him with the females they have in captivity.” 
 
    “But if it’s not a male, there’s no point,” Naci said. 
 
    “Rhen,” Ceceta asked, “is there a wild tiger on Neptian? Can you find out?”  
 
    What? Rhen signed. He hadn’t been paying attention. Instead, he’d been watching Reed’s son tie his military boots together. 
 
    “Is the tiger that was spotted on Neptian a male or a female?” 
 
    I don’t know. Do you want me to check? Ceceta nodded.  
 
    Rhen closed his eyes and sat back against the couch. A short while later, he leaned forward to check on his nephew’s progress with his boots before signing, There is a male Neptian tiger hiding in the woods near the Ldastar Falls.  
 
    “That’s fantastic,” Plos said, after Ceceta had told him what Rhen had signed. “It means we can bring back their species. Can you tell us where to find it?” 
 
    No, Rhen signed. He doesn’t want to be found. He doesn’t like people. He has no intention of becoming a part of this Universe.” 
 
    When Ceceta saw the confused expressions on their faces, after she’d translated his signs, she said, “Rhen, I think you need to explain that a little better.”  
 
    Rhen sighed. Themrock gave the Neptian tigers the ability to pass into different dimensions. The male tiger that I spotted isn’t the same one that that hiker saw. It’s a different one and he’s just passing through. He’ll be gone soon.  
 
    Ceceta relayed what he’d said, but now Plos was even more confused. “If that’s the case, then why don’t the tigers in the zoo leave?” 
 
    Rhen shrugged. Maybe they’re staying because they’ve been here too long? They don’t fit in with their own kind. Over the years, the other tigers’ coats have changed color. 
 
    Aaron’s eyebrows rose, when Ceceta had finished explaining. That was interesting. “What do they look like now?” 
 
    Like… Rhen paused to think. Like night. 
 
    “They’re all black now?” Reed asked, after Ceceta had finished speaking. 
 
    Rhen nodded. Reed’s son was finished with his boots, so he stood up. He pretended to take a step, waved his arms wildly about in the air and fell to the floor dramatically. The boy laughed hysterically before he and his cousins piled on top of Rhen as he lay on the floor. 
 
    James noticed Thellis floating beside him and whispered, “You were right. I tend to forget he’s Themrock. Seeing him like this makes me think of him as just my brother.” 
 
    “That’s the beauty of Themrock. He has amazing powers and yet you feel as if he’s the same as you.” 
 
    James nodded as he watched Rhen attempt to do pushups while his nieces and nephews hung onto his back. “Wait,” he said, as a thought occurred to him. He turned but Thellis had left. What had Thellis meant when he’d said, ‘you feel as if he’s the same as you?’ Wasn’t Themrock a Genister like Thellis? What made Themrock different from the other Genisters?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Tgfhi and Crystam’s Apartment – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    Tgfhi held Crystam as she cried on his shoulder. She’d had a rough day. One of her professors had fainted when she’d asked him a question. Tgfhi could understand Crystam’s laughter causing someone to pass out. Her mother had the same power. But for a professor to faint from a mere question? That was bad. How much stronger were her powers going to get? 
 
    “Shh,” he said, trying to calm her. He reached up to stroke his hand through her blond hair. “It’ll be alright. Ceceta said she’d help. You have to have faith in her.” 
 
    “I know,” Crystam wailed. “But, it’s hard.” 
 
    “We’ll get through this.” Tgfhi reached for the tissues on his bedside table and gave some to Crystam. She blew her nose then snuggled against his chest. “When will they be back?” 
 
    “Soon,” Tgfhi said, interlacing their fingers. He kissed her gently on the head. “When I was there Rhen was talking and Ceceta told me she had roughly one day’s worth of shots left.” Crystam pressed her face harder into his chest.  
 
    Tgfhi was at a loss. “Has your mom been by?” He hoped she was on her way. She would be much better at comforting Crystam. 
 
    Crystam sniffed and nodded. “She was here while you were at the palace. She suggested we change the date of our wedding. She wants to make it sooner.” 
 
    Tgfhi’s brow furrowed. That was an odd request. “Why?” 
 
    “She said it would make me feel better.” 
 
    Tgfhi didn’t want to get married until they found a solution to Crystam’s situation, but he said, “That’s fine with me if it would make you feel better.” He felt Crystam’s hand stroke his cheek and suddenly he had to fight to remain conscious. If he were to faint, not only would she be a wreck but she’d cancel their engagement. She wouldn’t want to take a chance with his life.  
 
    “Let’s keep the date we picked. Hopefully, Themrock will be able to help us.” 
 
    Tgfhi felt so lightheaded that he didn’t think he’d be able to answer without her noticing, so he grunted, hoping she’d take it to mean that he agreed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to talk?” Thellis asked as he flew into Bosternd’s office, in Surpen’s underground military headquarters. He landed beside Bosternd’s desk and reached out with his translucent fingers to touch the cool dirt wall beside him. The bunker’s tunnels connected offices, conference rooms, training rooms, classrooms and more. They formed a maze that every new soldier had to learn when they joined Surpen’s military.  
 
    Bosternd closed his computer. “Thank you for coming. It would be helpful if you could tell me why Therol wants to hurt Themrock. Ceceta already explained Thaster’s motives, but she didn’t know Therol’s.” Thellis hesitated. When it looked like he might fly away, Bosternd added, “Please. It’s important.” 
 
    Thellis shook his head. “It’s not important.” 
 
    “I disagree.” Bosternd opened his mouth to explain why, but Thellis had lifted up into the air.  
 
    “Forget about it,” Thellis told him with a flick of his wrist. 
 
    Quickly, Bosternd changed topics. “Would you please send a Genister to the school as a student to protect Rhen from Therol?” 
 
    Thellis paused at the ceiling to laugh. “What?” 
 
    “I want Rhen protected. Is there a Genister who might pose as a student? One who would be able to help Rhen on a moment’s notice?” 
 
    Thellis liked the idea but couldn’t think of anyone besides Theter who might do it. Unfortunately, he hadn’t seen Theter in ages. Not since Therol had locked Themrock into a Void Box. “Not exactly.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Bosternd watched as Thellis floated back down to the floor, his translucent green boots landing on the mosaic tile in his office.  
 
    “It means that even if I had a Genister who would do it, they couldn’t protect Rhen from Therol.” 
 
    Bosternd’s eyebrows rose. “And why’s that?” 
 
    Thellis reached up to stroke his translucent goatee. It’d been ages since he’d explained it to a mortal. “Themrock has more power than the rest of us. When he and Therol were younger, they did everything together. They were inseparable. You saw me feed the dragons my powers?” Bosternd nodded. “Therol used to beg Themrock to do the same for him. He was always after Themrock to feed him more power.” 
 
    Bosternd cocked his head. Why would a Genister want to be fed additional power? “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Thellis sighed. He needed to start over. “Themrock has too much power. He produces it all the time. He can’t fit himself inside a mortal shell. He needs to constantly be shedding his powers. He’s left powerballs of extra energy randomly throughout his Universes.” 
 
    “He sheds his power?” Bosternd was intrigued. “How does he do that without letting Rhen know?” 
 
    “Your portals and landjets all run on Themrock’s powers. The more you use them, the happier he is. Anyway, before Therol and Themrock’s… incident, shall we say, Themrock had fed an enormous amount of power into Therol, more than anyone else. Therol’s mortal form was as powerful as Themrock’s and they looked identical.” 
 
    Bosternd felt chilled. “What?” 
 
    Thellis sighed. “Remember how the dragons’ scales would turn greenish when I fed them? Well, when a Genister takes in the powers of another Genister, if they get enough, they look like that other Genister.” 
 
    “Gods.” Bosternd couldn’t think of anything worse. What would they do if Therol looked like Rhen? How would they protect him? 
 
    “Don’t worry. Themrock has been gone for so long, locked up in that Void Box, that Therol’s powers have weakened. He’s still stronger than the rest of us, but he’s nowhere near as powerful as he once was.” 
 
    “So, then, that’s why none of you can protect him.” Thellis grunted affirmatively. Bosternd reached up to scratch his chin as he considered what else it meant. “If what you’re saying is true, then that also means Themrock’s stronger, so there’s no question he will be able to defeat Therol, correct?” 
 
    “Well,” Thellis said, drawing it out, his face grimacing. “You see, here’s the thing. Themrock hates to fight. He avoids fighting at all cost. If we can convince him to kill Therol, he’ll be able to do it, but he won’t want to do it.” 
 
    Bosternd dropped his eyes to his desk. So, Themrock was a pacifist. He mulled it over and the more he thought about it, the more he could see that same trait in Rhen, too. “Will Themrock stop Therol from hurting his mortal body?” 
 
    “He will, if he notices what’s happening. The problem is that Therol’s tricky.” Thellis paused to take off his translucent cape. He flung it to his left and the cape disappeared. Bosternd wondered where he’d sent it and then questioned if it had ever even existed. Thellis continued. “None of us realized Therol would use a gremlin potion to capture Themrock in a Void Box. We had thought we were keeping Themrock safe, but Therol sneaked right past us.”  
 
    Bosternd grunted, taking his mind off of the dead Genister’s clothing and focusing it back on Rhen. “So all we have to do is make sure Therol doesn’t sneak by us.”  
 
    Thellis nodded. He knew it sounded easy, but it wasn’t.  
 
    “Out of curiosity,” Bosternd added. “Why are you and the others protecting Themrock? What do you get out of it? Why not simply lead your own lives and ignore him and Therol?” 
 
    Thellis laughed. No one had ever asked him that. “We want to go home. The only one who can open the doorway back to our dimension is Themrock.” 
 
    “The Neptian tigers–” Bosternd began. 
 
    “Can open a doorway for themselves and Themrock but not for anyone else. If we don’t protect Themrock, we’ll never be able to return to Genister.” 
 
    So, the Genisters needed Themrock in order to go home. But, if that was the case, then why would Therol want to kill Themrock? “Doesn’t Therol want to go home?” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” Thellis said. He flew out of the room before Bosternd could ask him anything else. 
 
    Bosternd leaned back in his chair and sighed. He hadn’t learned why Therol was targeting Themrock, but at least he now knew why the Genisters were so concerned about his safety.  
 
    Standing up, he reached for his weapons belt. It was time to go back to Thestran. He wanted to be there for Rhen’s final shot. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bosternd walked into Rhen’s hospital room to find the guard elves packing up. “Where’s Rhen?” 
 
    Jack shoved some socks into the bag he was holding. “You just missed him. He and Ceceta disappeared the minute she gave him his last shot.” 
 
    Bosternd nodded. It made sense. He would have done the same thing. They hadn’t been alone together for some time. “Go to the University,” he told them. “Ceceta will convince Rhen to return to school.” 
 
    “We were thinking the same thing,” Aaron said. He lifted up his bag then reached for Sarah’s, surprising Bosternd. Did Aaron like Sarah? That would be scandalous. What would the Fire Elf King do if both of his children were to marry out? Jet appeared beside Bosternd and saluted. “Sir, you should know that Rhen told Ceceta he would no longer be the Black Angel.” 
 
    Bosternd hadn’t expected that. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. He told her that the Universe was uncharacteristically calm so there was no need for the Angel right now. He also said that since so many people knew he was the Angel, he’d feel silly wearing the outfit.” Bosternd smiled. That was good news. He’d always worried when Rhen had traipsed around the Universe saving people as the Black Angel. 
 
    “That’s not all he said,” Shno added with a snicker. 
 
    Bosternd waited for Jet to fill him in. “Sir, he asked Ceceta if Themrock was back, because the only way Universal peace like we’re experiencing right now would be possible would be if people were afraid Themrock might see them. He said, ‘People tend to behave when they think the Gods are watching.’” 
 
    Bosternd laughed. “And how did Ceceta respond?”  
 
    “She told him that Thellis hadn’t mentioned it, to which Rhen replied that Themrock couldn’t be back, because the moment he returned, Thellis would be all over him.” 
 
    “Good answer.” Ceceta never ceased to amaze him. She had a sharp mind. He turned towards the guard elves. “Did James tell you that the University’s Headmaster has given you rooms next to Rhen’s?” 
 
    “Yes and we also heard that Latsoh and Erfce will be joining us as well, now that they’re going to be married,” Sarah said. Students who were engaged or married were allowed to live in the Teacher’s Residence Hall on campus.  
 
    When Aaron reached out for Sarah’s hand, Bosternd turned away so they wouldn’t see him smiling. It looked like the Fire Elf King was in for a surprise. Sarah and Aaron were definitely an item. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he told Jet. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Jet saluted Bosternd again and then left to join his wife, Lilly, who had already returned to the University. The two of them had the apartment adjoining Rhen’s. They would be the first to know when Rhen returned. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When the guard elves arrived at the University, they found their parents had already sent their personal effects to their rooms. “Hey, Shno and I are right across the hall from you,” Jack told Aaron as he stepped out of his room. 
 
    Aaron had switched rooms with Shno so that he could be with Sarah, but he didn’t feel like explaining that to Jack. “We’re going to check out the campus. Do you want to come?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jack said as Sarah joined them in the hallway.  
 
    “Should we ask Shno if he wants to come, too?” Sarah asked, her chin lifting towards Jack’s apartment door. 
 
    “He’s not here. He ran home to have a quick visit with his parents,” Jack said.  
 
    They walked down the stairs at the end of the hall, pushed open the metal door, then paused on the concrete landing of the Teacher’s Residence Hall. In the distance was the academic building. It was a modern octagonal structure made completely out of glass. A brick dorm building was immediately in front of their building and to the left, in the center of campus, was the Great Lawn. On the other side of the lawn were more dorm buildings and in the distance beyond them, they could just make out the sparkling blue water of the University’s lake. The Great Lawn dipped lower in the center of the quad then ran past their building before ascending a hill towards the Wood Elf forest. Beyond the academic building were more student dormitories and classroom buildings, a stadium, an athletics building, the music and arts building, foreign studies buildings and more. Surrounding them on all sides was the Wood Elf forest. The University was located on the Wood Elves’ land, just a short walk through the woods from the Wood Elves’ castle. 
 
    They strolled across the campus following the brick paths, while checking for possible dangers. Fortunately, it appeared Bosternd had taken care of everything. As they walked, Aaron and Sarah reminisced about their days at the University. “You know we met here,” Sarah told Jack. 
 
    “Really?” He peered between two of the dorm buildings towards the lake. “Did you have classes together or something?” 
 
    Sarah smiled at Aaron as he reached out to tug on her ponytail. “We met for the first time when Reed organized some jetbike races for the students. After that, we both ended up with the same major so we saw a lot of each other.”  
 
    Jack was the youngest of the guards and had yet to attend the University. He stepped closer to Aaron and whispered, “Is it normal for the other students to stare at you?”  
 
    “No,” Aaron growled. He turned towards the students, who’d been trailing along behind them.  
 
    “Rhen’s not here,” he told them. “He’s off with Ceceta, so please go on about your business.” The students dropped their heads and shuffled off. It was obvious they’d been following the guards in the hopes that Rhen might appear.  
 
    “This is going to be harder than we thought,” Sarah said. She noticed Erfce walking to class and waved. 
 
    Erfce was happy to see them because it meant Rhen was feeling better. It also meant that Charlie would soon be there. He needed to talk to Charlie in private so he could ask him about buying Latsoh’s portrait. He had figured he’d blame the auction house that Naci had used for telling him who had purchased the portrait. Since Naci wasn’t speaking to them, it didn’t matter if Charlie questioned him or not.  
 
    Aaron watched Erfce until he disappeared into the academic building. When he turned around, he noticed Jack was walking up the hill past the Teachers’ Residence Hall. “Where are you going?” he called out.  
 
    Jack spun about. Grinning, he reached under his shirt for the blue whistle that rested against his skin. He’d hung Rhen’s gift around his neck on a piece of rope. Since he had some free time, he wanted to see if it would work. “I thought I’d check on my dragons.” 
 
    “Ha,” Sarah said, turning on her heel to follow him. She couldn’t wait to see the dragons again.  
 
    They found a secluded area on the other side of the hill behind the Teacher’s Residence Hall. Jack blew his whistle as Rhen had shown him. It made a strange, squeaking sound. Not the sound one would expect to come from a dragon whistle. After a little while, they saw two, golden dragons flying down towards them. “It worked,” Jack exclaimed. He laughed as the dragons, who were quite large now, circled their location before landing beside them.  
 
    “Hello,” the largest dragon clicked, bowing her head to Jack. 
 
    “Hi,” the smaller, male dragon roared. He stepped forward and rubbed his warm scaly head against Jack’s hand. Jack laughed and scratched him under his chin. “You came! I’m so glad to see you. How are you doing?”  
 
    “We’re well. We’ve missed you, though,” the female clicked. She lowered her head so that Jack could scratch her too. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, too. Do you remember my friends?” Jack asked, while pointing towards Sarah and Aaron. 
 
    “Of course.” The female dragon flicked her tail towards them in acknowledgement.  
 
    The male dragon hopped up and down on his front legs. “Let’s play.” 
 
    Jack was intrigued. “What do you want to play?” 
 
    “You chase me and I’ll try to run away,” the dragon suggested, it’s head tilting sideways. 
 
    Jack laughed. “That’s not much of a game. I can easily run faster than you on the ground.” 
 
    The dragon flapped his wings. “Then, let’s fly.” 
 
    Jack was confused. He’d thought the dragons knew he didn’t have powers. “Sorry. I can’t fly.” 
 
    “Why not? You’re an Air Elf. That’s one of the powers that the master has given you. Come on.” The dragon jumped into the air and flew in a circle around them. 
 
    Jack was dumbfounded. We can fly? Turning towards the others, he dropped the metallic whistle out of his hand. “Do you know what the dragons just told me?” 
 
    Sarah snorted. “Of course not, you’re growling and hissing.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. He was almost afraid to say it. “They told me that one of the powers the master will give the Air Elves is the ability to fly.”  
 
    “No way,” Sarah exclaimed. “Really?” 
 
    “Who’s the master?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jack told Sarah before glancing at Aaron and adding, “The dragons call Themrock ‘the master.’” 
 
    Aaron nodded. It made sense, even if it did sound weird. “Ask them what other powers we’ll have.” He wanted to know what his powers were going to be. 
 
    Jack picked up the whistle with his right hand and turned to the female dragon. “What other powers will we receive from the master?” 
 
    “Well–” the boy dragon began, but the female dragon snapped at him, telling him to be quiet.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “It was wrong of my brother to tell you that. If the master doesn’t fully return to us before he’s destroyed, then you won’t be able to fly and you’ll regret it. It’s best if you don’t know what you’ll be losing.” 
 
    All of the joy Jack had been feeling at the idea of flying vanished. “Are you saying that Rhen is going to die soon?”  
 
    “No, we can’t see the future, but if the past is any indication, then we may not have the master for long. The bad Genisters are cruel and the master is quick to forgive.” 
 
    Jack understood what they were saying. “Just so you know, we will do everything in our power to protect the master.” The dragons dipped their heads at his remark. Jack dropped his whistle to tell Aaron and Sarah what was said, but hesitated when he saw Naci walking up the hill towards them. The Fire Elf King looked furious and his eyes were glued to Aaron and Sarah’s clasped hands. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You want me to do what?” Yfetb asked his father incredulously. They were sitting in Te’s office in their manor house on Neptian. Te had demanded that Yfetb leave his class at the Neptian University early so that they could talk. 
 
    “I want you to enroll at the Elfin University. You should be on hand to do everything you can to help our Lord Themrock.” 
 
    Yfetb closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He was trying to keep himself from screaming. When he knew he could speak calmly, he said, “Dad, you know I’m going to graduate at the end of this year. If I switch to the Elfin University, some of my credits might not transfer and I won’t be able to finish. Also, I’ve already sent in my application to the City’s Law School for next year, it’d look bad if I switched schools at this point.” He felt his objections were logical and hoped his father would listen. Instead, Te waved at him dismissively.  
 
    “It’s fine.” Te glanced towards the windows. Some tourists were singing at the Falls. Their voices, although beautiful, were annoying. Te wished his family’s homestead wasn’t quite so close to the Falls. It was distracting him from his work. He should petition the Neptian King to close the Falls to tourists. Turning back to Yfetb, he said, “While you’re at the University, I want you to join the Elves for Themrock Club. It sounds like a noble group. You can also court Crystam. She would be an excellent match for you.” 
 
    Yfetb shifted in his chair. It was taking every ounce of self-control he had not to jump over his father’s desk and strangle him. “Didn’t you hear that Crystam and Tgfhi have set a date for their wedding? There’s no point in my courting her. She’s getting married.” He clenched his hands with frustration, turning his knuckles a lighter blue than the rest of his skin. 
 
    “I have it from a good source that she’d prefer to have you.” Te lifted up his papers blocking his view of Yfetb, thereby indicating that their meeting was over.  
 
    Yfetb cocked his head as he stared at the paper’s headlines about Themrock. That seemed to be the only thing the news talked about these days. What had his dad meant, when he’d said he’d heard it from a ‘good source’? Was Loreth back?  
 
    His father had dropped the idea of his courting Crystam after his loss on the Council Chamber floor. When Te hadn’t gotten the votes he’d needed to take over Ventar’s trade routes, he’d stopped asking Yfetb to court Crystam. Now, suddenly, he seemed to be interested in it again? The only reason Yfetb could think of for Te’s returning to it was if Loreth were back.  
 
    “I’m not doing it.” 
 
    Te lowered his papers. He couldn’t believe Yfetb would talk back to him like that. With narrowed eyes, he pointed his finger at Yfetb and said in a barely audible hiss, “You will go to the Elfin University. You will join the Elves for Themrock Club and you will court Crystam. If you don’t, I will disown you.” 
 
    It was obvious he wasn’t joking. Yfetb contemplated refusing. No, he thought. He didn’t want to be on his own just yet. He didn’t have the means to support himself. Once he got his law degree, he’d be able to tell his father to go to Hell.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Rhen’s Apartment – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    “I’m so out of shape.” Aaron heard someone say. He was supposed to be watching for Rhen and Ceceta’s return, but must have fallen asleep. Aaron opened his mouth to call out to the person in Rhen’s apartment, but jumped when he heard a sound behind him. Looking over his right shoulder, he saw Jet in his kitchen, holding a finger to his lips.  
 
    Leaning to his left, Aaron peered into Rhen’s apartment. Rhen was standing in his bedroom doorway pulling off a sweaty tunic. “Charlie’s right. I’m fat. I feel like a Tgarian Mormot–fat and out of shape.”  
 
    “You’re not fat,” Ceceta said. “There isn’t an ounce of fat on you. Come back to bed.” Rhen must have liked her suggestion, because he stepped forward and kicked his bedroom door closed. As it swung shut, Aaron heard Ceceta giggling. 
 
    “Well, I guess they’re back,” Aaron said, rising to his feet.  
 
    Jet nodded. He had gone into his kitchen four times that night to get a bottle for his baby and had seen Aaron sleeping on his couch. Since he hadn’t felt that Rhen was in any danger, he hadn’t bothered to wake Aaron up. “Indeed.” Jet would have said more but he heard his baby crying. With a sigh, he shook his head and walked back into his bedroom with the bottle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Rhen and Ceceta left their bedroom later that morning, they found their friends, the guard elves, Charlie, Mary and Jet waiting for them in the living room area of their apartment. Rhen laughed at the sight of them.  
 
    “Don’t we make quite the group? Let’s get Lilly and the baby out here to round out our number of women, shall we?”  
 
    “Ha, ha, ha,” Ceceta said, while stepping forward to kiss everyone hello. 
 
    Jet saluted Rhen before saying, “You can speak in sentences now.”  
 
    Ceceta laughed. “He’s practiced a lot over the last two days.” She watched as Rhen’s eyebrows raised then blew him an air kiss. Turning back to the group, she asked, “How was everyone’s weekend?” 
 
    “Fabulous,” Latsoh said. She was looking forward to filling Ceceta in on her wedding plans at breakfast. She and Erfce had chosen a location on the Planet of Crithnians for their ceremony. 
 
    As their friends chatted about their weekends, Ceceta noticed that Crystam was sitting hunched over, her eyes on the floor. Tgfhi had left Ceceta a message saying that Crystam’s powers were getting stronger every day. Obviously, her friend was depressed. Ceceta reached out for Crystam’s hand and pulled her towards the door. “Come.” She wrapped her arm around Crystam’s waist and whispered, “It’ll be okay. We’ll figure things out.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Latsoh asked, following along behind them. 
 
    Ceceta paused to look back at the others. “I’ve got my class to teach, unless the Headmaster gave it to someone else, and Rhen is going to check on Ngi to see how he’s doing with his class.” She leaned to the right around Latsoh to see Rhen. “I’ll meet you at breakfast?” When Rhen nodded, she turned and pushed the door open. As Ceceta walked down the stairs with her friends, she asked, “Do you know why the Headmaster moved my class to the auditorium?”  
 
    Rhen didn’t hear their answer. He glanced at Jet to make sure he was ready, then walked towards the door. Clomping down the stairs in his military boots, he pushed the exit door open, then paused long enough to hold the door for Sarah and the others. In the distance he could see Ceceta and their friends making their way to the auditorium. Rhen turned right towards the Great Lawn. Even though a lot of students had dropped his class when they’d heard he was no longer teaching it it was still the most popular class offered at the University and had to be held outside on the Great Lawn to accommodate the large number of students. The Surpen soldiers that Rhen had used to help him teach were now assisting General Ngi.  
 
    Smiling, Rhen walked up towards the bandstand where Ngi was demonstrating a defensive move. As Rhen passed the students, they stopped what they were doing to stare. 
 
    “Do you know why you feint to the left and not to the right?” Ngi asked his class. When no one answered, he looked up to see what was distracting them and spotted Rhen in the crowd. Hiding a smile, by looking at the floor, Ngi emptied all of the emotions from his face. “You!” he yelled, as he pointed at Rhen. 
 
    Rhen was momentarily confused. He glanced around at the elves beside him and then back up at Ngi, while pointing to himself. “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you,” Ngi barked. “You’re new to this class so you need to move. You’re standing with the advanced students. Your place is in the back on the left with the newer students.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rhen said with a chuckle. Ngi was teasing him. He decided to go along with it. “Thanks.” Rhen moved through the students with his guards beside him. When they got to the back of the class, three Wood Elf girls fainted at the sight of him. Rhen caught one of the girls while Jet and Aaron caught the other two. 
 
    “You!” Ngi yelled. 
 
    Rhen turned towards the bandstand. “Me?”  
 
    “Yes, you,” Ngi barked. “Put that woman down and stop fooling around or I’ll send you to the Headmaster’s office.” Rhen grinned. He’d love to see the Headmaster’s reaction to that. Glancing about, he noticed that Aaron and Jet had put their elves down by a tree, so he did the same.  
 
    Ngi then instructed the Surpen soldiers, who were dispersed among the students, to begin teaching their groups the day’s lesson. The soldier in charge of Rhen’s group taught them an attack move, then paired the students up to practice. The Water Elf that Rhen was paired with kept giggling every time he brushed up against Rhen as they practiced. Rhen couldn’t understand what was so funny. When the elf threw his fist out towards Rhen’s neck, Rhen captured the boy’s hand, spun him around and then pulled his body up into his own. It was a classic defensive maneuver, but for some reason, the Water Elf passed out the minute he was in Rhen’s arms. Rhen caught the boy and carried him over towards the trees where the Wood Elves were lying unconscious. 
 
    “You!” Ngi yelled from the podium. Everyone stopped what they were doing to see what was happening. 
 
    “Me?” Rhen asked. He spun about with the passed-out Water Elf in his arms. 
 
    “What are you doing to your partners? Come up here at once.” 
 
    Rhen handed the boy over to Jet and walked towards the stage with Charlie and his guard elves following along behind him. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” Ngi asked, when Rhen walked up onto the stage. “Do you think you’re better than the rest of us? Do you think you’re some sort of tough guy?” These were the same words that Rhen had yelled at Ngi when he had trained him. Rhen laughed at Ngi’s turning the tables on him. Ngi’s grey eyes twinkled as he pointed his finger at Rhen and said. “I’m not joking, mister. One more laugh and you get detention.” Rhen dropped his head down and covered his mouth with his hand to hide his smile. “Now, mister fancy tunic.” Ngi pulled a long sword out of his weapons belt. “Let’s see how you do with someone who’s not impressed by your shenanigans.” Rhen’s eyes widened with anticipation and he broadened his stance. Jet put his hand out to stop the guard elves from intervening. Ngi was simply throwing their Emperor a bone by fighting with him. That was how Rhen played. “It’s fine,” Jet whispered to the elves, who still looked as if it was their duty to stop Ngi.  
 
    Aaron was about to shove Jet out of the way, but then he saw the pink and orange Genisters hovering in the air over the stage watching. From the looks on their faces, they were expecting a show. Stepping back, Aaron rolled his shoulders to relax them, then moved over beside Shno for a better view of the fight. 
 
    Ngi stepped forward with his sword held out in front of him. He circled Rhen then lunged. Rhen stepped to the side, as Ngi’s sword swung past his body. He slapped out, hitting Ngi on the cheek. Ngi tried to retaliate by swinging his sword around and slicing Rhen’s other side, but he missed, because Rhen had flipped over backwards. As Rhen fell towards the ground, Ngi realized he had the advantage. He brought his arm back to thrust his sword into Rhen’s mid-section, but Rhen tricked him by falling flat onto the floor. He watched as Ngi’s sword flew out over his head, missing him. Rhen rolled to his right and tripped Ngi with his feet. As Ngi fell to the ground, he dove forward doing a somersault. Rhen jumped forward and slapped Ngi across his other cheek, when he rose to his feet. Frustrated, Ngi roared and swung his sword out behind him, hoping to catch Rhen before he could back away. Rhen jumped to the left and laughed. Ngi turned and chased Rhen around the stage, slicing out at him left and right with his sword but never making contact. When Ngi stopped to rest, he asked Rhen, “Had enough yet?” 
 
    “Me?” Rhen said, trotting back and forth in front of Ngi, daring him to strike. 
 
    Ngi took the bait and ran at Rhen. When he got close, he swung his sword around from the left while kicking out at Rhen with his right foot. He had hoped to catch Rhen in the middle, but instead Rhen surprised him by jumping forward into his body. The two men crashed to the ground. Rhen’s weight knocked the wind out of Ngi. “Does this mean I won?” Rhen asked as Ngi gasped for air. He reached out with his hands to tap Ngi on both cheeks before standing up. 
 
    As soon as Ngi caught his breath, he started to laugh. Rising to his feet he saluted Rhen. “Emperor, I’m glad you’re feeling better, but why are you crashing my class?” 
 
    Rhen rocked back and forth on his heels, his hands on his hips. “I just wanted to see if you were teaching my class properly.”  
 
    “And?” 
 
    Rhen shrugged. “I hate to admit it, but you’re doing great.” 
 
    “Thanks. Now, Emperor, I still have half a period left in which to teach. Would you mind going somewhere else so I can finish up for today?” 
 
    Rhen raised his hands in the air. “You’re kicking me out of my class?” 
 
    Ngi knew he had to. If word got out that Rhen was visiting his Fight Class, the University would be swamped with people. “Yes. No one can concentrate while Surpen’s Emperor is standing beside them, so…” he flicked his fingers at Rhen, dismissing him, “go away.” 
 
    Rhen smiled and shook his head. “See you later, Ngi.” He walked off the stage then followed the path that led to the student common area. Rhen and his guards mounted the stairs to the student lounge and sat down in one of the many seating areas. Several students were checking their news boxes on the right. When they spotted Rhen, they stopped what they were doing to stare.  
 
    Rhen glanced to his left and noticed the school store. He remembered that Ceceta had mentioned to him that they needed two notebooks. He had time to waste, so he might as well do their shopping. Standing up, he walked over to the store, opened the door and stepped inside. The young boy at the check-out counter heard the door open, and without looking up from the paper he was reading, yelled, “Read the sign dingbat. We’re not open for another hour. Come back then.” He flipped the page of his paper to see what Themrock was expected to do this weekend. 
 
    Rhen hesitated. “Why are you here if you don’t open for another hour?”  
 
    “I always come in early to read the news and catch up on…” The boy raised his head to glare at the annoying student who was interrupting him. When he saw Rhen standing in the doorway, his mouth dropped open and his newspaper fell to the floor. 
 
    “Catch up on?” 
 
    “Uh, uh, uh,” the boy grunted. He wobbled on his stool and the white school-store cap that he was wearing fell off his head allowing his bushy black hair to spring up around his face. 
 
    “Do you think he’s going to fall?” Jet asked the others. He stepped past Rhen and approached the kid, placing his hand on him to steady him. Glancing down, Jet saw the news article that the kid had been reading. It was filled with stories about Themrock and Rhen. Oh, Jet thought. He was a fan. 
 
    “Are you sick?” Sarah asked the boy, as she approached. Jet shook his head and pointed down towards the floor. Sarah leaned over the counter. When she saw the newspaper, she understood. Turning towards Rhen, she said, “We should come back later when they’re open.” 
 
    Rhen turned to go, but the boy yelled, “No!” He cleared his throat and added, “No. You can stay, Emperor. It would be fine for you to stay… if you want to of, of course.” 
 
    Rhen looked around the store. “I just need a notebook.” 
 
    The boy swallowed and stood up. He shoved his cap back onto his head and walked around the counter. “They’re right over here, sir.” Rhen and his guards followed the boy past the aisles until he stopped and pointed down the one that had notebooks. 
 
    “Thanks,” Rhen said, turning down the aisle. 
 
    As soon as Rhen passed the boy, his eyes rolled up into his head and he fainted. Jet stepped forward, blocking the kid from Rhen’s view, as Aaron caught him and pulled him towards the back of the store. 
 
    Rhen wandered down the aisle then stopped. He opened a few of the notebooks to look at their pages. He couldn’t remember what kind of notebook Ceceta liked. Aaron returned to stand beside Shno and Jack. “This is going to be a problem,” Shno whispered, while tucking his brown cape behind his green Wood Elf jacket. “Too many of the students are passing out around Rhen. Eventually, he’s going to figure out that something’s going on.” 
 
    “It’s just the shock of seeing him. They’ll come around,” Jack said. 
 
    Jet joined Rhen and asked him quietly, “What kind of notebook do you need?” He could tell that Rhen was having trouble. 
 
    “The kind that Ceceta uses?” Rhen suggested with a hopeful smile. Maybe Jet would know. He had seen her writing in her notebooks many times. 
 
    “Ah,” Jet said with a nod. “She likes the single subject notebooks with the rip out pages.” He walked further down the aisle, scanning the merchandise, before stopping to pull a notebook that looked familiar to Rhen off the shelf. 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I need.” Rhen reached out to take another one from the shelf. “Thanks, Jet.”  
 
    Now that he had what he wanted, Rhen decided to wander around the store. They still had some time before they were supposed to meet Ceceta for breakfast. Rhen continued down the aisle and then looped up the next one. In that aisle, he found textbooks that looked familiar, but he hadn’t any idea what they were for. He headed down the next aisle where he found rows of folders and binders. The guard elves were following him as he walked up and down the aisles. 
 
    Jet walked over to the front of the store to check out the latest news reports. He glanced over at Rhen and watched him as he walked the aisles with the elves following along behind him like ducklings. How long was it going to take before the elves learned to relax around Rhen? Glancing to his right, he spotted Charlie. Charlie was relaxed. He was sitting in the cashier’s seat looking very impressed with himself. He had put on the school store’s cap and was holding up the newspaper that the boy had been reading earlier. 
 
    Charlie watched Rhen as he walked up and down the aisles. He really needed to talk to him about returning to Hell to save Chisten. The problem was going to be finding some alone time with him. Charlie had half a mind to zap everyone in the room with his powers, putting them to sleep, but if he did, they’d know he had powers, and he wasn’t ready for that yet. No, he’d have to wait until Rhen was alone, whenever that was going to be. His mind drifted to Mary and he smiled. While Rhen and Ceceta had been gone, they’d finally had a chance to go on a date. He sighed and punched at a few of the keys on the register in front of him. There was no doubt about it, he was in love, and if his Genister senses were right, so was she.  
 
    Jet finished the article he was reading and glanced up to see that Rhen was still wandering about. “Are you searching for anything in particular?”  
 
    “No. I’m just looking. I’ve never been in here before. Usually Ceceta does our shopping.” Rhen stopped by some brightly colored markers and picked them up. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do with them, but he figured he’d think of something. Moving on, he headed up the next aisle.  
 
    Jet shook his head and turned back to the news reports on Themrock. 
 
    The boy in the back of the store groaned and stood up. He wandered down the aisle towards the front of the store while rubbing his face with this hands. “Hey,” he said, when he saw Charlie on his stool. “What are you doing? Get off of there.” Charlie frowned but slid off the stool. The boy grabbed his paper out of Charlie’s hands. “What are you doing in here anyway? We don’t open for another hour.” 
 
    Jet walked over towards them. “You let us in.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” the boy snapped. 
 
    “Because you liked us,” Jet teased. He leaned forward and whispered, “You especially liked my big friend over there in Aisle 5.” 
 
    The boy glanced up and spotted Rhen’s head over the aisle partitions. “No way,” he breathed out. “You mean it… it wasn’t a dream?”  
 
    “Nope.” Jet turned and walked back to the news stand. The kid was safe. He obviously loved Themrock and wouldn’t do anything to upset him. 
 
    Rhen stopped beside a rack of magazines. He liked magazines. Reed had been giving them to him in the hospital. He looked for pictures of jetbikes, but couldn’t find any. As he stared at the magazines, one picture stood out. Rhen reached out and plucked a magazine from the rack. He flipped through it and laughed. “Unbelievable. They have pictures of me from when I was a kid in here.” 
 
    The elves, who had been behind Rhen, surged forward as Jet jogged down the aisle towards them. On the rack in front of Rhen were more than fifty magazines and every single one of them screamed out the words: Rhen, Themrock, and Black Angel. 
 
    Rhen held up the magazine he had chosen to show them the picture. “Why would anyone want to see this?” In the picture, a two-year old Rhen was walking down to the beach with his nanny to go swimming. Rhen was pale and skinny. He wore a bathing suit that had jets on it. He was carrying a toy dragon and a tiny bucket. The picture had been sold to the magazine by a tourist who had taken it when they’d visited the Thestran Royal Palace years ago. 
 
    Charlie appeared out of nowhere and snatched the magazine out of Rhen’s hands. “I bet Mom doesn’t have this picture. I’m going to get this for her.” He handed the magazine back to Rhen and pulled out a fresh one from the rack. 
 
    Rhen wanted to ask them why his picture was on all of the magazines, but he didn’t want them to know he couldn’t read. He picked out a selection of magazines then headed over to the cash register. The check-out boy turned red, as Rhen put his things onto the counter. “You can have them,” he told Rhen in a high voice. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “No, no, just, just, just take it,” the boy stuttered, waving his hand at the magazines. “No, no charge.” 
 
    Rhen hesitated. He knew you had to pay for stuff. At least, that’s what you did on Surpen. He vaguely remembered hearing Latsoh complaining about the cost of supplies at the school store to Ceceta, so he knew that the Thestrans had to pay for stuff as well. Frowning, he repeated his question. “How much?”  
 
    Charlie saw the problem and stepped forward. “Can I ring him up?” He snatched the school-store cap off the boy’s head, put it on his own and pushed the boy aside. “I’ve always wanted to use one of these cash registers.” Grinning, he made a big deal every time he pushed a key on the register. “27 trade coins, please,” he told Rhen, extending his hand for payment. 
 
    Rhen pulled some money out of his belt and handed it to the boy standing beside Charlie. Charlie’s hand whipped out and grabbed Rhen’s money then placed it into the cash register before handing Rhen his change. “Thank you for coming,” he told Rhen in a falsetto voice. “Please come back again real soon.” Rhen picked up his purchases, said thanks to the dumbfounded boy, and left the store. He walked over to the student dining hall and sat down in his usual spot by the windows. The students who were already in the room had been expecting this, so they’d squeezed themselves into the rectangular tables around Rhen’s, trying to get as close to him as possible.  
 
    Opening one of his magazines, Rhen flipped through the photos. There were pictures of him doing everything from singing in concerts to walking down the hallway at the University, but the pictures that Rhen found most fascinating were the ones of him as a child. He didn’t remember his childhood on Thestran. His memories began after his parents had abandoned him on Surpen. 
 
    An elfin woman wearing a red Fire Elf jacket placed Rhen’s food down on the metal table in front of him. Rhen thanked her absentmindedly as he studied his magazine. 
 
    The elfin royals entered the room to check in on Rhen. As they walked past the unconscious students, who were being carried out of the dining hall by the University’s staff, they worried that Rhen might realize he was Themrock. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to notice what was going on. When they reached Rhen’s table, they found him studying a magazine that had the title Rhen is Themrock in large captions on every page. “Crap,” Naci said under his breath as he and the others sat down to wait for Ceceta. They had no idea what to say about the magazine and hoped Rhen wouldn’t ask them about it. 
 
    Rhen dropped the items he had purchased onto his lap, when Ceceta and their friends arrived at the table. “How was your class?” he asked, as Ceceta sat down beside him. She was carrying her food tray and talking to Latsoh about early Surpen architecture. 
 
    Ceceta flushed a beautiful shade of dark blue. “Oh, Gods,” she said with a laugh, “It was amazing. There are tons of students taking Surpen. You wouldn’t believe it. I was concerned at first, but then the Headmaster hired these guys,” she pointed at their friends, “to help me teach. We are going to have the best time.” She picked up her fork and speared a sunberry. “So, what did you do for your free period?” 
 
    “I went to my fight class. Ngi is doing a great job, but he kicked me out. After that, we went to the school store.” Rhen pulled the notebooks and highlighters up from under the table. “I got you these.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks, love.” Ceceta leaned over to kiss him. “That’s exactly what we needed.” She lifted up the highlighters and shook them. Genisters loved things that were brightly colored. Teasing, Rhen, she asked, “Why’d you get these?” 
 
    Rhen hesitated then smiled hopefully. “I thought you might need them?” 
 
    Ceceta laughed and signed, Liar. You bought them because they are bright colors. 
 
    Mary spit her half-chewed muffin into her napkin then leaned towards Lilly to tell her what Ceceta had signed so she could transmit it to the others. 
 
    Guilty, Rhen signed. I found something else I liked, too. Look at these. He lifted up the magazines to show them to Ceceta. She coughed with shock and turned away. Standing up, she walked over towards the cafeteria line. Think, think, think, she told herself as she bought a glass of juice and walked back to their table. 
 
    Are you okay? Rhen signed, when she sat down. 
 
    “Yeah, fine, thanks.” Ceceta took one of the magazines. “I never realized how popular you would become now that everyone knows you’re the Black Angel.” 
 
    What do they say? Rhen signed. He didn’t want anyone to know he couldn’t read.  
 
    Ceceta angled her body so that Tgfhi, who was sitting beside her, would be able to hear her without Rhen knowing. “They say… Emperor Rhen.” She held up a magazine that was titled Rhen is Themrock. Ceceta hoped that Tgfhi would tell the others what she was saying. She didn’t want to embarrass Rhen by making it obvious that he couldn’t read, yet she wanted the others at the table to know what she was saying so they wouldn’t counter her explanations to Rhen. “This one says, Our Hero, the Black Angel, is Rhen.” The magazine she held up read, When Will Themrock Restore the Elves’ Powers? “And this one says, How Does the Emperor Rule 30 Solar Systems?” Ceceta held up a magazine that was entitled, How will we Protect Rhen from Therol and Thaster? She was relieved when she saw Tgfhi whispering to Erfce and Jack. Good. The others would soon know what she’d said.  
 
    “She’s amazing,” Aaron whispered to Jet, when Shno told him what Ceceta had said. Jet nodded in agreement. He had the utmost respect for Ceceta. 
 
    Rhen opened the magazine entitled Rhen is Themrock. “Look at these pictures of me when I was a kid. I don’t remember any of this. It’s weird to see yourself somewhere and not have any recollection of it. You know?” Rhen said quietly. He showed Ceceta a picture of himself sitting in an infant swing. His nanny was pushing him in the swing, while he teethed on the edge of it. 
 
    Ceceta chuckled. “You were so cute.” Rhen bumped his shoulder against hers as she added, “Look at your drool. Goober face.” Ceceta took the magazine and flipped to the next picture. It was the one of Rhen walking down to the ocean with his nanny. “That’s a lovely picture. I like your bathing suit. Do you still have it? It probably still fits.” 
 
    Rhen narrowed his eyes at her as she laughed then flipped to the next picture. It was a photo of him on a horse with James sitting behind him. He was holding his toy dragon and crying. 
 
    “Oh, poor you,” Ceceta said. “James should have taken you off the horse. You were obviously afraid of it.” She narrowed her eyes as she studied the picture. “Wow, look how gorgeous James was when he was younger.” 
 
    Rhen peered down at the photo. “He looks like me.” 
 
    “I know,” Ceceta whispered. They kissed before flipping the page. In the next picture, Rhen was laughing and running down a hill while his nanny chased him. Rhen turned to the next page to find a photo of himself wearing a t-shirt that said ‘Max’ across it. He was sitting on Henry’s shoulders as they watched Reed doing a flip on his jetbike. Rhen appeared to be about one and a half in the picture. He had chunks of Henry’s hair in his plump, little hands and he was laughing. In the next picture, Rhen was being carried by a young Lilly through the Thestran’s apple orchard. The page after that had a picture of him sleeping on his nanny’s shoulder while she sat in a rocking chair on the palace’s balcony, watching the sunset. “I loved her.” 
 
    Ceceta reached out to rub Rhen’s back. “I know. Why didn’t your parents bring her with them, when they took you on their trip?” 
 
    Rhen sighed. “I called her ‘Mom’ in front of Kate. She got angry and fired her that day. It was an accident. I knew Kate was my mom at the time. I can’t even remember why I did it. I think I was looking at my nanny but talking to Kate and ‘Mom’ came out. I never saw her again after that.” 
 
    Ceceta felt a burning sensation in her eyes. Kate had fired Rhen’s nanny because she’d been jealous. If Rhen’s nanny had been with them, they never would have been left on Surpen. “I have to go to the bathroom.” She was off the bench and out of the room before Rhen could stop her. 
 
    Rhen continued to flip through the pages in his magazines. He found a few pictures of himself as a child on Surpen. The contrast in his demeanor between his childhood on Thestran versus his childhood on Surpen was striking. When he compared his facial expressions, it was obvious that he hadn’t been happy on Surpen. He felt himself getting angry. He hadn’t realized how unhappy he’d been growing up on Surpen. He closed the magazine he was holding and tossed it across the room into the trash can. Rhen looked around for Ceceta then picked up his next magazine. After glancing at a few of the pictures, he threw it into the trash can, too. He picked up his third magazine, and without opening it, threw it into the trash then searched the room for Ceceta. Eventually, he leaned over to Crystam. “Where did my wife go?”  
 
    “What?” She’d been fighting back tears ever since she’d heard Rhen tell Ceceta about his nanny. Things would have been so different for Rhen if she hadn’t been fired. 
 
    Rhen noticed her eyes were moist and grew concerned. “Are you okay?”  
 
    Crystam laughed. “Yes, sorry.” She dried her eyes with a napkin, while Tgfhi leaned over to put his arm around her. 
 
    Rhen assumed she was upset over her powers. He felt bad for her. Glancing around the room, he saw that some of the students had passed out. Poor Crystam. Her powers were already starting to overwhelm people. Jet leaned over to tell Rhen that Ceceta had gone to the bathroom and that she’d meet them at class, so Rhen and his guards rose to go. 
 
    Crystam watched as they left the room. She knew she should probably head to class too, but she wasn’t in the mood. Tgfhi tightened his grip around her waist. Crystam looked up to find him beaming at her. “Your laugh,” he said excitedly. “It didn’t cause anyone to faint.” 
 
    Crystam didn’t know what he was talking about. “What?” 
 
    “While you were with Rhen, your powers weren’t working. I’m sure of it. You laughed twice and no one around us fainted.” 
 
    “But what about them?” She pointed at the students who were being attended to by the University’s staff. 
 
    “They fainted because of Rhen, not you.” He kissed her then whispered. “Remember how Erfce told us his powers didn’t work when he was around Rhen? I think you might be experiencing the same thing. I think something about him is nullifying your powers.”  
 
    Crystam gasped and a student, who was walking past their table with a tray of food, fainted. The tray clattered loudly to the floor as his food splattered everywhere. One of the University’s staff members ran forward to help him. 
 
    “If that’s true–” she began. 
 
    Tgfhi nodded vigorously. “Let’s go.” He reached out to help her off the bench. “We need to talk to the Headmaster to see if we can switch into Rhen’s classes and still graduate.” Tgfhi knew it wasn’t much help, but at least it was a start. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Classroom – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    Yfetb sat alone on one side of the circular desk in the basement classroom where the Elves for Themrock Club was holding its meeting. When he’d entered the room, the elves had glared at him. Whether it was because they hadn’t expected a non-elf to join their Club or whether it was because they’d heard that Rhen had yelled at him, he couldn’t tell. 
 
    He leaned against the back of his metal chair and crossed his arms over his chest. It seemed that most of the University’s students knew about his confrontation with Rhen. He’d been walking down the hallway to class when Rhen had come out of nowhere and grabbed him. Rhen had lifted him into the air by the front of his shirt and said in the most terrifyingly intense voice imaginable that he didn’t know why Yfetb had left his school for the Elfin University, but if he came anywhere near Ceceta or his friends, he’d personally rip out Yfetb’s throat. 
 
    Swallowing, Yfetb reached up to rub his neck. He’d never been so frightened before in his life. He had hoped to have a chance to tell Rhen what his father was up to, but that was no longer a possibility. If only he had found proof that Loreth was back. He’d searched his father’s office and bedroom before coming to the University, looking for something to bring to Rhen, something that would prove that Loreth had returned, but he hadn’t been able to find anything. 
 
    The elf in charge of the meeting started to talk about Themrock’s history. He went on at length about how Themrock belonged to the elves. Some of the other students verbally attacked the Thestran royal family for abandoning Rhen on Surpen. Their conversations seemed to be the same old thing they always were, so Yfetb zoned out.  
 
    The room they were in smelled musty. There were boxes of books lined up against the back wall. Yfetb wondered whether the books were new and hadn’t been opened yet or if the University was shipping off old books to other, less fortunate schools. Speaking of schools, he should hear from the Neptian City Law School’s admissions office in a few days. He hoped they wouldn’t give him any trouble for changing universities.  
 
    When the Club’s treasurer mentioned the financial support they would be getting from The Supreme, Yfetb cocked his head. Who was The Supreme? It wasn’t until they began to discuss The Supreme’s displeasure with any elf who married out of their tribe that Yfetb realized they were talking about their religious leader. 
 
    It was at that point that the meeting took an odd turn. Two elves started to criticize the Fire Elf Princess, Latsoh. Yfetb was surprised by their venom. They were furious with Latsoh for even considering marrying an outsider. They were also outraged that a woman would defy The Supreme’s law. When an elf with straight black hair suggested they do something to hurt Erfce so he would be forced to return to his own planet, the Club President brought the meeting back to Themrock, silencing the students who were agreeing with the plan. 
 
    Yfetb blinked his eyes. Had that really just happened? Wasn’t anyone going to stick up for Latsoh and Erfce? He was shocked. 
 
    The elves discussed the differences in Themrock’s personality that they saw from his being raised on Surpen versus what they knew about him from the past. A few of them wanted to go after the Surpens for forcing Themrock to eat meat and kill. No one had thought an elf could digest meat until Rhen had shown up. They wondered what Themrock would have been like had he been left on Thestran.  
 
    Suddenly, the Club President faced Yfetb. “If you’d married Ceceta like you were supposed to, Themrock would be with an elf right now, not an underform,” he said, using the elves’ derogatory name for non-elves. It implied that since Themrock had made the elves first, and they were taller than other species, he hadn’t cared enough to spend the time to properly form other mortals.  
 
    Yfetb was dumbfounded by the comment. “Um…” Before he could say anything, a few of the elves started to mock him. 
 
    “Quiet,” the President said. Turning back to Yfetb, he added, “You caused this. How are you going to fix it?” 
 
    Again, Yfetb was speechless. His father had forced him to break off his engagement with Ceceta. He would have married her. He’d always liked her. Unfortunately, that didn’t seem to be the right thing to say. 
 
    “Tell us what’s important to Ceceta,” the Vice President of the Club said. 
 
    Yfetb frowned. “What?”  
 
    “What does Ceceta like?” the elf asked. 
 
    Yfetb shook his head. “I don’t really know. I barely knew her.” 
 
    With that, the elves turned away from him. He was useless to their cause. 
 
    Yfetb sank down in his chair with relief. But it was short-lived. He found himself growing tense as the elves debated what they should do to break up Rhen and Ceceta’s marriage. It seemed they felt they should attack Ceceta, belittling her until she realized she wasn’t worthy of Themrock. 
 
    Yfetb watched the elves leave the room at the end of the meeting. No one spoke to him. He leaned forward and put his head on the cold wooden desk in front of him. What the hell? He couldn’t believe he’d joined such a horrible group of people. Why had his father been so insistent on his becoming a member of this club?  
 
    Yfetb jerked upright. Loreth. This Club had to have something to do with Loreth. He’d been planning on dropping out of the Club, but now he knew he had to stay in it. If Loreth was involved with the Club, he’d finally have proof, then Rhen would have to listen to him.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to go,” Rhen said, pulling on his red tunic, with the black piping. He reached for his weapons belt and tied it around his waist.  
 
    “You don’t have a choice,” Ceceta called out from their bathroom. She was brushing her hair in front of the mirror. “The Headmaster told us that all of the University’s weekend events are now mandatory. If we don’t go, we won’t graduate.” She didn’t add the fact that it had been the elfin kings’ idea. They were hoping to socialize with Rhen. 
 
    “It’s going to be so annoying,” Rhen moaned. He flopped down onto their bed. “I’ll show up and half of the students will faint and the other half will stare at me with their mouths hanging open.” 
 
    “They’re getting better.” Ceceta stepped out of the bathroom and chuckled at the sight of him spread out on their bed.  
 
    Rhen glanced up at her and smiled. Her shoulder length blond hair glowed in the light and she’d tied an orange scarf around her neck as an accessory to her brown robes. “You’re beautiful.” Ceceta snorted and rolled her eyes. “I love the color of that scarf against your skin.” He rolled over and patted the bed beside him. 
 
    “We don’t have time.” Ceceta walked to the closet to put on her shoes. Rhen groaned and dropped his head onto his forearm. “Stop it,” she chastised him. “We’ll have fun tonight. The students aren’t as bad as they used to be. They’re finally settling down and accepting the fact that you’re just a normal person–well, if anyone could call you normal.” 
 
    “Ha, ha, ha,” Rhen said sarcastically. He tossed his pillow at her then sat up. “I don’t know why they’re making such a big deal about the fact that I was the Black Angel.” 
 
    “Really, Rhen? What did you expect? You saved thousands of people. For Gods’ sake, you did so much they thought you might be a Genister. Of course they’re going to be overwhelmed by the whole thing.” Someone knocked on their door.  
 
    “Are you guys ready?” Latsoh called out. “I want to get going. The band’s supposed to be amazing.” 
 
    “We’ll be right out,” Ceceta told her. She waited until Rhen was by her side before opening the door to their living room. They paused at the sight of Latsoh. She was wearing a Surpen robe of deep purple. Ceceta cleared her throat. “What are you wearing?”  
 
    “It’s the latest fashion.” Latsoh lifted up her arms and spun about in a circle to show off her outfit. “Don’t you like it?”  
 
    “Yes,” Ceceta lied, as Rhen nodded his head obediently by her side. “But, you look rather… Surpen. Don’t you think you should be wearing something more Thestran?” 
 
    “No,” Crystam answered, strolling into the room from the hallway. She was dressed in Surpen robes of yellow. Rhen and Ceceta took one look at her clothing and grimaced. “Stop that,” Crystam scolded them. “You’re frowning. That’s not nice. Just so you know, everyone’s dressing this way now. It’s all the rage. I bet all of the women at the party tonight will be wearing Surpen clothing.” 
 
    “And the men?” Rhen asked. 
 
    “Well,” Tgfhi replied from the doorway, sounding reluctant. When he stepped into view, they saw he was wearing a blue tunic that had red piping along the edges. It was obvious his tunic was a Thestran knock off, since it didn’t have any of the intricate seamsmanship that a true Surpen tunic would have. 
 
    “I… I like your legs, Tgfhi,” Ceceta offered. “They’re very… blond.” 
 
    “She means hairy,” Rhen said as Ceceta smacked him on the arm. 
 
    “Hey,” Tgfhi snapped. “It takes a lot of guts to wear the latest fashion. I think you both should show me a little respect for pulling it off.” He hadn’t wanted to wear the tunic, but Crystam had made him. Erfce had flat out refused to wear the tunic that Latsoh had bought for him. 
 
    “Right,” Jet said, chuckling from his adjoining living room. He was holding his baby on his shoulder as he patted her back to burp her. “I don’t know boss, maybe you should give up a few solar systems. This ‘Surpen Rules’ craze might be going a little too far if we have to look at legs like Tgfhi’s in public from now on.” 
 
    Rhen laughed, causing Tgfhi to turn on Crystam. “See?” he barked, before marching back to his apartment across the hall to change his clothes. 
 
    “Rhen,” Crystam hissed. “I went to a lot of trouble convincing him to wear the latest fashion and you’ve just ruined it for me.” 
 
    Rhen couldn’t tell if she was mad or teasing. “Sorry?” he told her hesitantly. Ceceta gave him a shove towards the door. Rhen sighed. “I’ll tell him not to change.” 
 
    Rhen opened Tgfhi’s door without knocking and found him struggling to remove his tunic. It was stuck around his shoulders. “Tgarian balls, how do you get dressed in these clothes every day?” he snapped. 
 
    Rhen felt the same way about the Thestran’s clothing. He lifted his chin towards Tgfhi. “Nice underwear.” 
 
    Tgfhi bent over to see what he was wearing. His blue boxers were decorated with flowers and bees. “Crystam gave them to me.” Rhen crossed the room and pulled down on Tgfhi’s tunic. “No, I want to take it off,” he growled, lifting the hem to pull it over his head.  
 
    “No. You have to wear it. If you don’t, your wife will kill me.” 
 
    “I refuse,” Tgfhi yelled towards the door, hoping Crystam would hear him. His face was red and his long blond hair stuck out in all directions. “Erfce refused. Now I refuse.”  
 
    Rhen crossed his arms. If Tgfhi didn’t wear his tunic, Crystam and Ceceta would probably end up getting mad at him. “You have to wear it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” Tgfhi moaned, his head and shoulders drooping. 
 
    Rhen sighed. He understood. There’d been many times when he’d had to do things for Ceceta just to keep the peace. Suddenly, he had a thought. Maybe they could both have fun tonight. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll change places with you.” 
 
    Tgfhi was intrigued. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’ll swap bodies. You can be me during the party and I’ll be you. I’ll hear everyone making fun of you and you can just have fun.” 
 
    Stepping back, Tgfhi tilted his head as he considered Rhen’s suggestion. “You can change bodies with someone?”  
 
    Rhen shrugged. “Sure, why not?” He pointed towards Tgfhi’s back. “Your tunic is stuck on the top of your underwear.” Tgfhi pulled his tunic down the rest of the way as Rhen said, “I don’t want to go tonight and neither do you, so let’s make it more enjoyable for the both of us. Let’s have some fun.” 
 
    Tgfhi hesitated. It did sound like fun. “Okay, but you can’t kiss my fiancée.”  
 
    Rhen nodded. “I’ll only dance with her. And you can’t kiss my wife either.” 
 
    Grinning, Tgfhi agreed. This seemed like an excellent prank. “This is going to be a blast. How do we change places?” 
 
    Rhen lifted his hands. “Grab my hands and step through me.” 
 
    “That’s all?” It seemed too easy. 
 
    “Did you want something else? Should we hug and say a prayer?” Rhen laughed as Tgfhi punched his shoulder. A moment later, Tgfhi took his hands and stepped forward into his body.  
 
    As Tgfhi passed through Rhen, he felt a strange, sudden chill and then he was looking the other direction. He glanced down to find that he was in Rhen’s body. “Oh, Gods. I’m you! Do I have your powers and stuff?” 
 
    Rhen scoffed. “No. You only have my body.”  
 
    “This is great. Let’s try it out.” Without waiting for a response, Tgfhi walked back into Rhen’s apartment. He found everyone staring at him with large, goofy smiles on their faces. “Kind of creepy,” he said, with a shiver. 
 
    “What, Rhen?” Crystam asked. 
 
    “Huh?” Tgfhi felt someone bump into him from behind. He turned around to see himself. “Oh.” He chuckled. He had already forgotten that he was Rhen. Walking across the living room, he took Ceceta’s hand in his then stood beside her, waiting in silence with everyone else. Why aren’t we going to the party? he wondered. It wasn’t until Latsoh started to fidget that he realized they were waiting for him to make the first move. Being Rhen was going to be harder than he had thought. “Shall we?” Tgfhi asked, while gesturing towards the door. Everyone agreed at once. 
 
    Tgfhi watched Rhen put his arm around Crystam, as they walked down the stairs to the exit. He checked his body out and realized that he didn’t look bad in a Surpen tunic. He could have worn it tonight without any problem. Crystam had been right.  
 
    The band was already playing and people were dancing when they arrived on the school’s lawn. Everyone stared at Tgfhi as he made his way towards the party. Rhen’s body didn’t work like his. It jerked to the right and he felt pain in most of his joints. Also, his stomach hurt, his knees hurt and his shoulders hurt. Basically, Rhen’s body was a wreck. Tgfhi had had no idea that Rhen was in pain all the time. He walked along with everyone else and wondered why they were heading towards the lake and not the party. Suddenly, he realized it was because they were following his movements. Tgfhi turned Rhen’s body to go to the refreshment stand. When the students saw where Rhen was headed, they flocked over to get drinks, hoping for a chance to talk to him. Really, creepy, Tgfhi thought to himself.  
 
    He looked behind him and saw that his own body was already dancing with Crystam in front of the bandstand. Rhen was an amazing dancer. He was making Tgfhi look great. Crystam was laughing as Rhen twirled her about. Tgfhi was thrilled to see Crystam laughing. Over the last few days, they’d performed a few experiments and had learned that as long as she stayed within eyesight of Rhen, her powers were neutralized. That knowledge had temporarily lifted Crystam’s spirits. Tgfhi wasn’t sure what they would do after graduation, but he hoped they’d be able to figure something out. 
 
    “Would you like a drink, Emperor?” Jet asked. Tgfhi turned to find Jet lingering beside him. He’d love a drink, but Rhen still hadn’t removed his bloodworms. He could feel them wiggling around inside his body. For a moment, Tgfhi thought he was going to vomit from the sensation. Since Rhen had bloodworms, he could only drink blood. Yuck! Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. As Jet waited patiently, Tgfhi realized that Rhen would probably want a drink so he said, “Okay.”  
 
    The band’s singer announced Rhen’s presence. Someone swung a spotlight onto him and Tgfhi nodded in response, as he thought Rhen would have. When the music started up again, Ceceta asked him if he wanted to dance. “Sure,” he told her, lacking enthusiasm. 
 
    Rhen and Crystam were now dancing near Reed and his wife. They seemed to be having a great time. Tgfhi’s body was swirling Crystam and Reed’s wife around and both women were laughing. Tgfhi felt himself growing jealous. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Ceceta asked, sounding wary. She was stepping back and forth in the same place to the beat. “You don’t seem like yourself tonight.” 
 
    “Everything’s fine.” As they started to dance to another tune, Jet returned with their drinks. “Thanks,” Tgfhi said, taking the cup from him. He took a sip and grimaced. The blood tasted disgusting and he could feel the bloodworms inside him lapping up the liquid before it could even hit his stomach. How did Rhen deal with this? It was horrible. 
 
    Ceceta watched her husband drink with a pained expression on his face. That’s odd, she thought. Turning, she noticed that Tgfhi was dancing like a God while the Genisters hovered nearby. Oh, no, she thought, Rhen traded places with Tgfhi. He’d done it once before for fun and it had made her furious. She’d asked him not to do it again but he’d clearly ignored her request. Ceceta decided to teach Tgfhi a lesson. “Listen,” she said, stepping closer to Tgfhi and kissing him on the ear. “Let’s go make love, right now. Just freeze time, phase us to our bedroom on Crithnians and we can make love for hours. Nobody will ever know.” She kissed his cheek then put her hand on his crotch. Rhen couldn’t freeze time but Tgfhi didn’t know that. 
 
    “Ah!” Tgfhi exclaimed, swinging his hips away from Ceceta’s touch. 
 
    When he didn’t say anything else, she continued. “Or we could make love on Tgfhi and Crystam’s bed like we did earlier today. That was fun.” 
 
    “What?!” Tgfhi cried out. He tried to cover his reaction by pointing over towards the band. “What a great song this is.”  
 
    Ceceta slipped her hand into his tunic. “I have a better idea. Let’s sneak away with Crystam and you can have another threesome. We haven’t done that in a while.” Ceceta watched her husband’s face turn red. Good, she thought. Stepping closer, she whispered, “You’re playing with fire, Tgfhi. Neither Crystam nor I appreciate your changing places with Rhen. Don’t expect it to go over well when she finds out.” 
 
    Tgfhi had never been so relieved before in his life. Ceceta had been baiting him. “How did you know it was me?”  
 
    “I’ve been married a long time, Tgfhi. I know Rhen. I can always find him. Also, look at how you’re dancing with your wife.” Tgfhi glanced over to find Rhen tossing Crystam into the air.  
 
    “Oh.” He’d been stepping back and forth in the same spot as he danced with Ceceta. “Yeah, I guess I’m not really a dancer.” 
 
    “No,” Ceceta agreed. She watched as Rhen dipped Crystam then swung her up around his shoulders. They seemed to be having a blast. “Tgfhi, did you change places so you could have fun tonight?” 
 
    “Yes.” He reached out to take Ceceta’s hand in a lame attempt to spin her. 
 
    Ceceta stepped over his foot to keep herself from falling. “Since you and Rhen are both going to be in trouble later, why don’t you have some fun before we go home? Let’s not dance, because you’ll only give yourself away. Let’s mingle. You’ll have fun with that, right?” 
 
    Tgfhi nodded and the two of them walked over towards the Air and Fire Elf Kings, who immediately launched into a conversation with them. Tgfhi tried to act like Rhen, but he wasn’t very good at pretending to be aloof. When he accidentally responded to one of Naci’s questions, the elfin kings became excited. They pressured Tgfhi, hoping to get him to say more. Without meaning to, Tgfhi found himself answering more of their questions. “Tone it down a little, Tgfhi,” Ceceta hissed in his ear. Tgfhi gave her a helpless look. How did Rhen do it? He was finding it almost impossible to be unresponsive while being grilled by the elves. 
 
    Things got worse when the band stopped playing and the lead singer invited ‘Emperor Rhen’ to sing a few songs for the audience. Oh, crap! Tgfhi was horrified. What was he going to do? Out of the blue, he felt Rhen’s body moving towards the stage. He glanced towards the dance floor and was relieved when Rhen winked at him. Rhen made his body walk up onto the stage. He played five songs and then walked himself back to Ceceta. 
 
    “Was he moving you just then?” Ceceta asked, when Tgfhi stopped in front of her. 
 
    Tgfhi snorted. “Of course. I have about as much musical talent as I have dancing.” 
 
    Ceceta laughed. She noticed that Tgfhi’s body was staring at them and decided it was time to teach Rhen his lesson. Jumping into her ‘husband’s’ arms, she gave him a big kiss. 
 
    Tgfhi didn’t know what to do. He’d told Rhen he wouldn’t kiss Ceceta. She’d surprised him when he wasn’t looking. The horrified expression on his face was seen by the members of the Elves for Themrock Club. It was all they needed to validate their plan to remove Ceceta from Rhen’s life.  
 
    When Ceceta noticed Tgfhi’s body was frowning at them, she stepped back and tucked her arm into her husband’s. Mission accomplished, she thought as she guided Tgfhi over towards Latsoh and Bosternd.  
 
    “See,” Latsoh said to Bosternd, as they approached. “Most of the women here are wearing Surpen tunics.” 
 
    “Hey, Latsoh,” Ceceta interrupted. “Where’s Erfce?” 
 
    “He went off to find Charlie. He said there was something he needed to ask him.” She turned back to Bosternd. “What do you think about the latest fashion?” 
 
    “It’s very nice,” Bosternd replied diplomatically. “Don’t you think so, Rhen?” He saluted his Emperor then watched as Rhen paled. A moment later, Rhen performed a terrible rendition of a Surpen salute. Immediately, Bosternd turned on Ceceta. “What’s going on?”  
 
    Ceceta snorted. It figured Bosternd would notice. “They changed places.” 
 
    “Who did he change places with?” Bosternd asked, his lips thin with disapproval. “You know, it’s really dangerous for him to be playing games like this.” 
 
    Ceceta flushed with anger at Bosternd’s comment. It wasn’t like she had been in on it. If anyone knew about keeping Rhen safe, it was her. “I know. You don’t have to lecture me. And as for who, look into the crowd and see if you can figure it out yourself.” 
 
    Bosternd glanced over at the bar then scanned the dance floor before turning back to Rhen’s body. “Tgfhi, why did you change places with Rhen?” Latsoh’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “I didn’t want to wear that stupid Surpen tunic that Crystam bought for me, so Rhen said he’d change places with me. That way, I wouldn’t have to hear everyone making fun of me.” The glare in Bosternd’s eyes had him adding, “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”  
 
    Bosternd turned and motioned for Jet to join them. “Not good, Jet. I expected more from you.” Jet had no idea what he was talking about. “You’ve lost the Emperor. Your job was to stick with him unless he phased away. I’m not happy with your performance.” 
 
    Jet stared at Rhen. He couldn’t understand what Bosternd was talking about. Tgfhi felt sorry for him so he said, “Sorry, Jet. I didn’t mean to get you in trouble. I thought it would be fun.” When Jet still seemed confused, Tgfhi explained, “I’m Tgfhi.” Jet gasped and turned towards the dance floor in time to see Tgfhi’s body swirling Crystam and the Genister who glowed silver in circles.  
 
    “That’s how you can dance so well,” he said, as it all became clear. “It’s because you’re… I mean, Rhen’s controlling your body.” 
 
    “Jet,” Bosternd said. “I understand that Rhen is slippery. But if you lose him again, you’ll lose this post. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jet said, coming to attention. 
 
    Latsoh didn’t think it was fair of Bosternd to discipline Jet, when Rhen had tricked all of them. “It’s not his fault.” 
 
    “No, it is his fault,” Bosternd growled. “He’s in charge. This is his post. He agreed to it. If he can’t handle it, then he’s out.” Latsoh looked as if she were going to contradict him. “Listen, Latsoh,” Bosternd said, “this isn’t a joke. He’s extremely important. We can’t take chances with him.” 
 
    Latsoh’s Fire Elf temper flared. “You don’t have to tell me how important he is. He’s Themrock! He’s my God. We live today because he gave us life. Without him, we wouldn’t even exist. I’ve been praying to him every day of my life. Don’t you ever tell me I don’t know how important Themrock is!” 
 
    Latsoh’s father had approached their group to apologize to Latsoh, but when he heard her speaking, his eyes widened in horror. His daughter was telling Rhen that he was Themrock! “What are you doing?” Naci howled. “You just told Rhen that he’s Themrock. How could you have done that?” His yelling attracted James’ and Reed’s attention. 
 
    “No, Dad,” Latsoh said as James and Reed joined them. “Stop jumping to conclusions. You don’t have any idea what we’re talking about.” 
 
    “He’s not Rhen,” Ceceta told the newcomers, while pointing at her husband’s body. 
 
    “I’m Tgfhi,” Tgfhi admitted, with a goofy smile on his face. “Rhen and I changed bodies for fun. Bosternd’s upset because he thinks it’s a safety risk.”  
 
    James recovered first. “Well…” He glanced over at Tgfhi’s body as it danced around the dance floor with two Genister women. Crystam could be seen walking towards the bathroom in the distance. “That explains a hell of a lot.” Tgfhi did a flip in the air then pulled both women in towards him, as they shrieked with delight. 
 
    “It is a safety risk, Tgfhi,” Bosternd said. “You can’t play games with Rhen. What if someone wants to talk to you tonight about Rhen being Themrock? Did you think about that?” 
 
    Tgfhi grimaced. “No. I forgot about that.” 
 
    “He’s not a toy,” Bosternd told him. 
 
    “We know,” Latsoh snapped. “You don’t have to treat us like children.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Bosternd growled. “If you don’t watch him more carefully from now on, I’m going to pull him back to Surpen permanently.”  
 
    They knew he meant it. They also knew that there was nothing they could do to stop him. 
 
    Rhen’s guards, the elfin royals and the Thestran royal family were all informed about Rhen and Tgfhi’s little prank. For the rest of the evening, they gave Tgfhi’s body the breathing room it would normally get from them as they hung out around Rhen’s body.  
 
    Later that night, when Crystam told Rhen she was tired, he took her hand and walked her over towards Ceceta and Tgfhi. “Hey, Rhen,” he said, glancing at the crowd that was standing around his body. He was glad he’d changed places. There were too many people hovering over him. “Crystam’s tired, so I think we’ll be going back to our apartment. How about you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tgfhi said with a nod. “We’re tired too. We’ll walk home with you.” 
 
    Back in his apartment, Rhen waited in the living room area, his back to the half wall that opened into the kitchen, for Tgfhi to ask him for a word in private. But Tgfhi didn’t say anything. Instead, he sat on the couch, staring at the bookcase for what seemed like an eternity. Crystam pulled on Rhen’s arm. She wanted to go to bed, but Rhen kept delaying her. He glared at Tgfhi, as Tgfhi sat brooding next to Ceceta on the sofa. “Um, Rhen, can I have a word with you in private?” Rhen said through clenched teeth. He was annoyed that Tgfhi wasn’t moving it along. He wanted to get back into his body. 
 
    “Oh,” Tgfhi said, which made Rhen roll his eyes. What the hell was the matter with him? “Yeah.” Tgfhi stood up and brushed down on his tunic. “Let’s go… in here.” He crossed the living room and opened the bedroom door.  
 
    Rhen walked into his bedroom behind Tgfhi and found Bosternd and Jet sitting on his bed playing cards. “What are you doing?” Rhen snapped, but then he realized that he shouldn’t have said anything because he was in Tgfhi’s body. “That’s Rhen’s bed,” he added. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Tgfhi said casually. “I don’t care.” 
 
    Rhen glared at his body. What was wrong with Tgfhi? He never would have said something like that. It was like Tgfhi wasn’t even trying to be Rhen. “Oh, well, if you don’t mind, then I guess I sure don’t. Because why would I care, if they’re lying on your bed.” Rhen felt like smacking Tgfhi on the head. He was going to suggest they go into the bathroom, but Ceceta had just gone in herself. Glancing behind Tgfhi, Rhen noticed Charlie taking things out of his dresser. Charlie pulled out his markers and tore open the packaging. “What are you doing to my stuff?!” 
 
    Charlie lifted his head, his eyebrows raised. “Excuse me, Tgfhi? What did you just say?” 
 
    Rhen narrowed his eyes. Did they know? He glanced around at everyone and found them smiling at him. Unfortunately, they always smiled at him. “Come on, Rhen.” He pulled Tgfhi across the hallway into Tgfhi and Crystam’s apartment. As soon as Rhen stepped into Tgfhi’s living room, he noticed his four guard elves lounging about on Tgfhi’s couch. Rhen hesitated. Why were his guard elves in Tgfhi’s apartment? Turning, Rhen pulled his body back towards Jet’s apartment. Perhaps he and Tgfhi could change bodies there. He opened Jet’s bathroom door to find Lilly changing her baby’s diaper. “Oh, sorry,” she said. “Almost done.” Rhen was about to open Jet’s bedroom door, when Jet pushed past him. “Excuse me, Tgfhi,” he said, closing the door in Rhen’s face. 
 
    Rhen stared at the door as Tgfhi waited patiently behind him. Damn it! Where could they go to change back? Turning, Rhen stared at his body while trying to figure out what to do. Behind him, Jet’s bedroom door opened again. “Hey, Lilly,” Jet called out. “You should see the moonrise over the Wood Elf forest. It’s gorgeous.”  
 
    Rhen inhaled sharply. Why hadn’t he thought about it earlier? The last time he’d ridden jetbikes with Reed, he’d spotted a beautiful grove in the forest that was completely secluded. He’d been meaning to go back and explore it but had never had the time. It was the perfect location. 
 
    Rhen sent his body to the grove then bolted out of Jet’s apartment. He laughed as he swung open the exit door to the Teacher’s Residence Hall. He could hear his generals and guard elves pounding down the stairs behind him. 
 
    “He’s going into the Wood Elf forest,” Jet yelled, after he’d exited the building with the elfin royals. As soon as Tgfhi’s body entered the edge of the forest, they lost sight of him. They searched the woods, but couldn’t find him.  
 
    Jet went deeper and deeper into the forest. When he heard something, he waved at the guard elves to follow him. They crossed through an area of white-bark pines, jumped a stream then weaved their way through a thicket. They ducked down when they heard Rhen calling out softly, “Tgfhi, where are you?” On the other side of a beautiful clearing, they spotted Tgfhi’s body jumping over a fallen tree. Bosternd crawled up beside Jet and breathed a sigh of relief. They’d found Rhen. He turned and waved at the elfin royals to stay out of sight.  
 
    “Tgfhi, where did you go? You were supposed to wait right here. Tgfhi?” Rhen called out.  
 
    “Gods damn you!” Tgfhi bellowed from the right. He was struggling to pull Rhen’s cape off of a pricker bush. There were scratches on Rhen’s body from the brambles around him. “Tonight was horrible.” 
 
    “What?” Rhen walked over and pulled on his tunic, to release it from the thicket. “Why are you in the pricker bush?”  
 
    “I saw something moving and it freaked me out, so I started to run and I accidentally ran into here.” Rhen laughed. Tgfhi was about to yell at him to stop laughing when he remembered he had to warn him. “Rhen, they know. They know everything. Crystam and Ceceta are going to kill us and everyone else is angry too.” 
 
    “Really? How did they figure it out?” Rhen glanced around the clearing where they were standing but didn’t see anyone, so he relaxed. 
 
    “Well, for one thing, you should have considered not dancing like a maniac. Have you ever seen me dance like that before?” Rhen shrugged looking guilty. “And for another, you could have warned me about Ceceta. She’s dangerous. The way she has everything you do pegged. It’s scary. I bet she’s sitting in the apartment right now, telling everyone what time you’ll be walking back in through the door.” 
 
    Rhen laughed. “Yeah, she’s pretty smart. Did you have a nice time despite everything else?”  
 
    “No,” Tgfhi hissed. “Your body is crap.” 
 
    “What?” Rhen said softly. 
 
    Tgfhi didn’t notice Rhen’s sudden change in demeanor. “First of all, everyone watches everything you do. It’s downright creepy. No, it’s worse than creepy, it’s horrible. Secondly, your weapon’s belt chaffs, you have this constant ringing sound in your ears, your left shoulder hurts when I move it, your joints are all shot, your stomach hurts, the bloodworms inside you wiggle about when you eat. I thought I was going to vomit because they’re so disgusting. Your fingers ache whenever I move them, your head feels full, like there’s something in it, your…”  
 
    “Shut up,” Rhen snapped. “You don’t hear me griping about your out of shape body, do you? I changed places with you tonight for fun, not to hear you whining. Hell, Tgfhi. What did you think you were going to get when you took over my body? I’m a war veteran. Show some damn respect. Those aches and pains have paved the way for your planet’s safety.” Stepping towards Tgfhi with his hands out, he added, “Give me my hands, I want my body back.” 
 
    Tgfhi felt horrible. What had he been thinking? Rhen had made his body. Of course, he was proud of it. He never should have complained. “I’m sorry. You’re right.” Rhen grabbed his hands and stepped through him. Tgfhi felt a cold chill pass over his body. He shivered and opened his eyes to find he was looking in the wrong direction. Taking a step forward he groaned. His body ached all over. “What did you do to my body? It hurts.” 
 
    “It’s called exercise,” Rhen replied sounding smug. He noticed some wounds on his hands that were bleeding. Some of the blood had dripped onto the forest floor at his feet. Rhen used his powers to heal his wounds, then pulled his weapon’s belt around and looked down at his shoes. “What did you do to my running boots?” His shoes were torn and the sole of one of them was partly ripped off. “You destroyed them!” Rhen sat down on the ground in front of an old log and lifted up his foot to inspect the damage. “I can’t believe you ruined by running boots.” 
 
    “They’re called sneakers. Why you insist on calling them…” Tgfhi turned around to chastise Rhen for always calling his sneakers running boots but froze when he saw the white and blue Giy flowers that were rising from the ground at Rhen’s feet. Giy flowers were Themrock’s gift to the elves. They only bloomed twice a year or if Themrock was present, then they bloomed wherever he went. When two apple trees sprouted from the soil behind the stump Rhen was leaning against, Tgfhi inhaled sharply. The apple trees grew quickly, reaching full height within the blink of an eye. They bloomed then produced fruit a moment later. Rhen was too preoccupied with his shoes to notice, but the others hiding in the woods around them saw what was happening and grew concerned. Would Rhen realize he was Themrock if he saw the way the Wood Elf forest was responding to his presence? 
 
    “What the hell?” Tgfhi whispered when vines snaked along the forest floor towards Rhen.  
 
    “I can’t believe how much damage you did to…” A vine reared up and snatched the sneaker out of Rhen’s hands. “Hey!” He jumped forward to grab his shoe, but instead of catching it, he was suspended in mid-air by a mass of vines. “What’s going on?” Rhen tried to pull his arms free, but the vines lowered him, putting his face into a patch of Giy flowers. As with most elves, Rhen relaxed once he caught a whiff of their scent. Themrock had designed the Giy flowers to bring the elves peace. 
 
    Bosternd stood up. “I don’t like this,” he said. “Let’s get him out of here.” As Bosternd and Jet neared Rhen, the ground beneath their feet jerked upward, tossing them backwards. “Crap,” Bosternd yelled, falling into some bushes. “Help, Rhen!” 
 
    When Tgfhi ran towards Rhen’s body, a couple of vines grabbed his legs and flung him into the air. He flew through the sky screaming and would have landed in the school’s lake, if he hadn’t have been snatched out of the sky by one of Jack’s dragons.  
 
    Bosternd and Jet were now inching their way forward. They got within an arm’s length of Rhen before vines snaked out to grab them. The vines pulled them towards two trees and lashed their bodies to the trunks, so they couldn’t move. The elfin royals and guard elves stepped forward with caution. Rhen was lying motionless, face down in the vegetation. Vines were interwoven throughout his clothes, while flowers, ferns, and plants grew in abundance around him. “Do you think he’s hurt?” Sarah asked. No one knew. 
 
    As the elves advanced on Rhen, most of them met with the same fate as Bosternd and Jet. The only elves that weren’t attacked were the Wood Elves. “Hey, how come none of the Wood Elves are tied up?” Charlie complained. “What’s so special about them?” 
 
    “That’s it,” Latsoh yelled, her hands resting on the vines that were encircling her chest. Charlie smiled and looked away as Latsoh added, “I can’t believe we didn’t see it before. We’re deep in the Wood Elf forest. You control the forest.”  
 
    Reed snorted. “I don’t think so, Latsoh. Remember, we don’t have any powers.”  
 
    Latsoh ground her teeth as the other elves chuckled at her statement. Why weren’t they making the same connections she had? “Think,” she told them. “The forest is coming alive for a reason. Who does it have in its embrace?” When Reed’s eyes narrowed, she knew he was figuring it out. Themrock’s blood had spilled on the forest floor. It had woken up the forest. If the forest was reacting to Themrock, then certainly it would respond to the Wood Elves too. “Tell the forest to release Rhen,” she told Reed. “I bet it will.” 
 
    “Do you think that could be our power?” the Wood Elf Queen asked as she took a step closer to Rhen. “Do you think we can control the forest?” 
 
    “I’m about to find out,” her husband said. In his deepest voice, Estan bellowed, “Release the boy!” His words echoed around them. The vines, which had been swirling at their feet, stopped for a moment before continuing. 
 
    “Do it again,” Latsoh urged. 
 
    “Release the… Genister from your embrace.” Estan was afraid to say Themrock, in case Rhen heard him. Fortunately, the forest understood. The vines began to disentangle themselves from Rhen’s body.  
 
    Charlie grabbed the vines that were releasing him and held on to them tightly. He glanced around to see if anyone had noticed that the forest was releasing him too but they were all preoccupied with Rhen and weren’t paying him any attention. 
 
    Shno laughed. “That’s it. That’s our power.” He’d never seen anything so amazing. They could control the forest. 
 
    Rhen lay on the ground breathing in the Giy flowers’ scent. “Rhen, are you okay?” Reed asked as he approached. He lifted his head and gave Reed a crooked smile. “They smell so nice,” he mumbled, before lowering his head back down into the flowers. 
 
    Latsoh laughed. “It’s like he’s on Tgarus weed.” 
 
    “Give me the Genister,” Reed told the forest. The vines lifted Rhen up and carried him over to Reed, who reached out to pull Rhen into his arms. He grunted from the effort. Rhen felt like a dead weight. “Oh, Charlie,” he said when Charlie appeared by his side. Charlie hadn’t been able to stop the vines from pushing him towards Reed, so he pretended he had walked over to help. He wrapped one of Rhen’s arms around his shoulders and hoisted Rhen up. 
 
    “Ask for his sneakers,” Latsoh said, when she noticed Rhen’s bare feet. 
 
    Shno wanted a chance to command the forest so he waved the others off and said, “Repair his sneakers and bring them to me.” He grinned as the vines swirled about, obeying his request. This is so cool, he thought. A moment later, two vines brought him Rhen’s repaired sneakers. “Thank you,” he said as he took them. 
 
    Aaron wiggled his fingers. His hands were growing numb from the constricting vines. “A little help guys?” 
 
    “Release our friends,” Reed told the forest. The vines slithered backwards at once, releasing everyone. Aaron nodded his thanks to Reed and stretched. 
 
    As they carried Rhen out of the forest, Shno turned back. “Thank you, again. I have a feeling he’ll be back soon.” He gave a general wave then jogged to catch up to the others who had paused on the hilltop above the University. 
 
    “That was incredible,” Estan said. Shno couldn’t have agreed more. 
 
    Tgfhi ran up the hill to join them. When he reached their group, he slapped Jack on the back. “Thanks for that.” Jack shrugged. He was glad he had been carrying his dragon whistle.  
 
    Naci bumped into Jack as he pushed past him to reach Estan. “If you control the forest, would that mean that we can control fire?”  
 
    Without thinking, Latsoh jumped into her father’s arms. “Yes! I can’t wait.”  
 
    Tgfhi watched as Latsoh paled. She’d forgotten that she wasn’t speaking with her dad. Dropping her arms, she tried to step back, but Naci wouldn’t let go of her. Tgfhi was about to walk over to help her when Naci said, “I’m sorry.” He placed her gently on the ground. “I was wrong. Please, forgive me?”  
 
    Latsoh closed her eyes. She wanted this but she refused to give up Erfce. “I love Erfce.” 
 
    Naci nodded. “I know. I’m not thrilled about it, but you have my blessing. It would make your mother and me very happy if you would consider getting married at home.” 
 
    Latsoh hesitated. “But the priests…” 
 
    “They’ll marry you,” Naci told her firmly, “or I’ll remove them from our temple.” 
 
    Latsoh studied her father. From the look in his eyes, she could see that he meant it. She stepped forward to hug him. “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    “I love you, Latsoh,” Naci said, kissing her forehead. “I’m sorry I was being so thick-headed before. Let’s talk later?” 
 
    Latsoh nodded. She lifted her face to kiss him on the cheek then stepped over to Rhen. Pulling the crown of Giy flowers that the forest had given him out of his hair, she said, “Coming back to us yet, Rhen?” 
 
    Rhen blinked a few times then shook his head. “What?” He stepped forward, taking his weight onto his own legs. “Where are my running boots? How did we get here?” He glanced around at everyone. “What’s going on?” Latsoh smiled. Themrock was messing with Rhen’s memory so he wouldn’t remember what had happened.  
 
    Tgfhi slapped a hand on Rhen’s shoulder. “We went to change our bodies back and everyone caught us.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Rhen groaned. “Does Ceceta know too? She’s going to kill me.” He reached out to take his shoes from Shno then pulled them on. “I guess we better go back.” Rhen started to walk towards the Teacher’s Residence Hall, but paused and turned back to Shno. “Why did you have my running boots?” 
 
    “Tgfhi took them off before you changed back. I picked them up so you wouldn’t forget them.” 
 
    Rhen nodded. “Thanks.” He grabbed Tgfhi’s arm. “Come on. Let’s get this over with. Does Crystam know too?” 
 
    “I sure hope not,” Tgfhi said, trotting to keep up, as Rhen increased their pace. 
 
    The next day, the Wood Elf King and Queen returned to the location where the forest had come alive. They found the Giy flowers and apple trees still blooming, but there wasn’t any life in the forest, not like there had been the day before.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    School Library – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    Ceceta was waiting by the school’s library doors for Rhen to finish his meeting with Bosternd. Bosternd had wanted to discuss the possibility of Surpen’s rejoining the Convention. Ceceta hoped Rhen would refuse. She despised most of the other members who were in the Convention. Rhen, though, seemed to feel it was important to keep the association. He was already connected to Thestran’s Council. If he rejoined the Convention members, Surpen and her territories would be safe from attack on all sides. Ceceta snorted. As if anyone would attack Themrock. 
 
    “She’s so ugly. What does Rhen see in her? She’d be better off married to a dog.” 
 
    Ceceta had been pushing a stray lock of hair back from her face when she heard the comment. It was the third time that day that she’d heard someone criticize her. She couldn’t figure out what she’d done to upset so many people. For the last few days, every time she’d been alone, she would hear someone making a nasty remark. 
 
    Ceceta rushed towards the alcove on the right side of the library entrance “Who the hell do you…” She rounded the corner and stopped. There wasn’t anyone there. One of the windows in the alcove was open. Stepping up to it, she searched the school’s grounds to see if she could find anyone. In the distance some students were sitting on the lawn. They were too far away to have been the ones criticizing her.  
 
    “Rasack’s balls.” Why couldn’t she ever seem to catch the people who were gossiping about her? It was starting to make her angry. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Headmaster stopped Rhen in the hallway outside his classroom. “Thank you for singing at our last event, Rhen. I think you’ll find next weekend’s gathering equally enjoyable, we have a band from Neptian coming to play.”  
 
    “I’m afraid I won’t be able to attend your next event.” Rhen reached out to open the door to his classroom. 
 
    The Headmaster put his hand on Rhen’s arm. “But, you must. It’s required.” He sounded upset.  
 
    “Sorry,” Rhen said, wondering why the Headmaster cared so much if he was present or not. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” the Headmaster demanded. 
 
    Rhen’s eyebrows rose. He was surprised the Headmaster was demanding he provide an excuse for missing an event, as if he were a child. “I’m hosting the Convention’s meeting that day.” 
 
    The Headmaster paled. “What?” This was the first he’d heard of Surpen being back in the Convention. “You really can’t miss a University event,” he insisted. 
 
    “Sorry, but I have to.” Rhen couldn’t understand his objection. “It’s business.” He nodded goodbye then turned to enter his classroom with the guard elves on his heels. 
 
    Charlie stayed behind in the hallway. He needed to tell his family that Rhen was heading back to Surpen. “Charlie!” someone called out. He turned to find Erfce rushing towards him. “You are a hard man to get alone,” Erfce said, breathing heavily. He’d been walking down the hallway, when he’d spotted Rhen entering his class. Miraculously, Charlie hadn’t followed him. “I tried to find you during the last school event, but you…” 
 
    Charlie didn’t have time for this. “What do you want, Erfce? I need to go.” 
 
    Erfce was surprised by his brisk tone. Charlie never spoke that way. His unusual mannerism flustered Erfce, making him lose his train of thought. “Um, I want to talk to you about… You know if… Well, you see, I think you might like to, well, I heard from Naci, actually, that the auction house told him that–” 
 
    “Listen,” Charlie said, backing away, his hands out at shoulder height. “Let’s talk when I return. I have to run home to tell James something important. It can wait, right?” Erfce nodded. “Great. We’ll make a time to talk when I get back.” A moment later, Charlie had disappeared down the stairs on his way to the school’s portal. 
 
    “That was weird,” Erfce said. He’d never seen Charlie with such purpose before. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Themrock!” James barked, after Charlie had enlightened him of Rhen’s plans for the upcoming weekend. “Are you sure?” James had been relaxing in one of the family’s private lounges with the elfin royals and Reed, when Charlie had arrived with the news. 
 
    “I’m sure. He’s hosting their meeting on Surpen this weekend.” 
 
    “I thought he was kicked out of the Convention,” the Water Elf King, Plos, said, sitting up in his chair. 
 
    Charlie reached out for one of the pre-made cocktails on the bar. “He was, but the Vivists and Zorthans have asked him to rejoin. I had heard that Bosternd was going to discuss it with him, but I hadn’t realized that Rhen had made a decision to become a part of the Convention again.” 
 
    Reed put his drink on the table beside him. “I can see the logic in it. Rhen will be a part of Thestran’s Council and the Convention. Surpen won’t have any enemies.” 
 
    “Will he be in danger if he meets with them?” the Air Elf King asked. 
 
    “No. Bosternd would never do anything to put Rhen in danger.” Charlie sipped his drink, enjoying the tangy taste of Pontoian snapberries. “You know, I think you’ll hear some very interesting stories from your children when we get back.” 
 
    Plos was still worried. “Won’t the Convention members tell Rhen that he’s Themrock?” 
 
    "They won’t.” Charlie downed his cocktail then placed the glass back on the bar. It was time to return to the University. “They have more to gain from his ignorance than we do. Emperor Rhen likes them. When Rhen learns he’s Themrock, he might not feel the same way.” 
 
    James’ raised his eyebrows. He hadn’t thought of it that way before. He was surprised to find himself agreeing with Charlie. The Convention members would want Rhen on their side for as long as possible. James wondered about Charlie. Was his brother smart? He dismissed the idea a moment later, when Charlie walked into the door while opening it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Rhen,” Charlie said, barging into Rhen’s bedroom after Ceceta had left. He closed Rhen’s bedroom door and averted his gaze as Rhen pulled on his military shorts. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you for the longest time, but I can never get you alone.” 
 
    Rhen dropped a green tunic down over his head. He’d just finished working out with Jet and was changing for breakfast. “That’s because I’m never alone. You can thank the elves for that. I wish they’d take their children back.” 
 
    Charlie shrugged. “I kind of like having them around. It’s been fun.” 
 
    “Because it’s not you they’re watching.” Rhen sat down on his bed to put on the purple socks that Ceceta had given him. “What did you want to talk about? I assume you’re happy with the package Bosternd offered you?” 
 
    Charlie hesitated. “The package?” 
 
    “Salary, benefits, medical care…” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Charlie laughed. “Yeah, that’s all great. You’ve been more than generous.” He watched as Rhen pulled on his running boots then reached for his weapon’s belt. “It’s about Chisten.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The girl we left behind in Hell.” 
 
    “Oh.” Rhen paused. He felt horrible about Chisten. He’d failed twice when he’d tried to save her. Once when Thaster had first found her and then the second time, when he’d been in Hell saving Charlie.  
 
    “I was wondering if you could go back to Hell and get her. You could dress up as the Black Angel and zip in and out. She loves the Black Angel. I’m sure she’d run right to you.” 
 
    “Charlie, I’m not going to be the Black Angel again. Too many people know my identity. I’m sure even Thaster knows it by now too. There’d be no point in it. Why don’t you get her? You’re a Genister.” 
 
    “Shhh.” Charlie jumped forward and placed his hand on Rhen’s mouth. Whispering, he said, “I really don’t want anyone to know that. I’m having too much fun.” 
 
    Rhen shrugged. “You could dress yourself up and go? Change your identity? I would even give you my Black Angel clothing.” 
 
    Charlie groaned inwardly. None of those options would work. “I’m not strong enough.” 
 
    Rhen’s eyebrow rose. “And I am?” 
 
    Charlie had to tread carefully here. Rhen thought he had more power than everyone else because Themrock’s first wife, Layla, was living inside Rhen’s physical body. When Rhen had been living on Punishment Island, Layla had entered his form to heal his injuries. Unfortunately, she’d never left. The only good part about it was that her presence made Rhen think he wasn’t anything special. He believed his superior powers came from Layla.  
 
    “With Layla living inside you, waiting for Themrock’s return, you can access the powers she has, making you stronger than all of us,” Charlie reminded him. “That’s why you can save Chisten from Hell, while I can’t.”  
 
    Rhen knew Charlie was right. That’s what the other Genisters had told him. But he was tired of it. The Genisters were always asking him for help whenever Thaster or Therol got out of control. He wished Layla would find another body to ride around in as she waited for Themrock’s return. Maybe he could give her to Charlie? “I’m not going back to Hell. Thaster has chosen Chisten as his wife. Like you, I was worried about her, so I asked Thellis to peek in on her. She’s fine. Thaster has been treating her with respect and honor. Thellis said he was acting as lovestruck as any mortal around Queen Chara. It’s not my place to interfere in a Genister’s love life. If you’d like to save Chisten, you can take Layla with you to Hell.” 
 
    Oh, crap, Charlie thought. Rhen was trying to shift Layla onto him. Rhen thought Charlie could save Chisten if he added Layla’s powers to his own.  
 
    Unfortunately, what Rhen didn’t know was that Layla was basically powerless. The Genisters had told him that he was getting his powers from her so his mortal body wouldn’t question the fact that he had more powers than anyone else, but in reality she had less power than most mortals.  
 
    Charlie had no intention of taking Layla on. As far as he was concerned, she could go to Hell and stay there. 
 
    Rhen stood up and put his hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “How do we transfer her to you?” 
 
    Charlie stepped back quickly. He wanted to help Chisten, but he couldn’t take Layla into his mortal shell, and telling Rhen she was powerless might awaken Themrock before his time.  
 
    Damn! He was stuck. There was nothing he could do. He’d have to wait until Themrock stepped in. He turned and walked back towards the door. “I didn’t realize Thaster was in love with her. I’m glad he’s treating her well. Would you ask the Genisters to spy on him from time to time? If anything changes, I’ll take Layla and rescue her.”  
 
    “Sure, I’m happy to do it. I don’t want anything to happen to the girl either.” Rhen strapped his weapon’s belt around his waist. “Will you tell my guards I’ll be out in a minute…” He mouthed the word, “Theter,” which was Charlie’s Genister name. 
 
    Charlie grabbed the pack of markers that were on the top of the dresser beside him and threw them at Rhen’s head. Laughing, Rhen ducked out of the way and used his powers to return them to his dresser. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Dad,” Yfetb said, interrupting his father. He’d called Te to talk but so far Te had done all the talking. Not once had he asked Yfetb how things were going. He had been having a horrible time on Thestran and couldn’t wait to finish up the next two semesters so he could leave. Somehow everyone knew he’d left Ceceta at the altar, and because she was Themrock’s wife, they despised him for hurting her. The teachers graded him more harshly than the other students, the foreign kids ridiculed him and the elves refused to talk to him. Well, all of the elves except for those in the Elves for Themrock Club, or EFT as they’d begun calling it. They wouldn’t speak to him during the day, but at night, during their meetings, they’d grill him about Ceceta, looking for ways in which they might hurt her. Did she have a pet? Who was the family member she loved the most? Was she poor? On and on it went. 
 
    “Dad,” Yfetb repeated as his father continued to talk about his stunning performance at the opening of the new hospital near Neptian’s Capital City. 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” Te said. “It was good talking with you.” 
 
    “Dad!” Yfetb yelled, adding quickly, “The Elves for Themrock Club is trying to break up Ceceta and Rhen’s marriage.”  
 
    Te was silent, which meant he wasn’t surprised. Yfetb had guessed that Loreth had arranged for his father to transfer him to the Elfin University so he could keep tabs on the Club. He hated his father for listening to the bastard.  
 
    “Things are getting out of hand. They’ve also decided to target the other elves who’ve married out. At today’s meeting a group of them made a plan to attack Erfce. I think you should tell King James. He should know that this… hate group is gaining momentum. They say they have the support of The Supreme. Why would the head elfin priest want to ruin Themrock’s marriage?” 
 
    “Now, Yfetb. You’re getting carried away. I’m sure nothing is going to happen.” Te paused as he rose to his feet. “You should help them with their efforts. It’d be beneficial to Neptian if we could separate Ceceta from Rhen. With Ceceta gone, Rhen would have no reason to attack us.” 
 
    Gods! Yfetb thought. His Dad was using Loreth’s words. “Is Loreth back?” 
 
    “He never left. He’s been here all along, fighting for us.” 
 
    Yfetb groaned. “Dad, you need to get rid of him. He’s going to destroy us. He’s deluded. You can’t trust him. He got Rhen’s father killed and…” Yfetb saw the screen on his communicator turn blue. His father had hung up on him. Dropping backwards onto his bed, Yfetb stared up at the white ceiling. The Thestrans seemed to like the color white. Almost all of the rooms in the school were painted in varying shades of it. Closing his eyes, Yfetb wondered if he could do anything to stop the EFT.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mom?” Rhen said stepping out of the portal onto Surpen with Ceceta and his guard elves. His mother reached out to hug him. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Orpel stepped back, her hand on his arm. “Of course. I’m just happy to see you. You look well.” 
 
    “Thanks. So do you.” He reached out to touch the Mencurian orchid she’d placed behind her ear. It was good to finally see his mom smiling. She’d had a rough time of it under Andres’ rule. 
 
    Orpel waved at Ceceta and the guard elves then turned back to Rhen. “I hope you don’t mind, but Tgonar and Chara will be visiting me this weekend. I hate to cancel on them. Is that alright?”  
 
    Rhen nodded. He was happy that she had friends. “Sure, but you may want to leave the portal room now. We’re running a few minutes late which means the Vivists should be here at any moment.” 
 
    “Rhen,” Bosternd said in warning, as his mother’s eyes widened. Rhen waited until Orpel had left the room before turning back towards the portal. Ceceta and his guard elves had already moved behind him, away from the portal. The Vivist King stepped into the room, along with his family and generals. Their large, grey, hairy, scorpion-like bodies filled the chamber. Rhen saluted them then clicked, “Hello, Nirs. Thanks for coming.” He swung his hand out to hit the Vivist King’s right front claw in the Vivists’ fashion of greeting. 
 
    “I’m pleased that you’re hosting,” Nirs clicked. He sniffed to see if Rhen was still sick. Interesting. It seemed Themrock could heal from a Vivist’s poison if given enough time. Nirs gestured towards the table full of refreshments that had been set up behind Bosternd. “I was getting tired of the Rasacks’ food. It’ll be good to have some Surpen food for a change.” Although, he could do without Surpen’s punishing heat. He motioned behind him with a flick of his tail. “You know my wife and generals, of course.” 
 
    Rhen saluted them then gestured behind him. “You’ve already met my wife, Ceceta, Bosternd and Nk. These are my elves, my man Jet and my brother Charlie and his girlfriend, Mary.”  
 
    Nirs clicked loudly in protest. “Thestrans! You’ve invited Thestrans to our meeting?” 
 
    Rhen dipped his head. “I thought you’d find them amusing. Of course, they won’t be allowed in during our sessions.” 
 
    Nirs tapped the stone floor with his pincer. “I would hope not.” 
 
    Rhen was relieved that Nirs wasn’t questioning him further. He reached for Ceceta’s hand and pulled her forward. “Why doesn’t Ceceta show your wife to her room while we greet the Zorthans who will be arriving next?” Nirs stepped aside in consent. He clicked to his generals and they left the room with one of Rhen’s soldiers.  
 
    A moment later, the inside of the golden portal frame came to life, filling with a blue light. When it faded the Zorthan King stepped into the room, followed by his son and advisors. Both the Zorthans and Surpens had tan skin and dark hair, but the Surpens’ eyes were grey, while the Zorthans had dark brown eyes and rounder faces. 
 
    “Rhen!” the Zorthan King called out. He walked over to embrace Rhen. “I’ve missed you. I’m glad you decided to be a Convention member again.” 
 
    “Me too,” Rhen said, although he was laughing inside since he’d never left the Convention. They had kicked him out after he’d fought against the Rasacks to help one of Thestran’s planets. “It’s good to see you, Pada.” 
 
    “You know my son and advisors.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Rhen winked at Pento. The Zorthan Prince had helped him fight off a group of Rasacks that had attacked him while he’d been at the University. Pento saluted Rhen then dropped his eyes to the ground as Zorthan etiquette dictated. He hadn’t seen Rhen in ages and hoped to find some time to catch up with him. 
 
    “Drinks first?” Pada asked as Rhen laughed in response. 
 
    “You’re always so quick to get to the party,” Nirs clicked. 
 
    “And why not?” Pada retorted. 
 
    Rhen turned towards Jet. “Will you show the Zorthans to their rooms, please?”  
 
    After Jet had ushered the Zorthans out of the room, Pada glanced behind Rhen and spotted the elves. “What are they doing here?” he snapped. 
 
    “My brother, Charlie, and his girlfriend are visiting. They won’t bother us. The others,” Rhen said, pointing at the elves, “are my slaves. The elfin kings gave them to me for doing them a favor.” Rhen knew they’d accept the elves if they were his slaves. He should have prepared for this in advance by warning the elves. What had he been thinking? His time on Thestran was addling his brain.  
 
    Nirs’ tail lifted higher into the air. “Really? I thought the Thestrans were trying to stop slavery.” Rhen shrugged. 
 
    “Your slaves?” Pada asked in a hesitant voice. “Make them do something humiliating.” 
 
    Rhen didn’t like the sound of that. What did Pada have in mind? “Like?” 
 
    Pada waved a hand at the elves. “Have them take off their clothes.” 
 
    Rhen frowned. Pada was downright leering at Sarah. Fortunately, he didn’t have to respond because Nirs cried out, “Boring! Who wants to see naked Thestrans? It would give me nightmares.” Rhen laughed. He had to come up with something else fast. “I know. The Fire Elves and Water Elves hate each other. I’ll make them kiss.” He gestured towards Aaron, who was wearing his red Fire Elf cape, and Sarah, who was wearing her blue and green Water Elf cape. Nirs and Pada, of course, didn’t know that they were married. 
 
    “They won’t,” Nirs clicked. “Everyone knows the elfin tribes hate each other.”  
 
    “They’re slaves. They have to.” Rhen nodded towards his guards. “You two, kiss,” he told them in Thestran. 
 
    Sarah and Aaron were wearing translating devices in their ears so they knew it was important for them to play along. With grimaces on their faces, they stepped forward and gave each other a peck on the lips then backed away quickly, wiping their mouths. 
 
    “Oh,” Nirs clicked, tapping his claw on the stone floor. “I like it. Do it again.” 
 
    “Kiss,” Rhen barked. Shuddering in mock disgust, they stepped forward and kissed again. 
 
    “Nice,” Pada said as he watched Sarah rub at her mouth with the hem of her cape.  
 
    Before Pada could ask Rhen to make them do anything else, the portal zapped to life and the Rasacks stepped into the room. Their tan, horse-like bodies and iridescent snake-like heads smelled foul to Rhen. He turned his head away before they could see his disgust. 
 
    “Hello,” Sinter, the Rasack King, hissed. 
 
    “Hello,” Nirs, Rhen and Pada replied in unison. The guard elves could tell from the change in the room’s atmosphere that none of the other kings trusted the Rasacks. A moment ago, they’d been joking and teasing each other but now they were silent, their eyes never leaving the Rasack King.  
 
    “Didn’t you bring your family?” Nirs clicked. 
 
    “No.” Sinter stepped aside. “But I did bring my soldiers.” The Rasacks lined up against the wall looking lethal. There was a tense moment of silence in the room.  
 
    Sinter’s eyes narrowed. He wanted revenge. Rhen had used his powers to blow up large portions of his planet and no one in the Universe had condemned him for his actions. Sinter was furious with the other Convention members for ignoring his requests for justice and siding with Rhen simply because he’d turned out to be a Genister God. He was considering striking Rhen, but movement by the window caught his eye. Two Genisters had appeared in the open window behind Rhen. They stared directly at Sinter and he realized if he went after Rhen during the Convention meeting, he would die. 
 
    Rhen, unaware of the Genisters behind him, broke the silence by asking, “Business first?” The Kings agreed, so Rhen led them towards the conference rooms.  
 
    The weekend went by quickly for everyone. The elves were surprised to discover that the Vivists and Zorthans liked to party. They found themselves drawn to them. It was an eye-opening experience and they wondered if it would be possible for King James to bridge the gap between them. 
 
    The Rasacks, on the other hand, were horrid. Even the other Convention members seemed to dislike them and put up with them simply because they were a part of the same coalition. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Yfetb left the EFT meeting that evening, he knew he had to take action. Some of the Club’s members had volunteered to attack Erfce. He didn’t know Erfce personally, but the hate he felt emanating from the elves at the meeting was enough to push him to act. Walking up the stairs to the Teacher’s Residence Hall, he saw Tgfhi leaving the building. “Hey,” he called out. “I have to talk to you.” Tgfhi stopped to look at him. It wasn’t until Tgfhi narrowed his eyes that Yfetb realized he recognized him. 
 
    “You don’t have anything to say to me,” Tgfhi snapped, continuing down the stairs past Yfetb. 
 
    “Wait. This is important.” Yfetb hurried after Tgfhi.  
 
    Tgfhi stopped short and grabbed Yfetb by his shirt. Yfetb winced at the fury on Tgfhi’s face. He’d never seen Tgfhi look so angry before. Whenever he saw Tgfhi on campus, he was usually laughing or teasing someone. “I don’t want to hear anything you have to say,” Tgfhi hissed. “Not only did you hurt Ceceta but you went after Crystam when you knew damn well that she and I were engaged.” 
 
    “That was my Dad’s–” 
 
    “Shut up!” Tgfhi pushed Yfetb backwards causing him to fall to the ground. When Yfetb looked up, Tgfhi was gone. Standing up, he brushed off his pants and checked the scratch marks on his hands. The cuts were shallow. He’d wash them off after he’d warned someone about EFT’s plans. Lifting his head, he watched a spacejet fly past the University towards the Wood Elf castle’s jetport. He had to talk to someone, but who? Rhen and his guard elves were on Surpen at a Convention meeting. They weren’t expected back until the end of the weekend. He wanted to notify someone of EFT’s plans as soon as possible, so they could do something to stop the elves from hurting Erfce. 
 
    Yfetb searched the school for Erfce and Latsoh. When he couldn’t find them, he headed to the portal room. He’d decided to tell a member of the Thestran royal family. With their powers, they’d be able to help. 
 
    “Thestran Royal Palace.” Yfetb watched as Themrock’s blue powers filled the portal frame. When they began to fade, he stepped through the portal. He hesitated when he noticed he was standing on rough stones. Thestran’s palace had tiled floors. Had the portal made a mistake? Glancing up, he found he was standing in a dark hallway made of stone and mud. He was in the wrong place.  
 
    Turning, Yfetb was about to step back through the portal to return to the University, when it disappeared. He found himself staring into Loreth’s face. Loreth had been hiding on the other side of the portal. Behind him were two Surpens, one of whom was so muscular he looked genetically engineered.  
 
    “Going somewhere?” Loreth asked. 
 
    Yfetb raised his chin. It was obvious Loreth knew what Yfetb had been planning to do. He was also smart enough to know that the Genister was going to kill him. If Loreth had wanted to punish him, he would have done so on Neptian with Te’s help. The fact that Yfetb was in Surpen’s dungeon–for that could be the only explanation for the Surpens before him–meant that Loreth wanted him gone. “Will you tell my Dad?” 
 
    Loreth cocked his head. He was surprised by Yfetb’s courage. “When the time is right, he’ll be informed that you met with an unfortunate accident.” 
 
    Yfetb nodded.  
 
    “Aul, Narseth,” Loreth said, “you know what to do.” A moment later, Loreth was gone, and so was Yfetb.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jack thrust his head backwards into the face of the elf that had climbed on his back. He must have broken the man’s nose because the elf screamed and fell to the ground beside him. Jack reached out to grab the man’s arm, hoping to break it, but the elf was pulled away by his friends. A moment later, the elves ran off towards the University’s academic building. Jack wanted to follow them to question them, but he needed to help Erfce. His friend hadn’t moved since he’d arrived in the middle of the attack. “Hey,” Jack said, lowering himself down to the ground beside Erfce. “How bad are you? Should I call the hospital?” 
 
    Erfce was lying on the grass beside the men’s dormitory. His lip was cut and he had a gash on his eyebrow. Jack could see he’d been punched in the face multiple times. There was blood on his neck and his hands were swollen, his fingers broken. “Erfce?” Jack said.  
 
    Erfce rolled onto his side and threw up. He wretched until there was nothing left in his stomach then moaned. “My head.” 
 
    “I think you have a concussion. Stay down. They’re gone. When you’re ready, we can go to the clinic to have the doctors look at you.” 
 
    Erfce curled up into a fetal position. Jack could see tears leaking out of the corners of his eyes. He didn’t really know what to do for someone who had a concussion. He’d heard that they shouldn’t fall asleep for a while and that light hurt their eyes. Good thing it was dark out. 
 
    “I can’t believe anyone would attack you,” he told Erfce after they’d been sitting in silence for a while. “Rhen’s going to kill them.” 
 
    “Don’t… don’t tell him,” Erfce croaked. He didn’t want to bother Rhen with his problems. 
 
    Jack was confused. Why wouldn’t Erfce want Rhen to know he’d been attacked? Sometimes foreigners were strange.  “Whatever,” he said, dismissing it. He glanced at the white-bark pine trees surrounding them. They were completely hidden from view. The elves had chosen a good location to attack Erfce. “You’re really lucky I was walking by and heard you. If I hadn’t of decided to visit my dragons by the lake front, those elves would have beaten you to death.” Erfce grunted. “What were you doing out here, anyway?” 
 
    Erfce opened his mouth and closed it. Jack thought he wouldn’t answer but eventually he said, “Tgfhi’s visiting his Dad so I was picking up Crystam’s math assignment for her. He usually grabs her homework.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jack said. Poor Crystam. Her powers were growing more and more every day. She seemed to be fine when she was with Rhen. For some reason, his presence muted her powers, but when she was alone, people would fall under her spell. Rhen didn’t take math class, so Crystam could no longer attend the lecture. Usually, Tgfhi would bring her her homework, but he was off visiting his Dad for a few days. Crystam’s powers were strong enough now that she’d begun to hide in her room, whenever Rhen was off doing something. Jack noticed Erfce’s hands were shaking. “How were you attacked? Can’t you see the future?” 
 
    Erfce laughed then winced. Whispering, he said, “It doesn’t work that way. I can’t control my visions. Sometimes… if I concentrate, I’ll get a vision about the item I’m focused on but I didn’t think to check my own safety.” 
 
    Jack could understand that. “Why would you? Who would dream of attacking you? You’re best friends with Themrock.” 
 
    Erfce pushed down on the grass. Slowly, he raised himself into a seated position. Jack reached out to help him to his feet. Together they walked to the University’s Clinic. After the doctor had healed Erfce’s wounds, he requested that Erfce fill out a report. Erfce refused. 
 
    “Why aren’t you reporting it?” Jack asked as they walked back towards the Teacher’s Residence Hall. Erfce’s cuts and bruises were gone, his hands had been fixed and the doctor had healed his concussion enough so that it was just a mild headache.  
 
    Erfce shrugged. “I know who attacked me. The school can’t do anything about it.” 
 
    Jack paused. He had known his attackers? “Who did it then?” 
 
    “Elves who are angry that Latsoh is dating out of her tribe.” Jack shook his head. He couldn’t believe it. “It’s true,” Erfce told him. “I used to think Naci encouraged them to be mean to me, but my powers have shown me that they are coming after me on their own.” He’d also sensed something vague in the attackers’ minds about a Club for Themrock, but hadn’t been able to figure out how it related to him.  
 
    “No way,” Jack said. “No one is going to attack you. You’re friends with Themrock.” 
 
    “Think about it, Jack. Your religion frowns upon you dating out of your tribe. How do you think the Fire Elves feel about the fact that their princess is dating someone from a different planet?” When Jack hesitated, Erfce realized he understood. 
 
    Jack reached up to run a hand through is light-brown hair. “There’s got to be something we can do to stop them.” 
 
    “Change your religion?” Erfce offered. 
 
    Jack snorted. “That’s not happening.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Erfce knocked on Crystam’s door. “I have your math homework.” He slid it under the door and waited until Crystam knocked once to tell him she got it. “See you tomorrow.” Crystam knocked once again and Erfce turned to go to his room. 
 
    Jack put his hand out to stop him. “You mentioned you thought Naci was up to it. Does that mean this has happened to you before?” Erfce hesitated before nodding. “I’m sorry.” Jack felt horrible. His people were bullying Erfce. 
 
    Erfce shrugged. “I’m not. I’m glad I’m out in the open. I love Latsoh and I hated having to hide it like Aaron and Sarah do.” Jack’s eyes widened and Erfce laughed. He reached up to put his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Thanks for rescuing me. I owe you one–and please don’t tell Aaron and Sarah that I let you in on their little secret.” 
 
    Jack nodded. Now that Erfce mentioned it, he was surprised he hadn’t realized it before. Aaron and Sarah were always doing things together. He wondered if anyone else knew.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Academic Building – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Erfce caught Charlie’s arm as he was following Rhen down the hall towards the student dining hall. “I still need to talk to you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Charlie groaned, slapping a hand to his forehead. “I’m sorry, Erfce. I totally forgot. We went off to Surpen for that Convention meeting and I didn’t get back to you. My mistake. What’s up?” 
 
    Erfce hesitated. There were too many students in the hallway. He didn’t want anyone to overhear him asking Charlie for Latsoh’s portrait, in case they told her what he was doing. “Come over here.” He walked down the hall and ducked into the staff closet.  
 
    Charlie’s eyebrows raised as he followed Erfce into the tiny room. “Are we cleaning something?” he asked with amusement, his eyes scanning the cleaning supplies and slop sink. 
 
    “No.” Erfce shut the door and flicked on the light. Charlie’s back was to him so he jumped right in. He was afraid he might have trouble lying if Charlie was looking at him. “King Naci told me that the auction house informed him that you were the one who bought the portrait of Thamber he’d put up for auction. I want to buy it back from you.” 
 
    Charlie was stunned. No one was supposed to know he had Naci’s picture. He’d been careful during the transaction, making sure the auction house and delivery company didn’t know who they were dealing with. There was no way the auction house had told Naci that he’d bought the Fire Elves’ portrait of Thamber. Erfce was lying. Why? 
 
    Charlie used his powers to look through the walls around them, making sure they weren’t being watched. His heart skipped a beat when he saw that one of the Genisters eating lunch with Rhen was staring right at him, as if he could see Charlie through the wall. It had to be a coincidence, right? 
 
    Curling his hand under, Charlie turned around. “Hey, what?” he asked with a vague expression on his face, as if he hadn’t heard. “Why are we in here?” 
 
    Erfce blinked. Charlie looked inebriated. A few moments ago, he’d seemed perfectly sober. What had happened? “You bought a portrait of Thamber from the Fire Elves. I would like to buy it off of you. It’s of sentimental value to Latsoh and I’d like to give it to her at our wedding.” 
 
    “Oh,” Charlie said. He bobbed his head and glanced towards the dining hall. Damn. The Genister was still watching them. “You should definitely give her something she likes. Good idea.” 
 
    “How much do you want for it?” Charlie looked confused, so Erfce added, “Charlie, how much do you want for the Fire Elves’ portrait of Thamber?” 
 
    “I don’t know. How much is it worth?” He lifted his hand, making sure that Erfce saw him as he popped something into his mouth. 
 
    Erfce frowned. He hadn’t noticed that Charlie had been holding anything earlier. “I don’t really know how much it’s worth. How much do you want for it?” 
 
    “A hundred trade coins.”  
 
    Erfce was confused. Charlie had paid almost five hundred million trade coins for the portrait. Why would he say he wanted a hundred? Things became clear when Charlie opened his hand to show Erfce several brown cubes sitting on his palm. “You want some? I’ve got more. I bought five thousand coins worth.” 
 
    Erfce drew back and shook his head. Damn. Charlie had been talking about his Tgarus weed chews, not the portrait. That explained why he appeared to be out of it. “Charlie. I want to buy your portrait of Thamber. How much do you want for it?” 
 
    Charlie cocked his head. “What portrait of Thamber?” He glanced towards the dining hall. Yup, they were still being watched by that Genister. 
 
    “The one you bought from the Fire Elves.” 
 
    “I don’t have a portrait of Thamber,” Charlie said, while reaching out to play with the faucet handles on the slop sink. 
 
    Erfce was becoming more and more frustrated. “Yes, you do. Naci told me you had it.” When Charlie continued to turn the water on and off, he yelled, “Stop playing with the sink!” 
 
    “Naci?” Charlie burped, while turning back towards Erfce.  
 
    Erfce groaned when the room began to stink of Tgarus weed. He reached behind him to crack open the door. At least Charlie was no longer hanging over the sink. “Please, Charlie. I know you have it. How much will you sell it to me for?” 
 
    Charlie opened his arms wide. “I don’t have…” He wobbled and fell sideways into a pile of rags that had been stacked on the shelf beside them. The shelf cracked and everything fell to the floor with Charlie on top of it. He was laughing when the door opened behind Erfce.  
 
    “What are you doing in here?” the dining hall janitor barked. “Get out of here.” 
 
    Erfce turned and fled. Sometimes he couldn’t stand Charlie. He needed that portrait. It looked like he was going to have to find another way to get it. Tgfhi had once offered to steal it for him. Maybe he should ask Tgfhi to do it. 
 
    Charlie groaned and wretched, making the janitor back up. “S…s…sorry,” he said. “Just feeling sick.” When the janitor reached down to get a bucket for Charlie to throw up in, Charlie glanced towards the dining hall. The Genister who’d been watching him was floating up into the air. No, you don’t! Charlie thought.  
 
    “What the…” The janitor glanced around the room. Charlie had been lying in a heap on the floor and now he was gone. 
 
    Charlie phased into his bedroom in the Thestran royal palace and used his powers to send his precious collection of Genister artifacts to his home on Universe 5. He’d spent trillions of trade coins collecting every Genister artifact he could find. There was no way he was going to let the other Genisters steal them back from him.  
 
    He changed the color of his bedroom walls and his comforter from dark brown to white then threw a few bottles of alcohol, in various stages of consumption, around the room. He was about to put some stains on his carpet and chairs when he felt the slight vibration in the air that always accompanied the Genisters. He had company. Charlie turned invisible and shrank himself down to the size of a grain of sand. 
 
    “Why are we going to the palace?” the pink Genister asked as she flew into Charlie’s bedroom with the orange Genister. 
 
    “We’re looking for a portrait of Thamber that Charlie has. He bought it from the Fire Elves.” Thestrst hovered in the air on a sunburst orange platform made from his powers as he scanned the room.  
 
    “And?” the pink Genister asked sounding bored. 
 
    “Ceceta saw it a while ago. It’s supposed to be an accurate portrait of Thamber. I had thought that Thamber was going to pick it up, but she must have forgotten. It’s best if we take it before it causes any problems.” 
 
    The pink Genister glanced about. “I don’t think it’s here.” 
 
    Thestrst flew into Charlie’s bedroom closet, then out into his living room and bathroom. He hovered in the air over Charlie’s couch grimacing, his orange powers were making the stains on Charlie’s living room furniture seem more prominent. “This place is disgusting. How could a mortal live this way?” 
 
    “Their sense of smell isn’t as good as ours.” The pink Genister floated out from Charlie’s closet. “I don’t see any portraits.” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t either. Perhaps Ceceta and Erfce were mistaken.”  
 
    Charlie waited until he was sure they were gone before returning to his normal size. He flopped down onto his bed and closed his eyes. He’d done it. They hadn’t suspected a thing. In the future, he’d have to remember to keep an eye on the Genisters. He didn’t want them figuring out who he was. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Naci stepped out of his personal box at the University’s theater, then hesitated in the dimly lit corridor. The school had scheduled a play for this weekend’s event. Like the other kings, Naci had invited Rhen to share his box with him, but Rhen had refused, saying he’d prefer to sit in the main auditorium with the other students. Naci leaned his back against the wall. He gazed up at the intricate designs that had been carved into the ceiling. He knew Rhen would be coming to his castle for Latsoh’s wedding, but he wished he could get him there sooner. If only there was a way to get Themrock to speed things up. The elves had suffered for too long. It was time for things to change. 
 
    Someone giggled to his right. Naci glanced down the hall but couldn’t see anyone. There was a rustling sound and the person giggled again. It sounded like two people were taking a break from the play for a romantic interlude. Naci couldn’t blame them. He was bored out of his mind. The liberal crap that was being thrust upon them by the director’s play made him want to gag. Free love? Really? Eliminating trade coins to return to a system where people bartered? No way! Naci couldn’t believe the theater director would write such crap. The next time the Headmaster suggested they use the theater for a school event, Naci would demand they watch a proper play. 
 
    Naci opened his communicator to make a note in his calendar. On his way into the theater tonight, Latsoh had pulled him aside to tell him that Erfce had had a warning vision about a group at the school called EFT. Unfortunately, his soon to be son-in-law hadn’t gotten any specifics on what was going to happen, but he had learned that the EFT was going to cause trouble for the elves. Naci typed a note into his schedule to talk to the Headmaster about the EFT. 
 
    The woman to his right gasped then giggled. She was definitely having a good time. Through the door to his box, Naci could hear the play wrapping up. It was almost time for the intermission. He probably should warn the lovebirds that any moment now there were going to be thousands of students entering the hall.  
 
    Naci pushed off from the wall. His feet were silent on the corridor’s thick red and gold carpet. Perhaps he should make some noise so he didn’t startle them? He cleared his throat as he rounded the bend.  
 
    Aaron lifted his head. He had thought he’d heard something. Turning, he froze. His father was standing in the hallway not more than ten feet away. Oh, crap! Aaron stepped backwards, his mouth open as he tried to think of something to say. 
 
    “What are you…” Sarah asked reaching out for him. When she saw Naci, her heart stopped. 
 
    Naci scanned Aaron, taking in his tussled hair, open shirt and unbuttoned pants. When Aaron had stepped away from the alcove, he had seen Sarah sitting in an equally undressed state. He watched as Sarah squeaked and pulled her shirt together, hiding her chest. 
 
    “Dad…” Aaron began. Before he could say anything more, the red padded door beside Naci opened and students filed out into the hallway on their way to the bathroom and refreshment stand. It was intermission. Aaron turned and buckled up his pants. He glanced at Sarah to find her glaring at him. She pulled her Water Elf cape tighter around her chest. She had told him that she thought it was too risky for them to make out during the play, but he’d convinced her that they’d be fine. “Sorry.” Sarah rolled her eyes at him. They were in for it now.  
 
    They stepped out of the alcove and worked their way across the busy corridor towards Naci. He was leaning backwards against the wall with his eyes closed. Aaron had been worried that Naci would make a scene, but now he was even more concerned because his father didn’t look angry. That definitely wasn’t his normal behavior. “I can explain,” Aaron said when they reached the wall. 
 
    Naci held up his hand. “How long?” 
 
    Aaron glanced at Sarah. It seemed it was time for the truth. “Since sophomore year.” 
 
    Naci’s eyebrows rose and he opened his eyes. “Sophomore year?” Aaron nodded. Naci took a deep breath then let it out. “Does anyone know?” 
 
    Aaron looked sheepish. “Rhen and Ceceta, probably the other guards.” 
 
    “Erfce,” Sarah added. 
 
    Naci nodded. “Okay.” He waited until an elf who was speaking extremely loudly walked past them. “I guess I had some idea. I just thought that… you’d tell me if you were serious.” 
 
    “We’re married,” Aaron said.  
 
    Naci breathed in deeply and closed his eyes again. He banged his head gently against the wall, then grunted and opened his eyes. “Let’s keep this quiet. It’s not a good time for elves to marry out and I don’t want either of you to be put in danger.” 
 
    Aaron laughed with shock. He couldn’t believe it. His father was going to accept his marriage? It had to be because of Latsoh. Her engagement to Erfce had softened him. He’d have to remember to thank her later. Sarah was saying something. He turned towards her in time to hear her say, “…then we’ll head to the Water Elf castle to tell my parents.” 
 
    “Fine,” Naci said. He gestured towards their left. The lights in the hallway flickered telling everyone the play was about to start again. 
 
    “What are we doing?” Aaron whispered to Sarah as they headed down the hall. 
 
    “We’re telling your Mom and then we’re going to tell my parents.” 
 
    Aaron wanted to scream. If he’d known how well his dad was going to accept his marriage, he would have told him ages ago. As they neared the Fire Elf box, Aaron thought he heard his father mumble to himself, “At least she’s an elf.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The line for the women’s restroom on the auditorium level of the theater was too long, so Ceceta decided to try one of the restrooms on a different floor. When she entered the restroom on the third floor, she saw that there was one stall open. Quickly, she dashed in and closed the door behind her. 
 
    “Did you see that Neptian bitch watching the show?” someone said by the towel dispenser. Ceceta lifted her head as the woman in the stall beside hers added, “It made me sick. Themrock had his hand on her thigh the whole time.” 
 
    “Barf,” a woman by the sinks said. Ceceta shifted to her right to see if she could spot the woman by the sinks, but the stall door was lined up in such a way that she couldn’t see out. 
 
    “The nerve of that foreign whore,” someone said by the exit door. 
 
    “Themrock would be better with an elf. Ceceta pretends to understand what he’s going through, but she doesn’t have any idea what it’s like to be an elf. She’s completely pathetic.” 
 
    “Yeah,” a woman said in the stall to her left. “If she understood elves, she’d realize it was time to move on. There’s no way she can keep Themrock happy.” The woman on her left flushed the toilet and exited the stall at the same time as the woman on her right. Ceceta realized she was going to lose her opportunity to confront them. 
 
    “Hey,” she yelled, trying to hurry. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. I dare you to say those things to my face.” She stood up and flushed the toilet then opened the stall to tell the women off. “You should…” The room was empty. The women must have left when she’d flushed the toilet, otherwise she would have heard them leave. 
 
    Ceceta stepped forward to wash her hands. She was tired of hearing people criticizing her. It was really starting to get to her. As she walked back towards the stairs to go to her seat, there were students racing past her in all directions, hoping to get back to their spots before the play started. Suddenly, someone shoved her. Ceceta cried out as she stumbled at the head of the stairs. She fell, but fortunately, her hand caught the railing. Her body jerked to a halt as her body hung, dangling part way down the stairs.  
 
    “Ceceta!” Jack ran up the stairs and helped her stand. “Gods. Are you okay? You almost fell down the stairs.” Ceceta’s hands were shaking. She nodded, afraid if she spoke, she might cry. Jack took her hand in his. “Come on. I’ll walk you back.”  
 
    As they headed down the stairs, Ceceta realized she was afraid – not just from the fact that she’d almost been seriously hurt, but from the realization that there were elves at the University who wanted her out of Themrock’s life and they were willing to stop at nothing to get rid of her.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Fire Elf Temple – Thestran 
 
      
 
    Naci marched up the stone stairs, passing the towering black columns that surrounded the exterior of the Fire Elf temple. He ignored the priests as they bowed in prayer before a portrait of Themrock in the inner sanctum. Pushing open the Fire Elf Cardinal’s study door, he crossed the floor and rapped his knuckles on the priest’s wooden desk. 
 
    The Cardinal had been writing his sermon and hadn’t noticed Naci’s entrance. He jerked when he heard the knock then swallowed his groan at the sight of Naci. “Your majesty? Can I help you?"  
 
    "I've just heard about some strange group at the University called Elves for Themrock. Do you have anything to do with it?” 
 
    As usual, Naci got right to the point. The Cardinal leaned back in his chair and placed his fingertips together in thought. A breeze blew through the open door and he shivered. Reaching behind him, he pulled his red cloak up over his shoulders. “I can’t say that I’ve heard of it, no.” 
 
    "Well, I don't like it. Latsoh said they’re actively attacking elfin students at the University who are dating outside their tribe. She even mentioned that Erfce had had a warning vision about them. They’re going to cause trouble for us.” Naci began to pace before the Cardinal’s desk. “I met with the Headmaster about it and he told me that the group is sanctioned by our religion. They even receive funding from you.”  
 
    “The Supreme has been preaching against elves marrying out for some time now,” the Cardinal told him. “It sounds like these students are acting on his words. As for the foreigner, you know visions can be wrong. Things change all the time, people make different choices, and the visions that we thought were factual end up being false.” 
 
    “It’s not right,” Naci said, ignoring the fact that the Cardinal refused to use Erfce’s name. He sat down in one of the two leather chairs before the Cardinal’s desk. He was worried about his children. Both of them would soon be married outside of their tribe. He didn’t like the idea that there might be elves targeting them. And what would happen if The Supreme decided that his children were unfit to rule because they’d disobeyed the rules? His family might lose their claim to the throne. After all of the sacrifices his family had made for the Fire Elves, there was no way Naci was going to abdicate his throne. He wondered about Plos. When the Water Elf King had learned that Sarah and Aaron were married, he’d contacted Naci, giving him dates in which they could hold an official wedding. Naci had promptly hung up on him. Didn’t he realize how risky it was? Was he willing to lose his throne? The Cardinal was staring at him, so Naci added, “And what’s with the name? Elves for Themrock?” 
 
    Turning, the Cardinal picked up his cold cup of coffee. "I like the name. We need a group of elves out there working to help Themrock. If we've learned anything after all this time, it’s that Themrock needs our support." 
 
    "But," Naci began, he shivered then banged his feet on the ground to warm his toes while sticking his hands into the pockets of his cape. "The whole thing sounds… wrong."  
 
    The Cardinal laughed. "What have they done? A little name calling? It’s nothing to get upset about. You worry too much. Find peace in the knowledge that our God has returned. You should be rejoicing that you’re present to witness this miracle." 
 
    "But–“ 
 
    "Naci, this is a blessing. I ask you not to think on it anymore. Find the peace that Themrock offers." 
 
    Naci hesitated. He wasn’t going to get anywhere with the Cardinal. He considered bringing the matter up with The Supreme, but dismissed it. If his Cardinal liked the EFT, then certainly The Supreme would too.  
 
    “Praise, Themrock,” he said, rising to his feet. He should go. He had paperwork waiting for him on his desk. 
 
    “Praise, Themrock,” he heard the Cardinal say behind him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For the first time since she’d started school on Thestran, Ceceta wasn’t enjoying herself. Whenever she was alone, she heard students saying mean, hurtful things about her. She hated how their words were getting to her. Her confidence had taken a hit and she’d found herself shying away from situations where she might be alone.  
 
    Neither Rhen nor her friends had yet to hear the derogatory remarks that were being said. When Ceceta had told them what was going on, they’d suggested she ignore it. She’d tried to disregard the comments but she found she couldn’t because it was happening almost every day. Everywhere she went there was someone mocking her or making fun of her appearance. 
 
    Sitting on the couch next to Rhen, Ceceta glanced at her apartment door. She needed to help Latsoh with her costume for tonight’s school event but she was afraid to leave the apartment alone. Jet was bouncing his baby on his hip and Shno was lounging by the windows reading a book. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She could do this. It was highly unlikely that anyone would be waiting for her in the hallway.  
 
    Standing up, she told Rhen, “I have to help Latsoh with her costume, so I can’t help you with yours. Do you have one in mind?” Rhen nodded. Ceceta walked to the door adding, “When I come back, it’ll be time to leave, so be ready to go, please.”  
 
    “Sure,” Rhen said absentmindedly, while flipping through one of his jetbike magazines. 
 
    Ceceta paused at the door. “You heard me? You’ll be ready?” Rhen nodded again. “See you later.”  
 
    “Bye,” Rhen called out, before the door closed. 
 
    A moment later, Reed walked into the room. “Want to go for a jetbike ride?” 
 
    “Definitely.” Rhen tossed his magazine onto the coffee table. 
 
    “Rhen, what about your costume?” Jet asked. “Ceceta told you to get it ready before she left. You don’t want to end up on the couch for a week.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” He’d already forgotten. He glanced around the room for a second then said, “I got it. No need to worry.” Jet shook his head as Rhen and Reed left.  
 
    When Rhen returned later that day, he found Jet and Lilly dressed as salt and pepper shakers. “You better hurry up or you’ll be back on the couch tonight,” Jet warned him, while lifting his communicator to let the guard elves know that Rhen was back. 
 
    “I’ll be ready in a minute,” Rhen said, walking into his bedroom. 
 
    After Jet and Lilly had met with their babysitter to go over their daughter’s schedule, Jet walked into Rhen’s apartment to check on him. He noticed James sitting on Rhen’s couch reading a jetbike magazine. James was wearing black jeans, a blue shirt and a Crithnian purple cap that he’d recently picked up on vacation. “Excuse me, sir. I was looking for Rhen. Did you see where he went?” 
 
    James laughed. “I’m Rhen, Jet.”  
 
    Jet leaned forward to stare at James’ face. When James pushed up on his purple cap to reveal his elfin ears, Jet exclaimed, “No way. How did you do that? Did you use your powers to change your face?” It was a clever costume. Rhen looked just like James. Jet would have to be very careful not to lose him tonight. He didn’t want Bosternd to pull him from his position as Rhen’s bodyguard. 
 
    Rhen laughed again. “No, I already look like James. I just put on some of the clothes he likes to wear and drew some lines onto my face to make me look older.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Lilly said. “You look exactly like him. But you can’t stand up and you can’t talk because it’ll give you away. And he’s got that middle-aged gut. Can you make yourself a little fatter?” 
 
    Rhen rolled his eyes at her. “No, but I’ll remain seated and mute until everyone knows, okay?”  
 
    Lilly clapped. “I can’t wait to see everyone’s reaction.”  
 
    By the time Ceceta and her friends returned to the apartment, Rhen had fallen asleep on the couch. His arms were crossed over his chest and his head was tilted downward. Ceceta was surprised to see James. She figured he was waiting for Rhen. She went into her bedroom to change, while her friends went into Jet’s apartment, so they wouldn’t wake up James. 
 
    A little while later, Ceceta marched out of her bedroom into Jet’s apartment. Whispering, so she wouldn’t wake up James, she said, “I told him to be dressed and ready when I got back but he’s not even here. Gods damn him. He’s going to be in so much trouble for this. How hard can it be to dress yourself? He’s had hours to do it. Where is he?”  
 
    Jet and Lilly laughed. “What’s so funny?” Charlie asked, when he noticed Shno laughing too. Jet had already told Rhen’s guards about his costume, so they could help Jet keep an eye on Rhen. 
 
    “Ceceta, you can’t get angry with him,” Lilly said. “He did get dressed. He’s waiting for you in your apartment.” 
 
    “No, he’s not,” Ceceta hissed. “James is sleeping on our couch, but Rhen’s nowhere to be seen.” 
 
    Jet shook his head. “That’s not James, that’s Rhen. His costume is James.” 
 
    Ceceta looked stunned. Turning, she walked back into her apartment. It was James. It had to be. It looked exactly like him. Ceceta wondered if Rhen had changed bodies again, so she reached out and lifted up the edge of his cap. There, peeking out from underneath the brim of his hat, were Rhen’s sculpted ears.  
 
    Her actions woke Rhen. He yawned and stretched out on the couch. “Hey,” he said in a scratchy voice. He cleared his throat and added, “Ready to go, love?” 
 
    “Oh, Gods,” Ceceta said. She couldn’t believe it. He looked exactly like James. “Rhen, if there are awards for best costume, you’ll win. We all thought you were James.” 
 
    “You did?” He grinned up at her, happy that she liked his costume. He liked the cat costume she was wearing, too. “Lilly says I have to stay seated and I can’t speak if I want to be sure to convince everyone.” 
 
    “She’s right.” Ceceta laughed and reached for Rhen’s hand to pull him off the couch. “Let’s go have some fun.” 
 
    As they walked to the University’s concert hall, they agreed that Ceceta and the guard elves would have to stay away from Rhen, at least until everyone knew his costume. Charlie told Jet that he would act as Rhen’s guard in the meantime. 
 
    They entered the hall to find it had been heavily decorated for the evening’s festivities. Lights had been strung up along the walls, a seating area had been arranged by the bar in the back of the room and balloons and streamers were now hanging from the ceiling. The band was already playing and the room was full of students dancing and talking in groups. Rhen grabbed a seat at one of the tables in the bar area and tucked his legs under the tablecloth, so they’d be out of sight while Charlie and Lilly sat down on either side of him and Jet headed off to get everyone drinks.  
 
    Reed and his wife, Lilo, were the first royals to arrive. They were joined in the entranceway by Lilo’s parents, the Wood Elf King and Queen. Reed spotted James and headed towards him. “Hi, all,” he said, pulling a seat out for his wife. Rhen nodded to him, but kept his gaze on the students who were dancing. 
 
    “Is he here?” Estan asked. The Wood Elf King kissed his daughter hello then sat down beside Reed. 
 
    Charlie looked about. “Is who here?”  
 
    Estan ignored him. “I found Ceceta. She’s dressed like a cat. Rhen has to be near her. What’s he dressed like?”  
 
    “A political figure,” Charlie told him. 
 
    “Which one?” Reed asked. 
 
    Lilly chuckled. “James.”  
 
    “He’s dressed like you?” Reed asked, glancing towards James. Rhen nodded but kept his eyes on the crowd. Just then, Jet approached with his drink. Reed cocked his head as he watched Jet giving James a drink. That’s odd. When he noticed that the drink was thick and red, he gasped. “No way.” He leaned over to look at ‘James’’ face. “That’s the best costume I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Estan scoffed. “He’s wearing a hat. No offense, James, but your costume is terrible." 
 
    “No, Dad,” Lilo said, “That’s not James. It’s Rhen. Rhen’s dressed like James.” 
 
    Estan blinked then leaned closer. He couldn’t believe it. Rhen looked just like James. “You had us all fooled. How’d you make yourself look like him?” 
 
    Rhen grinned. He was having fun fooling everyone. “I borrowed some of Ceceta’s make up to make myself look older.” 
 
    Charlie waved at them to be quiet as Kate and Henry entered the room along with their son, William, and the Water Elf King and Queen. “Your majesty,” Plos said to James when their group arrived. Rhen nodded to him and his wife. 
 
    Kate and Henry gave James a kiss while William sat down next to Reed. “You didn’t want to wear a costume tonight?” Kate asked Rhen, thinking he was James. “Why not? You usually love costume parties.” Rhen shrugged.  
 
    Henry stood beside them rubbing his chin. He knew the man before him wasn’t James, but he couldn’t figure out who it was. When he looked across the room and spotted Ceceta staring at them, he laughed. Kate glanced up at her husband with concern. “Are you laughing at Ceceta?” 
 
    “No. I was laughing at Rhen’s costume.” Henry chuckled again and sat down beside Lilly.  
 
    “Where is the Surpen Emperor?” Plos asked. “What’s his costume?”  
 
    Henry shrugged innocently. “You’ll see. He’s got on a very clever costume.” 
 
    “What’s he dressed like?” William asked, sounding bored. “A Genister?” 
 
    Lilly glared at William. “No, it’s something much more fun.” 
 
    Charlie agreed. “He’s fooled all of us so far.” 
 
    “Everyone except for Dad,” Lilly said. “Dad, you should’ve been a detective. You’re good at figuring things out.” 
 
    Henry was surprised. “Did he really fool everyone but me?” Before anyone could respond, Kate said, “I can’t stand it. What’s his costume? Where is he?” 
 
    Lilly shook her head. “We aren’t going to tell you. You have to find him.” 
 
    “He’s probably dressed like the Black Angel or T–” William didn’t finish what he was saying, because Charlie, laughing as if he were drunk, pulled him backwards out of his chair. 
 
    “Hey, William,” Charlie slurred. “I’ve got a friend you should meet. I think the two of you will hit it off.” He nodded towards Jet, telling him he’d be back then walked William into the audience to hook him up with someone. 
 
    Kate sat down in Charlie’s seat next to James. “Tell me. What is Rhen’s costume?” When Lilly and the others refused, she added, “You should at least tell us why’s it’s so funny?”  
 
    Plos had been scanning the room for Rhen when he noticed the guard elves were scattered about the room. “Why are our children not guarding Rhen?” he asked Estan. “Shouldn’t they be with him? They’re all spread out.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll explain it to you later,” Estan told him. 
 
    Kate leaned into James. “Where is he?” she begged. James shrugged. “You must know where he is. You’ve been sitting here for a while.” 
 
    Plos turned to study the bar area. “Give us a hint. Tell us what color he’s wearing.” 
 
    “No,” Reed told them firmly. “You have to figure it out yourselves.” 
 
    The Fire Elf King and Queen entered the room. Naci was dressed as a Ventarian bull, while Reman wore a flower costume. They bowed to James then greeted the others. “I understand that our children’s formal wedding plans have been postponed, again,” Plos said loudly enough that everyone could hear. When he and his wife had discovered that their daughter had had a secret wedding, they’d been upset that she hadn’t included them. To set things right, they had decided to hold a formal wedding to celebrate her union with Aaron. Plos knew that Naci wanted to keep his son’s wedding quiet. He’d been doing everything he could to stop Plos from planning a wedding. Plos was sick of it. “We need to settle this once and for all. They’re already married. I want to honor them. If you aren’t going to participate, then just tell me and I’ll arrange the wedding myself.” 
 
    Naci was furious with Plos for screaming their personal issues across the room. Everyone’s eyes were on him, so he knew he had to answer. “We can’t pick a date without Rhen. We need to find a day when he can spare them. Right your majesty?” He turned to James. 
 
    Rhen wasn’t sure why Naci felt he needed Sarah and Aaron, but he nodded and picked up his drink. 
 
    “Alright,” Plos said, determined to set a date before the end of the night. Turning to Jet, he asked, “What’s coming up on Rhen’s schedule?”  
 
    “Next weekend, at the start of the school’s vacation, we have Crystam and Tgfhi’s wedding. Rhen will spend the remaining portion of that vacation on Surpen. You’ve scheduled the ‘Save the Neptian Tiger Fair’ for the long weekend after that, right?” Plos nodded. “I know Ceceta and the others are planning to help you with the Fair. The following school vacation is Latsoh and Erfce’s wedding, so any time after their wedding would be fine.” 
 
    Plos pointed his finger at Jet. “Put Aaron and Sarah’s wedding onto his schedule for the following school vacation.” 
 
    “No,” Naci said. “That’d be too much work for us. Both of my children would be getting married in the same year.” 
 
    “You’ve got plenty of time,” Lilly told him. “Their weddings are almost a full semester apart and only Latsoh’s wedding would be held at your palace. Aaron’s wedding will be at the Water Elf castle.”  
 
    Naci bristled at her interference. He was still worried about his children’s safety. The priests hadn’t lessened their sermons against marrying out of the tribe one bit. “Do we need to check with Rhen and Ceceta to see if they’ll be okay with it?” he asked, hoping to find a way to delay the wedding. 
 
    “They’ll be fine with it,” Jet told him, while looking at James. “Are you Thestrans fine with it?” Rhen nodded as Lilly laughed. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Kate asked. “It’s like all of you have a secret. I want in on it.” 
 
    Reed reached for his drink. “You’ll find out soon enough, Mom.” 
 
    Naci sighed and turned his back on the others. “I still haven’t found Rhen. He’s usually with Ceceta, but she’s standing by herself. Jet, is Rhen here?”  
 
    Jet bobbed his head. “Yes, your majesty.” 
 
    “Can’t you give us a hint as to what his costume is?” Kate asked. 
 
    “No,” Charlie said, rejoining the group. He’d gotten rid of William and wanted to see his mom’s face when she discovered Rhen’s costume. 
 
    They sat for a while in silence, watching the students party. Thamber and Thellis danced in the air above the band. Their gold and green powers sparkled behind them as they moved, making an interesting light show. A few of the older students, who knew Charlie, approached him to ask where Rhen was. “He’s here. You’ll just have to look for him.” The band paused to see if Rhen would sing a few songs. Ceceta yelled back to them that they’d have to wait until later. “He’s having too much fun, tricking people with his costume right now.” 
 
    Kate sighed. “I give up. I can’t figure out what he’s wearing. At first, I thought he might be that big fish over there, but then I decided he wouldn’t wear a fish costume.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s that Rasack on the right. Is he sharing his costume with someone?” Plos asked. Charlie shook his head. Naci pointed towards the back of the room. “He’s definitely the portal frame in the back. Even sitting down he’s taller than the people around him, so it must be him.” 
 
    Kate had thought the same thing until the portal frame had turned sideways and she’d noticed that the man had a beard. “Surpens don’t wear beards.” She rubbed James’ arm. “Why didn’t you wear a costume?” Rhen shrugged. “Is everything alright?” Rhen nodded. “You’re sure?” Before Rhen could nod again, Kate reached under his cap to touch his forehead. 
 
    Charlie laughed. “You’re checking to see if he’s got a fever? Do you want to feel me too, to see if I’m hot?” 
 
    “No, dear,” Kate said, rolling her eyes. She stood up and moved behind James to give him a back rub. Rhen was surprised when he didn’t tense up from her touch. He must have truly forgiven her.  
 
    When he’d been sick in the hospital, she’d been one of the people who had held him. He remembered hearing her apologizing to him for leaving him on Surpen. She hadn’t said it very loudly, but she had said it. He also had a vague memory of feeling her tears hit his cheek.  
 
    Rhen sighed as her fingers massaged his back. It was good to be done with the hate. He could move on. He leaned forward and dropped his head down towards his chest to give Kate better access to his back. 
 
    Charlie’s eyes widened as he watched Kate massage Rhen’s back. After Rhen had been left on Surpen, he had refused to let his mother touch him. It was surprising that he was letting her do it now. 
 
    “Damn it, where is Rhen?” Naci growled. 
 
    “Hi, everyone,” James said walking up to the group with his wife. The two of them were dressed like dragons. “Sorry we’re late.” 
 
    Kate gasped. “James!?” She jerked her hands off of the man in front of her and glared down at his bent head, wondering who she’d been massaging? 
 
    James frowned. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    Rhen stood up and turned towards Kate. “Got you!” He waved at James. “Hey, big brother.” The look on James’ face made him laugh. Turning, he left them to join Ceceta.  
 
    Charlie and the others were laughing at Kate and James’ stunned expressions. “That was weird,” James said, staring after Rhen. “He looks just like me.” James’ wife pulled him towards the dance floor so they could get a closer look at Rhen, while Henry put his arm around Kate. She was staring at her hands.  
 
    “Rhen let me touch him,” she whispered.  
 
    Henry leaned over to kiss her cheek. “I’m glad you decided to give him a backrub.” Kate smiled up at him. They turned towards the dance floor. “James is taking off his costume. Let’s get some pictures of the two of them together,” Henry suggested.  
 
    Kate nodded. “Yes, please.” They walked over towards the crowd that had formed around Rhen and James. By now people were laughing all over the concert hall and most of the students were cheering Rhen for his costume. 
 
    Ceceta leaned against the wall and kept watch on the elves around her. She’d been having a horrible night. On her way to the bathroom, someone had spilled their drink down the front of her cat costume. She’d heard several elves mocking her while she’d used the toilet and just now, while she was waiting for Rhen, a group of elves had “accidentally” backed into her, squishing her against the wall so hard that it’d hurt. They hadn’t stopped until she’d cried out. Rhen had joined her at once, but then he’d been called back to the dance floor to have a photo shoot with James.  
 
    “Relax, Ceceta.” Latsoh had told her. “It was just an accident. You’re making a big deal out of nothing.” 
 
    But Ceceta knew she wasn’t overreacting.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Ventar Palace – Planet of Ventar 
 
      
 
    Throughout her wedding ceremony, Crystam made sure Rhen was close by. When the last of her guests left, Crystam breathed a sigh of relief and leaned into Tgfhi. The wood paneled portal room glowed with the candles around it. Her mom had done an amazing job decorating. Candles lined all of the hallways and lit the windows. Purple flowers from their famous plumb trees, decorated every table in the palace. Her mom had even given the guests plumb tree seeds as a parting gift. Crystam chuckled, remembering the expression on Naci’s face when he’d opened the box. Plumb tree seeds were exceptionally valuable. It’d been a nice touch on her mother’s part. Tgfhi rubbed a hand up her back. “You look amazing. This dress,” he shook his head before bending down to kiss her. 
 
    Crystam couldn’t help smiling, which made it hard for them to kiss. She had designed her dress. It was a low-cut, silky sheath the color of ripe Ventarian plumbs. She had felt the dress spoke for itself and hadn’t used any accessories to decorate it further.  
 
    When Tgfhi leaned back, she said, “It worked. Thank the Gods for Rhen.” No one had passed out. The entire ceremony and reception had gone off without a hitch.  
 
    Tgfhi grinned. “I know. We definitely owe him.” He stroked his hand up and down her back, enjoying the feel of her body. 
 
    “Do you think Rhen knew what we were doing? He never questioned why we would want him beside us on the altar or next to us on the receiving line.” 
 
    “I don’t think he does. My guess is he was just trying to be helpful.” 
 
    “You really think he has no idea that his proximity lessens my powers?” 
 
    Tgfhi shook his head. “He’s clueless. At least, that’s what Erfce told me.”  
 
    Crystam reached for his jacket. She ran her fingers along his green lapel. “Your Tgarian colors complement mine.”  
 
    Tgfhi laughed. “It’s as if we were meant to be. Let’s join the others for a nightcap.” Crystam tilted her face upward and nodded. Suddenly overcome by her beauty, Tgfhi grabbed her and pulled her in towards him before dropping his head down to hers.  
 
    Crystam chuckled at the feel of his body pressed against hers. “We’ll be alone soon enough, husband.” 
 
    Tgfhi shuddered as he lifted his head. “I like the sound of that, wife.” 
 
    They walked into the small sitting room, where their friends had congregated after the party. On the tables and floor around the room were thousands of wedding gifts of varying sizes and shapes. Candles burned in the windows, filling the room with a soft light. “A toast to the newlyweds,” Charlie said, raising his glass in the air when Tgfhi and Crystam joined their circle. 
 
    There were a few cheers and everyone congratulated them. Crystam blushed and dropped her gaze. She couldn’t imagine being any happier. This was probably the best moment in her life.  
 
    She knew that if her powers continued to increase, they would eventually affect Tgfhi, which meant he’d be forced to leave her. Crystam closed her eyes to push the self-pity aside; she refused to cry on her wedding day.  
 
    When she looked up, she found Rhen had moved over to sit on the coffee table in front of her and Tgfhi. His arms were out at shoulder height and his hands were clenched in fists. The corner of his mouth was lifted in a wicked smile. “Ceceta and I didn’t know what to get you for a wedding present, so we figured we’d give you something you could choose.” 
 
    “Like a gift certificate to the University’s book store?” Tgfhi joked. 
 
    “Hey,” Shno piped out. “Don’t laugh. That place is expensive.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding,” Erfce agreed. He glanced over at Rhen. “That’s what we want for our wedding present.” 
 
    Rhen laughed and dropped his hands onto his lap. “If that’s what you want, Tgfhi, I’ll have one for you when you get back from vacation.” 
 
    “No,” Crystam said, elbowing Tgfhi in the ribs. “We want what’s in your hands. What is it? I’m dying of curiosity.” 
 
    Tgfhi put his arm around Crystam. “You didn’t have to get us anything, Rhen. Those songs you dedicated to us during our reception were gifts enough.” Crystam leaned into Tgfhi. He was right. The four love songs that Rhen had sung had immortalized their love for each other. 
 
    Rhen leaned forward again with his closed fists in front of him. “I’m glad you liked them, but I want to give you a gift too, okay? This might seem weird, but Ceceta and I decided to give you…” He turned his hands over and opened his fists to reveal a white ball of light about the size of a grape hovering just above his palms. 
 
    “Holy crap!” Charlie said.  
 
    No one else spoke. They didn’t know what the balls of light were. Finally, Crystam asked, “Is it a type of flashlight?” 
 
    Charlie, Rhen and Ceceta laughed. “No,” Ceceta told her. “We’re giving you a power.” 
 
    Tgfhi released the breath he’d been holding. “What?” He couldn’t believe he’d heard her correctly. Was Rhen really giving them a new power? Could Rhen do that without realizing he was Themrock? 
 
    Ceceta moved over to sit down next to Rhen. “We’re offering you both the ability to pick a power that you’ve always wanted and then Rhen will give it to you.” 
 
    “Oh, Themrock!” Latsoh exclaimed as Jet whistled with appreciation. 
 
    “Seriously?” Sarah asked. “Wow!”  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Aaron said. He stood up to get a better view of the white balls of energy floating over Rhen’s palms. “You can just give them any power they want?” 
 
    Rhen shrugged. “Yes,” he told them, as if it were no big deal.  
 
    Jack stood up and glanced about the room. “Anyone want to get married?”  
 
    Rhen laughed. He was happy his friends approved of his gift. “So, do you know what you’d like?”  
 
    “I want to be able to fly,” Tgfhi blurted out. “That’s what I’ve always wanted, but let Crystam go first.” 
 
    Crystam hesitated. At that moment, Chara, Tgonar, Bosternd and Orpel entered the room. When they saw the lights hovering over Rhen’s hands, they asked what was going on. After Ceceta had explained it, Rhen turned back to Crystam. “So? Did you decide?”  
 
    Crystam knew what she had to ask for. She hoped Rhen wouldn’t be mad when she rejected his gift for something else. “Rhen, I don’t want a power from you. I want you to take a power away from me instead.” She searched his eyes. “Can you do that?”  
 
    Rhen closed his hands and crossed his arms over his chest. He studied Crystam for a moment before saying, “Are you asking me to remove your powers of love?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Can you be more precise? What is it exactly that you want so I understand?” 
 
    “Exactly?” Crystam repeated. Rhen nodded. “Well, if I could have exactly what I want, I would still like to be the Goddess of Love like my mother, but I want to be able to touch my family and loved ones. I want to be able to live with Tgfhi for the rest of my life and not have to worry about him passing out in my presence. I want to be able to touch my friends and live among other people, but still be able to protect my planet.” 
 
    Rhen lowered his chin towards his chest, digesting her words. The room was silent as they waited to see what he’d say. Slowly, he lifted his eyes to Crystam’s. “I… might be able to take away the component of your powers that makes it impossible for you to touch the people you love.” 
 
    Queen Chara gasped loudly startling them and causing Aaron and Shno to lose consciousness. “Please, Rhen,” she begged, “Save my daughter. Let her lead a normal life.” 
 
    Rhen frowned. He didn’t want to get their hopes up. “I can’t make any promises. It won’t be easy. Your powers are genetic, Crystam. You received them from Themrock.” It was well known that Crystam’s ancestor had been Themrock’s first love. At her request, he had given her the ability to rule as the Goddess of Love. That power had been passed down in her family ever since. “Pulling your powers out of you will hurt and it won’t be quick and that’s assuming I can even do it.” 
 
    “I’m willing to suffer what I must in order to have a normal life.” Crystam looked so determined that Rhen knew he would have to try. He stood up and walked over towards the windows. After a little while, he said, “Okay. Give me a minute to check on something first.”  
 
    Charlie stood up. This whole situation was off. There was no way that Rhen could take away Crystam’s powers without turning into Themrock. He wanted to yell at Rhen to stop what he was doing. Unfortunately, he was pretending to be a mortal right now, so he couldn’t say anything in public. The mortals had no idea that what they were asking Rhen to do might force him to realize his identity.  
 
    Charlie watched Rhen as he communicated with Layla with his eyes closed. He wondered what Layla was saying. She certainly didn’t know how to remove Crystam’s powers. A moment later, Rhen’s body began to glow white. Charlie eased himself back down onto the couch. That was interesting. It appeared that Rhen was somehow accessing Themrock’s memories, without touching his powers. Was Layla pretending to let him sort through her memories? Whatever she’d said, seemed to work, because Rhen hadn’t turned into Themrock, at least not yet.  
 
    Charlie felt a shift in the air which meant one of the Genisters was coming. 
 
    Rhen stopped glowing and opened his eyes. “I think it’d be a good idea if you lie down,” he told Crystam. As Crystam made herself comfortable on the couch, Thellis flew into the room. He hovered in the air over Crystam while Rhen asked her, “Do you want to do this in privacy?” 
 
    Crystam couldn’t care less where it was done. She’d do it in the bathroom if it meant being able to touch Tgfhi and her future children. “It doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    “Do what in privacy?” Thellis asked the room, his green powers flaring with curiosity. 
 
    “Rhen’s going to try to make it possible for Crystam to touch other people and still have her powers,” Latsoh told him.  
 
    Thellis tilted his head, considering her words. Charlie had thought he’d stop Rhen, but instead, Thellis merely looked interested. Idiot, Charlie thought to himself. 
 
    Rhen turned to Tgfhi, who was sitting on the edge of the couch holding Crystam’s hand. “I have to put my mouth on hers. Will that be a problem?” He wasn’t sure if he’d want another man kissing his wife on his wedding day so he thought he’d check with Tgfhi first. 
 
    Tgfhi didn’t look happy about it. “Why? You didn’t have to do that with me when you gave me my powers.” 
 
    “This time it’s different. I’m taking Crystam’s powers from her and her body doesn’t want to give them up.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Crystam said, squeezing Tgfhi’s hand. She couldn’t understand why Tgfhi would care. Rhen wasn’t kissing her romantically. Tgfhi wasn’t finished though. “When the Zorthans attacked Thestran, you took their powers away from them with a twist of your wrist. Can’t you do that now?”  
 
    Rhen was seated on the coffee table beside Crystam. Glancing up, he took in the tightness around Tgfhi’s mouth and the worry lines by his eyes. His friend was scared. “The Zorthans’ powers weren’t genetic. Layla had given them their powers so she had no trouble taking them away.”  
 
    Charlie dropped his eyes to the floor as Thellis grunted. They’d told Themrock not to show Layla how to move powerballs around. It wasn’t right, her giving mortals powers. Charlie heard Thellis mumble, “She always did love playing God.” 
 
    “Also, for Crystam, it’s different,” Rhen continued, “I’m not taking all of her powers; rather I’m sorting through them to weaken a few of their bonds while keeping others intact. It’s not going to be easy.” He turned to Crystam. “Are you sure you want to do this? It’ll be painful and it might not even work.”  
 
    Crystam nodded. “Definitely.” She arched her neck to look up at Tgfhi and saw him nodding too. They both knew that without Rhen’s help, Crystam’s powers would be so strong that by the end of the school year, they’d no longer be able to touch. They needed Rhen to succeed. “Do the best you can, please,” Tgfhi said. 
 
    “I will.” Rhen stood up and pushed the coffee table out of the way, then pulled a chair over to the couch. Crystam appeared to be ready, so he placed a hand on her forehead and leaned in, placing his mouth on hers.  
 
    Crystam felt the cold rush of Rhen’s powers as they flowed from her mouth into her mind and then down through her chest, entering her body. She felt uncomfortable, but held still. Sleep, a man’s voice said softly. Crystam didn’t recognize the voice. As she blacked out, she wondered who’d said it. 
 
    Shno stood up to stretch. Rhen and Crystam hadn’t moved in a while. “Well, this is exciting,” he remarked dryly, grabbing a wine bottle off the coffee table. 
 
    “Yeah, shouldn’t something be happening?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Charlie lifted his glass, indicating he wanted Shno to refill it. “I thought we’d see something too.” He nodded his thanks to Shno before adding, “I can’t believe Rhen’s trying to remove something that Themrock gave to Crystam’s family years ago. It’ll be a miracle if he can do it.” 
 
    Ceceta shifted in her chair. She’d been very quiet this whole time. “Can he do it without using his full powers?” The others looked at her. “I’m afraid.”  
 
    Bosternd stepped away from the wall to place his hand on her shoulder. “If he flips into Themrock, we’ll grab him and take him back to Surpen. It should give us some time before Therol arrives.” Ceceta nodded. She was glad that Bosternd had a plan.  
 
    “He’s not turning blue,” Tgfhi said, drawing their attention back to the couch, “but Crystam’s turning white.” Crystam’s body had begun to glow. It became brighter and brighter, until it hurt their eyes to look at her. The light was so intense that they had to face in the opposite direction with their hands clasped over their faces. Just when they were beginning to wonder if they should leave the room, the light vanished. Turning, they saw Rhen pull away from Crystam. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and sat up. “All done?” Tgfhi asked. Rhen nodded and slid his chair back.  
 
    “Were you successful?” Chara asked. Rhen nodded again. Chara lunged forward, hugging him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” She shook Rhen back and forth, making him laugh. A cloud of swirling, white energy wisps escaped his mouth.  
 
    “Whoops,” Rhen mumbled through clenched teeth before lifting his head to suck the dancing white energy back into his mouth. He held his finger to his lips and rolled his eyes upward to indicate that he couldn’t talk yet. He was trying to absorb Crystam’s powers. 
 
    When Rhen was finished, he swallowed. The energy had left his throat dry. “Tgfhi, she probably won’t wake up until tomorrow morning. Everything went well. Her body may feel sore for a day, but after that, she shouldn’t notice anything.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Tgfhi said, holding his hand out to Rhen. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “Happy to help.” Rhen clasped Tgfhi’s hand with his own then lifted his other hand into the air beside Tgfhi. A tiny white power ball hovered an inch off his palm. “Are you ready for your gift?” 
 
    Tgfhi hesitated. He really wanted to be able to fly, but he noticed his father standing by the windows and he knew he had to ask Rhen for a different gift. “Actually, I want the same thing that you gave my wife.”  
 
    Rhen was confused. “You want me to take away your water powers?” 
 
    Tgfhi snorted. “No. I want you to do for Chara what you did for Crystam so Chara and my father can have a normal life together.” Tgonar and Chara had been in love for years, but Chara’s powers were so strong that not only was it impossible for them to touch, but Tgonar couldn’t even meet her eyes, if he did, he’d pass out. 
 
    Everyone in the room gasped. “No,” Tgonar said, stepping forward. “That’s very kind of you, Tgfhi, but you don’t have to do that. I know how badly you want to be able to fly. Take your gift. It’s your wedding. It should be a gift for you.” 
 
    “Crystam’s gift was for me and for her. I don’t need anything else. But you and Chara, you need each other. Your love has been hard on both of you. If Rhen could make it possible for you to touch, then that would be a gift for our whole family.” Looking determined, Tgfhi added, “It’s what I want.”  
 
    “Selfless bastard,” Rhen mumbled. He tucked the energy ball back into his chest and pulled his chair back over towards the sofa. “Are you going to move Crystam or does Chara need to lie down on top of her?” 
 
    Tgfhi picked Crystam up in his arms, “Thanks, Rhen.” 
 
    Chara lay down on the sofa and gazed up at Rhen looking nervous. Rhen smiled. “Do you trust me?”  
 
    “More than anyone else in the Universe,” she whispered fiercely.  
 
    Rhen laughed, thinking she was joking. “Ready?” When Chara nodded, Rhen leaned over to put his mouth on hers. Just after she felt Rhen’s powers filling her body, Chara heard a male voice telling her to sleep. She lost consciousness a moment later. 
 
    It took Rhen a lot longer with Chara. They were relieved when she finally began to glow white, but then she continued to glow for so long that Tgonar suggested they separate them. As Bosternd stepped forward to pull Rhen away, Chara stopped glowing. They expected Rhen to sit up, like he had with Crystam, but he remained connected to Chara. Bosternd cleared his throat to suggest they do something when Rhen shuddered and turned into Themrock. 
 
    “Crap,” Charlie whispered as Thellis shrieked and fell to the ground. He’d been floating by the back wall when his body had suddenly become solid in Themrock’s presence.  
 
    Themrock broke his connection with Chara and sat up. Latsoh was stunned. He looked exactly like his portrait in the elfin castles, his eyes were glowing blue, his dark brown hair fell to his shoulders and he had a short, trimmed beard. She could see tattoos on the exposed parts of his arms and legs. When Themrock’s eyes faded to black, Ceceta put up her hand up to tell the others to wait before speaking. She wasn’t sure if he had switched back to Rhen or if he was still Themrock. She wanted him to make the first move. Charlie closed his eyes and thanked the Gods for giving them Ceceta. She was brilliant. 
 
    A tall, elfin woman suddenly stepped out of Themrock’s body. She was stunning with long, black hair and large, bright green eyes that matched the colors of her traditional Water Elf robes. She had a tiny nose and full lips. “What’s up, menial second wife?” she sneered at Ceceta, while turning to face Themrock. 
 
    “Layla,” Ceceta hissed. She tried to run forward to get to Rhen first, but found she couldn’t move. Ceceta swiveled her eyes to the right to look for Bosternd. Why wasn’t he pulling Rhen towards the portal? From the frustrated look on his face, she realized that Layla had immobilized all of them. 
 
    “I’m back!” Thellis yelled behind them. He laughed hysterically touching his body all over. “I can’t believe it. I’m back!”  
 
    Layla ignored him. She flipped her hair over her shoulder and stepped over Themrock’s bent legs, sitting down on his lap; she grabbed his head and kissed him. “Hey babe, let’s go to Tetong,” she whispered huskily, after breaking their embrace. 
 
    Thellis was now rummaging through the desserts that had been set up on the back table. Ceceta could hear him grunting and slurping as he stuffed everything he could reach into his mouth. In front of her, Themrock was silent. Although he was with them in body, his mind seemed to be elsewhere. Layla kissed him again, sliding her hands inside his open tunic. When she pulled away this time, Themrock blinked. “Layla?” he said in voice that was richer than Rhen’s. “You’ve been riding around within me for years now. Why don’t you go to Tetong and wait for me?”  
 
    “No, all-powerful one.” Layla brushed her lips across his chin. “Ditch the second wife and then we can go there together.” She put her slim hand onto his thigh and slid it up under his tunic towards his crotch. 
 
    Her comment seemed to confuse Themrock. He shook his head and glanced over towards Ceceta. As soon he saw her, his eyes flashed blue again before turning black. Layla screeched as her body turned into a mist that swirled around in front of Rhen before flying into his chest. “No!” Thellis cried out as the plate he’d been holding clattered onto the table. Ceceta gasped as Layla’s powers disappeared. She rushed forward and threw her arms around Rhen. 
 
    “Ceceta?” Rhen asked in a small voice. He stood up on shaky legs. “Did I finish with Chara?” He turned back towards the couch. Seeing Chara, he put a hand to his forehead as if he had a headache. “Yes.” He yawned. “I’m tired. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Yes, love. Let’s go.” Ceceta was furious with Layla and wanted to have some alone time with her husband. 
 
    Rhen bent his head down to rest it on Ceceta’s. When his hair fell forward into his face, he groaned. “Oh, no.” He swiped it away from his eyes. “Did my hair grow while I was with Chara?” Ceceta nodded. Rhen yawned again. “I think I’m too tired to walk to the portal. I’ll transport us home, okay?” He glanced at the others. “Who am I taking to Surpen with us?” Everyone but Tgonar raised their hands. Rhen noticed Thellis floating in the air over the dessert table. For some reason, he looked furious. Rhen didn’t feel like dealing with whatever was bothering him. He turned away from the Genister in time to see Tgonar lean over the couch to touch Chara’s cheek. Tgonar’s face lit up and he raised his eyes to Rhen.  
 
    “It worked. I didn’t pass out.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Rhen said. Before Tgonar could thank Rhen, he disappeared, leaving only Thellis behind.  
 
    Once they were on Surpen, Ceceta and Rhen headed off to bed as the others sat down to talk. “Do you think Therol will come?” Jack asked Bosternd. 
 
    “No, he wasn’t Themrock for a long enough period of time. We should be safe.” They talked about what actions they would take if Therol did appear. When they were done, Sarah blurted out, “What was the deal with Layla?” 
 
    Bosternd, Charlie and Orpel laughed. “She’s awful,” Orpel said. 
 
    Sarah sighed. She and the others had felt the same way but they’d been afraid to admit it. 
 
    “Themrock’s first wife is nasty, cruel and conniving. No one likes her. Even the other Genisters find her distasteful. We never say anything about her to Rhen, though, because he was married to her and we assume he loves her, but what a piece of work,” Bosternd added. 
 
    Charlie nodded. He couldn’t have said it better himself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Te was surprised to find Loreth waiting for him in his office when he got back from the Thestran Council meeting. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”  
 
    Loreth had been leaning back in Te’s chair with his feet on the desk. He lowered his feet to the floor and sat up, placing his elbows on Te’s papers. “I heard Ceceta broke down in tears during school today.” 
 
    Te walked over to put his computer on his desk. “She did. Thank you for covering the students’ tracks.” 
 
    Loreth cocked his head. “How’d you know I was involved?” 
 
    Rhen had become angry when he’d seen Ceceta crying. He had gone in search of the ones responsible, but hadn’t been able to find them. Only a Genister would have been able to keep EFT’s members hidden from him. “It seemed obvious.” Te reached out for the papers under Loreth’s elbows and jerked them free. “The Supreme thinks we will have Ceceta where we want her before the end of this semester. He’s been pushing the Club members hard. Especially after the supposed appearance of Layla on Ventar.” 
 
    Loreth’s head jerked up. He’d been considering whether or not to zap Te with his powers to remind him who was boss, when he heard Te mention Layla’s name. “Wait, what?” 
 
    Te turned and walked towards the door that led to his bedroom. Opening it, he said, “You didn’t know?”  
 
    Loreth frowned. Why had Te opened his bedroom door? He knew that Loreth preferred it when the doors were closed.  
 
    Te crossed his bedroom to open the door that led to his balcony. A breeze blew in, lifting the soft green curtains beside Te into the air. “It seems Rhen did something for Queen Chara after Crystam’s wedding and it caused Layla to appear. Supposedly, she was mean to everyone. The elves are now questioning their religion.” 
 
    When Te reappeared in the doorway to the office. Loreth said, “I don’t understand.” Loreth had never paid any attention to the elves’ religion. He knew they worshiped the Genisters, but that was about it. 
 
    “Really?” Te walked over to Loreth and lifted up on the arm of his chair, tilting it backwards in such a way that he forced Loreth to stand up. Once the chair was free, Te sat down in it. “The elves furnished their religion around worshipping Layla, since she is their mortal connection to the Genisters. Everything they preach is based on writings of how Layla wanted them to behave. Now that they’ve met Layla and discovered she’s awful, they’re beginning to question their religion. It’s causing a lot of strife for the priests.” 
 
    Loreth was intrigued. A religion based on Layla? “She’s not awful,” he said, imagining the elves bowing before her.  
 
    Te straightened the picture he had of himself with the Neptian King on his desk so that it lined up perfectly with his other photos. “By the way, have you seen Yfetb? I’m very upset with him. He should have been the one to marry Crystam. I can’t believe he let that Tgarian buffoon win her hand.” 
 
    Loreth snorted. Te was blind if he had thought Yfetb stood a chance with Crystam. He wondered if he should tell Te about Yfetb. He’d love to hurt Te. He’d grown to despise the man. Unfortunately, this was not the time for him to strike out. He didn’t want to jeopardize his plans. The sooner they got rid of Ceceta, the sooner Themrock would grow tired of his mortal body and return. He just had to wait a little while longer and then he could annihilate Te. “He’s helping Aul with a project of mine.” 
 
    Te bristled. “I thought I told you I don’t want Aul involved.” 
 
    “Too late,” Loreth said, sitting on the edge of Te’s desk. “I introduced Aul to Yfetb and they’ve decided to work together to help the EFT in its efforts.” 
 
    Te frowned. Loreth thought he might argue, but instead he said, “Well, see that Aul doesn’t get in Yfetb’s way.” 
 
    “I will,” Loreth said putting a smile on his face. Te was such an idiot.  
 
    “You can go,” Te told him.  
 
    Loreth laughed at his audacity. He really couldn’t wait to smite this mortal.  
 
    “What?” Te asked tersely. 
 
    Loreth shook his head. He’d get his wish soon enough. “Nothing. I had come to tell you that Yfetb was working with Aul. Since there’s nothing else to report, I’ll be off.” As Loreth’s purple swirling vortex appeared in air beside him, Te yelled out, “Tell Yfetb I’m angry with him for his failure with Crystam.” 
 
    Loreth wanted to yell out that Yfetb was dead, but he held his tongue. “I certainly will,” he said, before stepping through the vortex and disappearing.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Main Lawn – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
      
 
    Erfce kicked a rock out of the path in front of him as he walked towards his assigned booth at the Save the Neptian Tiger Fair. The Water Elf King and Queen had organized today’s event at the Thestran royal family’s palace. From the oceanfront to the distant woods, canvas tents had been erected as far as the eye could see for vendors and crafts. Rides had been set up by the palace stables and eight stages had been built around the exterior of the palace for performers. So many people were coming that Erfce had heard they’d had to close the palace’s jetport. The five cities that were closest to the palace were now taking in spacejets then shuttling people over to the fairgrounds using the palace’s landjets. 
 
    Erfce had hoped the festival would give him an opportunity in which to talk to Charlie alone. Tgfhi had told him he would steal Latsoh’s portrait, but only if Erfce tried to convince Charlie to give it to him one more time. Erfce hadn’t argued with him. His friend was right. If Tgfhi were caught, not only would he be in trouble with his father, but it might strain the relations between Surpen and Thestran. It was too great a risk for him to take without Erfce trying at least one more time to convince Charlie to sell him the portrait. 
 
    Since the Fair was at the palace and Rhen would be in plain sight of everyone, Rhen’s guards, including Charlie, had been pulled off of security duty and told to run booths, while Rhen had been put in charge of babysitting his nieces and nephews; even Jet had been given a job. When Ceceta had turned to Thellis to ask him to man a booth, the Genisters had promptly disappeared. Erfce figured Ceceta had done it simply to get rid of them. They wouldn’t see the Genisters again until after the Fair. 
 
    Erfce looked around and saw Charlie walking down a brick path in the opposite direction. He quickly lost sight of him when Charlie turned down the path that led towards the ocean. It seemed their booths were clear across the festival grounds from each other. He stopped and picked up the apron that was hanging on a hook at Booth 459. Putting it on over his head, he wondered if he’d get a chance to talk to Charlie later that day. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhen was exhausted. He’d been entertaining his nieces and nephews the entire day. It had been a lot harder than he’d thought it would be. The fair was supposed to be closing, so he brought the children back to Ceceta’s booth to hand them over to their parents. From the side of the booth, Rhen watched as Latsoh and Ceceta continued to work, selling trinkets shaped like Neptian tigers. For some reason, there were still a lot of people at the festival.  
 
    “Isn’t the fair ending now?” he asked Latsoh, when she stopped in front of him to grab some curling ribbon to wrap a customer’s purchase. 
 
    "No, it's been such a success that Plos has extended it for another three hours." 
 
    Rhen groaned. “I’m sure your siblings will be here soon to get their children,” Ceceta told him over her shoulder, while helping a customer. “Why don’t you wait in the empty booth behind ours until they get here?” 
 
    There were twelve booths in each tented area, six on either side of the tent. The booths were separated from each other by sheets of thick, tan canvas that had been hung on the tent’s rafters. Rhen ushered the children behind the canvas flap that separated Ceceta’s booth from the empty booth. The salesman who had been in that booth had sold out of his merchandise, so he’d left to enjoy the festival. Rhen made up a game in which the children had to guess the animal he was mimicking. They laughed with delight as he croaked and hissed at them. When Rhen ran out of animals they could identify, the children started to whine. He glanced up at the sun. It was late. He’d given them a snack after lunch, but they were clearly hungry. Using his powers, Rhen made a picnic appear on the floor of the booth.  
 
    Eating entertained the children for less time than Rhen had hoped. It wasn’t long before they started to whine again, giving him a headache. Rhen couldn’t come up with any other ideas on how to keep them occupied. He was just as tired as they were and wanted to go home too. He rubbed a hand over his face in frustration as the youngest child pulled on his sleeve, her high-pitched voice making his eyes water. What was he going to do with them? Just when he was about to toss them into outer space to put an end to their complaining, an elfin woman appeared at the booth’s table behind where he was sitting. She slapped some trade coins down onto the counter and said, “So, how much?”  
 
    Rhen turned to look at her. “How much for what?”  
 
    “Are you or are you not running this booth?” the woman demanded. She turned to point at the sign. “It’s the kissing booth. How much do I have to pay for a kiss?” 
 
    “What?!” Rhen stood up to look at the sign. Unfortunately, the booth’s owner hadn’t drawn any pictures of his wares on the sign so he didn’t know what it said. 
 
    The children got excited at the prospect of running a booth. “Yes,” Reed’s daughter cried out. She jumped onto the booth’s table and knelt before the woman. “We’re running the kissing booth and you can kiss him. Give us one hundred trade coins.” 
 
    “No,” Rhen said, lifting her off the table. “We aren’t running a booth.” 
 
    “Why not, Uncle Rhen? It’d be fun. We could earn money for the tigers while helping the grownups, and we wouldn’t be bored anymore,” James’ son said. 
 
    “We have to,” his sister said in agreement, her head nodding so fast that her pigtails were hitting her face. “Please kiss her.” 
 
    “No.” Rhen watched in horror as the children, used to getting what they wanted, began to explode. Half of them were screaming and crying, while the other half were whining in voices that were pitched so high, he thought his ears would bleed. Desperate to stop the noise, he said, “Okay, we’ll ask Ceceta. If she’s fine with it then we can run the booth.” He knew full well that Ceceta would say no. 
 
    Rhen stepped around the hanging canvas and approached the table at the back of Ceceta’s booth. Ceceta was packaging some items for her customers. Her hair had become disheveled and her lips were thin with concentration. “Ceceta?” 
 
    “What?” She turned to hand the item she had just wrapped to its new owner. “Next?” A woman handed her the trinket she wanted to buy. Ceceta took her money then turned back to the table by Rhen to package it. 
 
    “Ceceta, the kids want me to run the kissing booth over there to raise money for the Fair. I told them no, but they won’t stop whining, so I said I’d check with you.” 
 
    “What?” Ceceta asked absentmindedly. She turned to give the item to the woman. A new customer leaned over the table and asked Ceceta something. She answered the woman’s question, as a man handed her some trade coins for an item he wanted to buy. Ceceta took his money and turned to package his item. 
 
    “What do you think?” Rhen asked. 
 
    “Did you say you wanted to run a booth?” Ceceta said, before turning back to the man. 
 
    “Yes,” Rhen told her when she turned back to wrap a new item. “The Kissing Booth over there.” He indicated the booth behind them with his thumb. “The kids want me to run it. I don’t want to, so tell me no so I can get out of it.” Latsoh stepped past Ceceta to get some ribbon. She had heard what Rhen had said and glanced up at him curiously. Her customer called out to her to use a different ribbon, so she turned away from Rhen to find a new ribbon. 
 
    Ceceta left to hand over the item she’d wrapped to her customer then returned a moment later to package up a new trinket. “You’re keeping the kids busy, right?”  
 
    “Yes, but they want to run this booth–” 
 
    “Okay,” Ceceta said, returning to her customer. “That’s fine with me.” 
 
    “No,” Rhen said. He stepped forward to reach out for Ceceta, but the children, with their keen ears and prying eyes, had already heard what they wanted. They gathered around Rhen, talking so fast he couldn’t hear what they were saying, while tugging him back into their booth. Reed’s daughter and James’ son climbed up onto the booth’s table. “How do I get myself into these things?” Rhen mumbled, as the children took 100 trade coins from the woman. 
 
    The elfin woman couldn’t believe it. A man had told her to try this trick out on Rhen and it had worked. She was going to kiss Themrock! Rhen was sitting on a tall stool beside the booth’s table. She stepped over towards him then leaned forward and bent her head down towards his. Rhen gave her a quick kiss on the lips and pulled back. No, she thought. That wasn’t what she wanted. She glanced back at Reed’s daughter. “How much for an open-mouthed kiss?”  
 
    “No,” Rhen said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yes!” the children shouted, half in disgust and half with glee.  
 
    “Ceceta said it was fine with her,” James’ son reminded him. 
 
    “500 trade coins,” Reed’s daughter told the woman. 
 
    “What? How can it go from 100 to 500?” 
 
    “You want more from him,” she replied smartly.  
 
    The woman slapped 500 trade coins onto the table then moved back over to Rhen. A crowd of elfin women had begun to form around them. They’d heard a rumor from a man they’d passed that Themrock was working a ‘kissing booth.’ The crowd watched as the elfin woman stepped up to Rhen. She bent forward and kissed him, parting her mouth and running her tongue across his lips. For a moment, it looked like Rhen was going to keep his mouth closed, but then he opened it and the woman lunged forward, thrusting her tongue into his mouth and knocking him backwards off the stool. “Oh, Gods,” she gasped, holding onto the stool for balance. She looked at the women behind her. “I kissed him. I really kissed him!” 
 
    “You touched him. You can’t touch him,” James’ daughter yelled with anger, stomping her tiny feet. 
 
    “Yes, if you want to touch him, that’s more money,” James’ son said. 
 
    “Make it 5,018.69 trade coins if you want to touch him,” Reed’s son told the women standing around their booth. 
 
    “And 10,009.60 trade coins if you want him to touch you,” Reed’s daughter added. 
 
    “10,009.60 trade coins,” an elfin woman with thick lips said as she slapped the enormous amount of money down onto the table. She approached Rhen, who was just sitting down on his stool. He glanced behind him, hoping to spot Ceceta, but she was on the other side of the canvas tarp.  
 
    “I don’t know if this is a good idea,” he said. 
 
    “Of course it is,” James’ son said. “Ceceta said it was okay and we’re helping the Neptian tigers.” 
 
    “And we aren’t bored anymore,” James’ daughter added. “This is fun.” 
 
    The woman stepped between Rhen’s legs. He wrapped his arms around her waist and felt her slide her arms up his back. With a sigh, he bent his head down to kiss her. She opened her lips as they kissed and he did the same. Suddenly, she was a dead weight in his arms. She had passed out. “Now what do we do?” Rhen asked, shifting the woman’s body to his left arm. 
 
    “Here,” Reed’s son said, climbing up onto the table. “My soldiers are over there. I’ll have them work for us.” 
 
    “Your soldiers?” Rhen teased, when he spotted members of the Wood Elf Army walking through the crowd. 
 
    “Yes. After Grandpa steps down, Dad will be King and then I’m King after him. They’re my soldiers.” He whistled and the men turned in his direction. When they spotted Rhen, they marched over to him. Reed’s son explained the situation to them and the Wood Elf soldiers took the passed-out woman from Rhen. 
 
    Meanwhile, the line in front of Reed’s daughter had grown significantly. As the next woman approached Rhen, James’ son told him that she had paid 5,018.69 trade coins. Rhen waited as the woman kissed him. As soon as she slid her hands into the open part of his tunic, she fainted. Rhen caught her and handed her over to a soldier. 
 
    After a bumpy start, the group got into a rhythm. Reed’s daughter took the money, James’ son told Rhen what had been purchased and Rhen did the kissing. If a woman passed out, the Wood Elf soldiers would carry her away. Their system worked so well that their booth began to fill with money, while the hillside to the right of the Thestran’s palace became littered with unconscious women. 
 
    When the Fair ended, the Thestran royal family and elfin royals arrived at Ceceta’s booth to review the day’s events. “You know, it’s weird,” Jet said, “Not long after the festival’s original end time, all of the women just seemed to disappear.” 
 
    Crystam had noticed the same thing. “You’re right. Where do you think they went?” 
 
    “They’re probably at Rhen’s booth,” Latsoh said. 
 
    “What?” Ceceta asked as Jet said, “Rhen has a booth?” 
 
    “Wait, he was supposed to watch my kids,” Reed snapped with concern. 
 
    “He is watching the kids,” Latsoh told them. “It was the kids who wanted to do the booth. Ceceta, he told you all of this earlier. He even asked you if it was okay. I heard him ask.” 
 
    Ceceta frowned. “Why would he ask me if it was okay for him to run a booth?” 
 
    Latsoh threw her hands up. “Because he didn’t want to run the booth. He was hoping you’d say no so the kids would stop bothering him about it.” 
 
    Charlie sat down on the table in front of Ceceta. He was tired and wanted to go home. “What’s he selling?” There were a lot of Wood Elf soldiers hovering around the sides of the tent behind them making noise so Latsoh didn’t hear him. “Latsoh, what’s he selling?” 
 
    “Kisses,” she said. Ceceta blanched.  
 
    “What?” Jet asked. 
 
    Latsoh sighed. She was tired of repeating herself. “He’s doing a kissing booth.” 
 
    No one said anything at first. They were all too stunned.  
 
    Finally, Ceceta stood up. She was weary beyond all measure and didn’t really want to deal with whatever Rhen had gotten himself into, but she knew he’d be hurt if she left the Fair without him. “Where is he?” she asked, wishing she’d left Rhen on Surpen. 
 
    Latsoh hesitated. Ceceta seemed off. She hoped she wasn’t going to punish Rhen for doing a booth. He had asked her for permission. Latsoh pointed towards the canvas flap behind their booth. 
 
    When Ceceta lifted the tarp, she found herself looking at the back of a Wood Elf soldier. Stepping to her right, she saw Reed’s and James’ children sitting on the booth’s front table talking to a group of elfin women. There were hundreds of women lined up in front of the booth. Some of the women on line were fighting as the Wood Elf soldiers tried to keep them orderly. In the distance, she could see soldiers carrying women towards the palace. Looking further down the path, she saw hundreds more women lying unconscious on the grass at the base of the Thestran’s palace. “No,” Ceceta said in a small voice. She stepped around the soldiers, who were blocking her view, and watched in horror as Rhen kissed a gorgeous elfin woman. His green tunic had been pushed back off his shoulders and the woman’s hands were running up and down his back as he sat on a stool kissing her. “No,” Ceceta whispered. 
 
    When the woman kissing Rhen passed out, she was caught by two of the Wood Elf soldiers, who were standing at Rhen’s side. As soon as they carried her away, James’ son said, “This woman paid 10,009.60 trade coins.” Ceceta watched as a new woman approached Rhen. Rhen glanced behind him towards Ceceta as the new woman stepped between his legs. His eyes lit up when he saw her.  
 
    Thank the Gods, Rhen thought. He was tired of entertaining the kids and couldn’t wait to get out of there, not to mention the fact that he really wanted to wash his face and body.  
 
    Ceceta took in Rhen’s tousled hair, the lipstick on his lips and neck, his bare shoulders and disheveled tunic. Without saying a word, she turned and left. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Rhen groaned, getting off his stool to follow. “You take your kids back, okay?” he yelled to his siblings. 
 
    “Wait,” James’ son called after him. “We still have a lot of customers left.” 
 
    “Give them back their money,” Rhen yelled over his shoulder, pushing his way around the people blocking his exit. 
 
    “No!” the children screamed. “We’ve made so much money.” 
 
    “We have the most popular booth,” James’ daughter added. “You can’t stop.” 
 
    Rhen was already heading up the path towards the side entrance to the Thestran palace. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Crystam moaned.  
 
    Jet was furious. It was just like the Thestrans to do something like this to Rhen. He wished they lived on Surpen. The Surpens never would have taken advantage of Rhen. 
 
    Rhen ran up to his bedroom in the Thestran palace, but Ceceta wasn’t there. He searched a few of Ceceta’s favorite places in the palace before realizing she had returned to the University. Phasing into their apartment, he found her in their bedroom shoving her belongings into a bag. “Ceceta?” he whispered, wiping at the lipstick on his mouth. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Ceceta didn’t look up as she continued to throw things into her bag. “No. I’m not alright, but I will be.”  
 
    “What’re you doing?" 
 
    “I’m leaving.” She glanced up, spotted Rhen’s swollen lips and realized that the students she’d been hearing had been right. She never should have married Rhen. He’d be better off with an elf. 
 
    Rhen frowned. He didn’t understand. “Why?” 
 
    Ceceta’s anger flared. How could he ask such a stupid question? “You know damn well why.”  
 
    Rhen took a step forward. “But, Ceceta, you can’t be mad at me for the booth. You told me to do it. I asked you not to say yes, but you said yes and the children heard you say yes. I couldn’t tell them that you had said no.” 
 
    Ceceta laughed bitterly. “You’re blaming this on me? Oh, why not? Why take responsibility for your own actions? I guess I can’t expect that from you. You’re acting like a child. Didn’t you stop to consider that what you were doing was wrong?” Ceceta shoved something into her bag and turned towards Rhen. “Rhen, I never heard you ask about the booth, and if I had, I would have said no.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought you would have said, but you said yes.” Rhen stepped towards her but she backed away. 
 
    “I was very busy today. Didn’t you notice that I wasn’t able to concentrate on what you were saying? Didn’t you even consider that you shouldn’t be asking me anything important while I was working?” 
 
    “I knew you were busy. That’s why I told you everything twice to be sure that you heard me.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t hear you. And why were you asking me anyway? Could you really be that immature that you don’t know what’s right and what’s wrong? Couldn’t you stand up to a couple of little kids and tell them no?” Ceceta raised her hands in frustration. Rhen had made her feel bad, yet this whole incident had been his fault. It was always the same with him. She found herself thinking once again that he’d be better off with an elf. Tears welled up in her eyes. She should have listened to the students ages ago. It would be best for everyone if she left Rhen. Grabbing her bag, she headed for the door. 
 
    “Wait,” Rhen called out. Ceceta hesitated by the open door to their living room. “I’ll go. You’re the one who wanted to get an education. I don’t really belong here. I’ll go back to Surpen until we can work this out.” Ceceta didn’t say anything. Instead, she walked back to the bed and threw her bag onto the comforter then stared at Rhen, waiting for him to leave.  
 
    Rhen’s eyes were moist when he looked back at her from the living room door. “How long do you think this will last?” 
 
    Ceceta couldn’t bring herself to say “Forever,” so she gave a non-answer. “It’s for the best, Rhen.” 
 
    “Can I visit you?” he croaked. Rhen cleared his throat to try to remedy the ache that had settled in it. 
 
    Ceceta turned her back on him. She didn’t want him to see the tears that were now running down her cheeks. Whispering hoarsely, she said, “I’d prefer it if you didn’t.” 
 
    As Rhen turned to go, he glanced back in time to see Ceceta pulling off her wedding rings and dropping them into her night table drawer. A sharp pain pierced his chest. He phased home seconds before breaking down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhen’s guards arrived back at his apartment later. They found Ceceta sitting in her living room, reading a textbook. Glancing about the room, they expected to find Rhen punished and sitting on the couch with his pillow, but instead he was missing. Since Ceceta was clearly ignoring them, she was obviously still upset. 
 
    “Hey,” Latsoh said, sitting down on the couch beside Ceceta. 
 
    “Hi,” Ceceta said, without looking up from her book. 
 
    “So?” Aaron asked. “Where’s Rhen?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ceceta snapped. 
 
    “Was he here?” Charlie asked. 
 
    Ceceta slammed her book closed and rose from her chair. “Yes, he was here. Yes, we talked, and no, he’s not here anymore. Okay? Now leave me alone and run off to follow him like the good little guard elves that you are.” She strode into her bedroom and slammed the door. 
 
    Jet reached out to pull Lilly into his arms. “What are you doing?” she asked when Jet pressed his face into her hair.  
 
    Jet held his wife tightly for a moment longer before whispering, “Ceceta’s not wearing Rhen’s marriage ring.” 
 
    “So?” Charlie asked, barging in on their moment together. 
 
    Jet glanced over at him. “Under Surpen law, they’re now… what’s the Thestran equivalent… divorced?” 
 
    “No,” Latsoh gasped. 
 
    Jet nodded and released Lilly. He studied her face for a moment before saying, “I’ve got to find him. I’ll notify you when I locate him. We might be moving to Surpen. Are you okay with that?”  
 
    Lilly didn’t want to move to Surpen. She didn’t want to leave her family, but she nodded. Jet kissed her then left.  
 
    As Lilly went into her bedroom to relieve her babysitter, she felt terrible. Latsoh had explained the entire situation to them. She couldn’t understand why Rhen and Ceceta hadn’t communicated. If they’d just taken the time to listen to each other, none of this would have happened.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Rhen’s Bedroom – Surpen Palace 
 
      
 
    Rhen walked into his bedroom and brushed the dust off of his tunic. He’d been in Surpen’s military headquarters when he’d found a magazine on jetbikes carelessly tossed into the trash. He’d rescued it and carried it up to his room so he could relax while checking out the latest bike designs. He opened the magazine with expectation then stopped short. A moment later, he turned and walked towards his mom’s sitting room. 
 
    “I want to go away for a while.”  
 
    Bosternd and Orpel jumped. Neither of them had heard Rhen enter the room. They’d been meeting to discuss closing the palace to the public. Too many foreign women had been invading Surpen in the hopes of dating Rhen. The palace was no longer the quiet, pleasant home that it had once been. 
 
    The sight of Rhen made them both wince. Rhen had been hiding his misery, putting on a cheerful ‘public’ image. They knew he was devastated about losing Ceceta, but he’d been trying to hide it, even from them. The Genisters had been so worried about him that they’d begged Ceceta to return, but she’d refused. For some reason, she had it in her head that Rhen would be better off without her. She was wrong. The Genisters, able to sense Rhen’s pain, had fled.  
 
    Bosternd had been happy to see them go. He’d never known that a group of Genisters could cry and blubber as much as they had, lying about the palace for days lamenting over Rhen’s misfortune. Bosternd had thought the Gods were above that sort of thing, but it was as if they’d lost their loved one, too. 
 
    As Bosternd and Orpel looked up at Rhen, they felt like they were finally seeing him for the first time. The open, raw pain on his face from losing Ceceta was tangible. His hair was dirty and unkempt, there were dark bags under his eyes, and his mouth was creased from frowning. Bosternd reached out to comfort him, but Rhen stepped away from his hand. 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” Orpel said, before turning her face to hide the tears that had sprung to her eyes. “I think a vacation is a fantastic idea.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rhen mumbled. He turned to go, appeared lost for a minute, then sighed and dropped the magazine he’d been holding into the trash before leaving. 
 
    Orpel lifted the edge of her mauve tunic to her face to hide her tears. Bosternd felt sorry for her and put an arm around her shoulders. He’d call Tgonar and Chara later to see if they could comfort her. When he felt Orpel shudder, he said, “I think this is good. It’ll be healing for him to get away.”  
 
    Orpel sniffed and wiped at her eyes. “Yes,” she said, getting herself under control. She patted Bosternd’s leg to thank him for his kindness. 
 
    Bosternd rose to tell the guard elves that Rhen was planning on taking a vacation. He paused by the trash can, his eyes spotting the magazine Rhen had thrown out. “Oh,” he breathed out. Bending down, he picked it up to show it to Orpel.  
 
    “Well, I guess that explains it,” she said as Bosternd showed her the images he had seen. There were a variety of pictures of Ceceta and her latest boyfriend in intimate poses.  
 
    “You’re right,” Orpel added. “This is a good sign. He’ll get away and have some new experiences. It’ll be restoring for him. I’m glad he found that magazine. Ceceta has unwittingly helped us push Rhen forward.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crystam and Latsoh decided that Ceceta needed a vacation. She had just broken up with her fifth boyfriend and was feeling depressed. Every man she met was interested in her solely because they wanted to own what Themrock had possessed. They wanted to have the woman that Themrock had loved. They didn’t care about her. As their last class for the week ended, Crystam grabbed Ceceta’s hands and sprung the news on her. “Guess what?” 
 
    “What?” Ceceta asked softly, while gathering her books.  
 
    “We spoke with the Headmaster and he’s going to let us have a week’s vacation. Isn’t that wonderful?!”  
 
    Ceceta smiled at the twinkle in Crystam’s eyes. “You’ve become rather adept at using your powers, haven’t you?” Crystam blushed and dropped her head, making Ceceta laugh. “So, where are we going on our vacation?” 
 
    “Crithnians,” Tgfhi answered. He walked up to them holding out brochures that showed blue waters, sunny skies and sandy beaches. “I just booked us three rooms in this awesome hotel on the hottest side of Crithnians.” He waved the brochures in front of them. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to the hottest side of Crithnians,” Ceceta said, grabbing her bag. “Rhen and I always went to the cooler side.” 
 
    Crystam reached out for one of the brochures. “Great. You’ll have a new experience, you’ll relax and maybe, just maybe, you’ll find a new man who doesn’t know who you are.”  
 
    “Yes,” Ceceta said, feeling hopeful. For some reason, she had a good vibe about this vacation. 
 
    Later that day, the Headmaster caught them as they were entering the portal room to leave. “Oh, Ceceta,” he called out. “I want you to read this before you leave. I’ve held onto it for you this whole time, because I thought I would give it to you when you came to ask me about paying for your school tuition, but you never stopped by.” 
 
    Ceceta’s heart seized. “Paying for my tuition?” she squeaked. She’d completely forgotten about that. Rhen had promoted General Authe to be his Treasurer and Authe had done such an amazing job that neither she nor Rhen ever looked at their finances. Authe took care of everything. Ceceta felt sick to her stomach. The Elfin University was extremely expensive for non-elves, thus the reason why only the children of kings and queens could attend; they were the only ones who could afford it. With Rhen gone, she had nothing. She didn’t even have parents she could call to ask for money. Ceceta’s blue skin paled and everyone crowded around her, thinking she was going to faint. 
 
    “No,” the Headmaster said, reaching for her arm. “Before Rhen left the University, he paid for your tuition for the remainder of this semester and for next semester as well. He left you this note.” Ceceta took the piece of blue paper, he was holding. “I know what it says, because I had to write it for him, but the words are his.” Ceceta couldn’t believe that Rhen had paid for her schooling. She opened the note and saw Rhen’s thumbprint at the end of it before reading.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” the Headmaster said when Ceceta passed out. “I thought she’d be happy.” 
 
    “What does it say?” Tgfhi asked. He had caught Ceceta when she’d started to drop and had carried her over to a chair by the portal. 
 
    “Do you think she’ll mind if I tell you?” the Headmaster asked. When Latsoh shook her head, he said, “Rhen left her eight trillion trade coins in a bank account on Thestran. He also gave her their Neptian home, their home on Crithnians and their home on Geis, as well as all of the jewelry he’s acquired during his years as a soldier. The jewelry is located in a lock box in a bank on Ventar. The key to the lock box is taped to the letter.” He paused before adding, “Ceceta is the richest woman in the Universe.” 
 
    “Eight trillion trade coins?” Erfce asked, enunciating every word. “My entire planet’s net worth is only 380 billion trade coins. Ceceta could buy my planet right out from under me.” 
 
    “She could buy all of our planets combined and still have several trillion trade coins left over to play with,” Crystam said, feeling equally shocked. 
 
    “Does this mean that I still have to pay for her part of the vacation?” Tgfhi asked. “The hotel you chose wasn’t cheap, you know.” Crystam smacked him on the arm. 
 
    Ceceta took a quick breath and opened her eyes. Blinking, she sat up. “Sorry. I can’t believe Rhen did that. When the Headmaster mentioned the school’s tuition, I thought I was going to have to leave, because I don’t have any money. I have nothing.” After a brief pause, she added, “I guess that’s not the case anymore.” 
 
    “No. Not anymore. Now you’re rich,” Crystam said.  
 
    “Thanks to Rhen,” Tgfhi said softly.  
 
    Ceceta nodded and stood up. She wondered if Rhen was mad at her for not thanking him for his gift. They hadn’t had any contact since the Fair. Rhen had obeyed her wishes about leaving her alone. She felt bad about not sending him a card or something to thank him. She’d have to do it when they got back from vacation.  
 
    They arrived at their hotel on Crithnians and were greeted by the hotel staff, who were holding drinks and appetizers out to them on glass trays. “I could get used to this,” Erfce said, as he lay down on a fluffy green couch in the open lobby area of the hotel, while swirling his drink around in his hand. A warm breeze was blowing in off the ocean and the sound of waves and sea birds drifted into the lobby. Tgfhi looked very pleased as he drank his cocktail. “I’ve always heard that Crithnians was amazing but this is beyond amazing. This is the time after.”  
 
    “Check us in, so we can change and go to the beach before the sun sets,” Crystam told him. She pulled off her hat and shook out her hair making a couple of people by the gift shop pass out. “Whoops,” she said, winking at Ceceta. “Things have been going so well that sometimes I forget I have powers.”  
 
    Tgfhi and Erfce walked over towards a well-dressed man who was sitting behind a table. He greeted them and offered them cookies while checking their room assignments. Two women in hotel uniforms appeared behind them to massage their shoulders while they waited to be checked in. 
 
    Seeing that their men were taken care of, Crystam and the others decided to check out the hotel’s pool while they waited. They walked down a stone path to find three crystal blue pools leading out towards the ocean. “Spectacular,” Latsoh breathed out. They strolled around the infinity pool, waving off the hotel’s staff, who were offering them towels and pool shoes, then stopped at the edge of the pool deck to lean against the railing. “This is perfect,” Latsoh said, gazing out at the vast blue ocean and the soft white sand beach that ran for miles down the coastline.  
 
    “Time after is right,” Crystam said, smelling the rich, moist tropical air. A hotel servant appeared next to them to see if they wanted massages. 
 
    “Yes!” Latsoh yelped. The staff brought chairs over to them so they could sit and watch the sun set as they received shoulder and neck massages. 
 
    Glancing down towards the beach, they saw a few of the other hotel guests. Most of the guests were swimming in the ocean or lying about on comfortable lounge chairs on the sand. Latsoh spotted one man whose chair was next to three empty chairs. He had a bronzed, muscular body and medium-length brown hair, the tips of which were bleached by the sun. There was a magazine resting across his face and he appeared to be sleeping. 
 
    “Oh, Ceceta,” Crystam said. “Check him out. He’d be perfect for you.” 
 
    “And I have a man for you, too,” Latsoh said. She pointed down towards the beach. 
 
    “Which man?” Crystam asked. 
 
    “The one on the lounge chair with the great body. He has a magazine on his face. Which one do you have for her?” 
 
    Crystam laughed. “The same one,” she admitted. “He’s delicious looking.” She checked behind her to make sure Tgfhi hadn’t heard. She didn’t want him to feel jealous. 
 
    “Where is he?” Ceceta asked, leaning forward in her chair to look down at the beach. 
 
    “There, by the three empty chairs,” Latsoh told her, while pointing to their right. 
 
    “Oh,” Ceceta exhaled, when she spotted him. “Yes. I believe you’re right. It’s hard to see him clearly from the glare of the sun, but I think I’ve finally found my man. Don’t tell him my name. I want him to like me for who I am and not for whom I’ve been with.” 
 
    “What should we call you then?” Latsoh asked. 
 
    “Call me… Crissi.” Latsoh and Crystam giggled. They were going to have fun with this.  
 
    “I love this place,” Erfce murmured, when he and Tgfhi arrived. 
 
    “We all do,” Latsoh said. “Can we go to our rooms now?” 
 
    Erfce accepted an appetizer from a passing servant. “Yes, the rooms are ready.” 
 
    “Hey, we found the perfect man for Ceceta,” Crystam told Tgfhi. She pointed at the man sleeping on the beach. His body reminded Tgfhi and Erfce of Rhen’s. Ceceta liked her men to be physically fit, so he was perfect for her in that respect, but they couldn’t see his face. “He looks perfect for you Ceceta,” Tgfhi said. “Do you want us to help you meet him? Erfce and I could strike up a conversation with him and then you could walk over and join us.” 
 
    “Yes, that’d be great. Do it tonight,” Crystam told him. “But we’re calling her Crissi, so no one will know who she is. We want him to like her for who she is and not because she’s rich.” Ceceta gave her a look and they both laughed. 
 
    “Makes sense,” Erfce said. 
 
    “Oh, look. He’s getting drinks,” Latsoh said. They watched as a waiter holding a tray with several drinks on it arrived next to the man. The man pulled the magazine off his face and put his hand up to shield his eyes from the sun’s glare as he looked up at the waiter. 
 
    “Is he cute?” Ceceta asked. She leaned to her right to try to see him better. 
 
    “You can’t see what he looks like yet,” Tgfhi told her. “He’s still lying down looking the wrong way and he has his hand over his face.” 
 
    The waiter put the tray of drinks down on the low table next to the man then handed him a new magazine. He sat up to take the magazine while turning to his right to block the glare of the sun from its pages. As soon as he turned towards them, they gasped. It was Rhen. “Oh, Gods,” Ceceta said, stumbling backwards and falling onto a chair. 
 
    “What’s he doing here?” Latsoh whispered. She and the others had ducked down to try and hide behind the slats in the deck’s fencing. “I thought he was on Surpen.” 
 
    “Did you tell him we were coming?” Crystam hissed at Tgfhi. 
 
    “No! I haven’t spoken to him since the Fair. I swear.” 
 
    “Look who’s standing up in the ocean,” Erfce said, resting his chin on the railing. He shielded his large brown eyes from the sun for a better view. “It’s Aaron and Sarah.”  
 
    Sure enough, now that their drinks had arrived, Aaron and Sarah were coming out of the ocean. They’d been swimming together and, like Rhen, their bodies were bronzed by the sun.  
 
    “Hey,” Erfce added, pointing down the beach. “Isn’t that Charlie and Mary walking this way?”  
 
    Charlie and Mary were holding hands and talking, as they walked along the shoreline. Like the others, they were tan and relaxed.  
 
    “So, where are the other guards?” Tgfhi asked, his head swiveling back and forth as he searched for them. 
 
    Latsoh snorted and pointed out towards the ocean. “Jack and Shno are on those jet skis. Wow, nice jump. Did you see Jack’s jump, Erfce?” He gave an affirmative grunt, as he watched Shno line up to do the same thing. 
 
    “Look behind us in the kiddie pool area for Lilly,” Ceceta whispered.  
 
    They turned around and spotted Lilly and her daughter playing in the children’s pool. 
 
    “So Jet is?” Tgfhi asked. He leaned forward, over the railing and spotted Jet. Jet was on duty. He was keeping people away from Rhen, while leaning against the wall of the pool, not far below them. He had two small daggers strapped to his arms, a harness across his chest that held a long sword against his bare back and two daggers strapped to his thighs. His bathing suit looked like his military shorts. Tgfhi laughed at the sight of him. “You can take the man off of Surpen, but you can’t take the Surpen out of the man. He’s armed to the teeth. Do you think he has mini-daggers under his armpits?” 
 
    Erfce laughed at Tgfhi’s comment, but when no one else did, they turned around to find Crystam and Latsoh comforting Ceceta. “So,” Crystam said, holding Ceceta’s hand. “Where do you want to go on vacation?” 
 
    “What?!” Tgfhi bellowed. Latsoh glared at him to shut up. 
 
    Ceceta looked up at their hopeful faces. She could tell they didn’t want to leave, but they would for her. She didn’t want to make them leave just because her ex-husband was at the hotel. “We’ll be fine here. I just need to stay away from him. I don’t want him to see me.” 
 
    “We’ll be like spies and go wherever he doesn’t,” Latsoh assured her. 
 
    Ceceta nodded and it was settled. They walked to their rooms, talking about how much experience they had as spies and thanking Themrock that they didn’t have to leave the paradise of the hotel just yet. 
 
    For the first few days of their vacation, neither Rhen nor his guards spotted them. On the third day, they were sitting in the infinity pool, patting themselves on their backs for their spy-like abilities, when Charlie jumped into the pool and swam over to Crystam.  
 
    “Hi, everyone,” he said. “We saw you guys arrive. We weren’t sure whether or not you would stay. I guess you decided this place is just too amazing to leave. It is, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Does Rhen know we’re here?” Latsoh asked. 
 
    “No,” Charlie told her emphatically, while raising his hands. A servant placed a drink into his palm. “Oh.” He looked surprised, then shrugged and took a sip. “I love this place. It’s better than the palace. They remember what you like and they always have it ready.” He took another sip of his drink then put it down on the side of the pool. “No, we decided not to tell Rhen that you were here. It’s been fun playing this game of cat and mouse with you these last few days. Unfortunately, that’s why I’m here. Rhen’s decided to go swimming in the pool, so you need to go to the beach now.” He pulled the slice of blueapple off of the rim of his drink and ate it before adding, “Sarah’s delaying him, so you’ll have enough time to get down to the beach.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ceceta said, standing up. She was a little surprised to hear that Rhen was going swimming. He didn’t like water. 
 
    “You know,” Charlie added, licking his fingers. “It’s been hard keeping him away from you. You’re not very good at hiding.”  
 
    Their earlier elation at being good spies deflated. It seemed Charlie and the others had been making sure that Rhen didn’t cross their path. 
 
    “Well, thanks for helping,” Latsoh said, making her way towards the steps to get out of the pool. 
 
    “Oh,” Charlie called out, as they grabbed their towels. “We won’t be around tomorrow morning, so you can eat whenever you want to but we’ll be back for lunch, so don’t eat in the main restaurant tomorrow at lunchtime. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” Tgfhi said with a nod, while walking towards the ocean. Erfce held back. When the others had left the pool deck, he squatted down next to Charlie. “Charlie, would you please sell me the portrait of Thamber that you purchased from the Fire Elves. It has special meaning to Latsoh and I’d like to give it to her on our wedding night.” 
 
    Charlie, who’d been drinking his cocktail, lowered the glass and smiled. “This is really strong.” There was a line of blue juice along the top of his upper lip. “Do you want some?” 
 
    “No,” Erfce growled. “Stop fooling around. Let me know how I can contact you later to buy Latsoh’s portrait.” 
 
    Charlie tilted his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Erfce couldn’t believe it. Charlie was pulling that trick again? He had been in Charlie’s bedroom. He knew that Charlie had Latsoh’s portrait along with a huge stash of other Genister artifacts. One that any country would be proud to claim. Why was he acting this way? “Charlie, please, you have to–” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Shno hissed interrupting Erfce. “Go! Rhen’s right behind me.” 
 
    Erfce glanced up to see Jack and Aaron distracting Rhen by the side entrance to the pool. They were pointing at something back towards their rooms. Without a word, Erfce ran towards the beach. It didn’t matter if he stayed anyway. Charlie would never sell him Latsoh’s portrait. It was time for Plan B. 
 
    From that moment on, Ceceta and her friends communicated with Rhen’s guards to make sure that neither of them would be in the same place at the same time. One morning, they walked into the restaurant for breakfast earlier than they had agreed on with Aaron. Since Rhen and his guards had left, they didn’t think it would be a problem. They took seats and ordered their meal. A few minutes later, Rhen entered the room. He strode past their table, stopping at a table near theirs, to pick up a package that had been left on the floor. When he stood up, he noticed them. Rhen stared at them for several seconds with a blank expression on his face before giving them a curt nod and leaving the room. 
 
    After he had left, Ceceta exhaled. She was surprised to find that she had been holding her breath. “Well, what now?” Latsoh asked.  
 
    A few minutes later, they had their answer. Sarah entered the restaurant and approached their table. “Okay, he’s seen you. He’s not leaving the hotel and he doesn’t care if you stay, so do whatever you want to.” 
 
    “Our vacation is almost over,” Crystam told her. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Sarah said. “Your being here doesn’t seem to bother him.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Ceceta said. She was surprised to find that Sarah’s words hurt her. “He’s just pretending that it doesn’t.” 
 
    “No,” Sarah snapped. “I really don’t think he cares.” She glared at Ceceta and found she couldn’t keep her mouth shut. “You know Ceceta, five boyfriends within a short time of separating from your husband? That’s a little harsh, isn’t it? Don’t you think you should’ve had some sort of mourning period?” 
 
    Ceceta paled. “He knows about them?” She had thought that her outings had been private. Had Rhen had been spying on her? 
 
    Sarah shook her head. How could Ceceta ask that? “Of course, he knows. The whole Universe knows. You’ve been in all of the magazines for weeks.” 
 
    Ceceta was stunned. She’d had no idea. “They weren’t boyfriends. I went on one date with each of them. Besides, like you said, we did separate.” 
 
    Sarah gave her a thin smile. “Right. We all know that part.” 
 
    For the rest of their vacation, Ceceta and her friends continued to avoid Rhen. They made sure to go to opposite parts of the hotel and to eat at different times. Sarah’s comment had left Ceceta feeling guilty. She had thought that by now Rhen would have been dating an elf.  
 
    Late in the afternoon of their last day, Ceceta told the others that she was going for a swim. Tgfhi and Crystam decided to join her. They walked down to the infinity pool to find it practically deserted. There were a few people over by the swim up bar, but the rest of the pool was empty. “Nice,” Ceceta said with appreciation. She dropped her towel and ran towards the pool to jump in. As she leapt into the air over the water, Jet screamed out, “Wait! Ceceta, you’re jumping in on top of Rhen!” It was too late to stop. Ceceta fell into the water, making a large splash. 
 
    Rhen had been sitting under the water thinking. It was a past time that he had enjoyed, when he’d been the Surpen God of War and now he found he liked it even more as a man. He would sit on the bottom bench of the pool with his eyes closed, pondering issues. The pool had been emptied of guests by Rhen’s guards. They had thought that Ceceta had seen Rhen, so they hadn’t said anything to her or her friends when they had arrived. 
 
    Ceceta fell into the pool right above Rhen’s head, narrowly missing him. Rhen gasped in shock and swallowed a large amount of water. Above the pool, Jet, Aaron, Tgfhi and Crystam watched, as Ceceta kicked the water to move away from Rhen. Suddenly, the water in the pool was gone and Rhen was on his hands and knees gasping for air. Blood was splattered on the sides of the pool around him. When he sat up, they saw blood flowing from his nose and mouth. Jet and Aaron jumped down to his side. “Are you alright, Emperor?” Jet asked. There was blood everywhere. 
 
    “What happened?” Aaron asked. “She didn’t land on top of you. Where did all of this blood come from?” 
 
    Instead of answering them, Rhen started to laugh. He laughed for a long time, as he looked over at Ceceta. Wiping at the blood that was dripping out of his mouth with his forearm, he got to his feet. “Damn, woman. Just when I thought I could get used to a boring life, you show up and the calamities start all over again. I think you’re my albatross.” He grinned at Ceceta, his teeth red with blood. 
 
    “What happened, sir?” Jet asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Rhen said dismissively. He flew out of the pool and used his powers to lift the others out. In the blink of an eye, he cleaned the pool and refilled it with fresh water before putting everyone back down on the pool deck. 
 
    “Where did all of that blood come from?” Aaron asked. 
 
    Rhen wiped at his face again. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.” He glanced over at Ceceta and started to chuckle. Sauntering up to her, he stared down at her for a few moments, watching her cheeks blush a darker blue from his proximity. “Do you want to get back together?” 
 
    Ceceta felt prickles of desire dance across her skin.  
 
    “No,” she told him, doing her best to look cross. 
 
    “I can hear your heart rate increasing. I know you still like me.” 
 
    Ceceta lifted her chin. “My heart rate is increasing because every time you’re around, some tragedy occurs. I’m worried that I’m going to be hurt.” 
 
    “Tragedy?” Rhen glanced around them. “What tragedy just occurred?” 
 
    “There was blood all over you!” Ceceta yelled. “Most people keep their blood on the inside of their bodies.” 
 
    Rhen smiled. She was worried about him. “There was blood all over me because you startled me when you jumped in on top of me. I accidentally swallowed some water, which caused my bloodworms to get angry.” 
 
    Ceceta crossed her arms over her chest. “Did you eliminate them finally?”  
 
    Rhen shrugged. “I had no choice. It was either them or me. No harm done. I’ve already healed.” 
 
    “So? Are you going to try some new foods today?” Ceceta asked softly. 
 
    Rhen leaned in closer to inhale her scent. He felt his body reacting. He couldn’t help it. He still loved her. “Are you going to be my wife today?”  
 
    Ceceta hesitated a moment too long before saying, “No.” 
 
    Rhen grinned then nodded and turned away. He’d seen her checking him out. She wanted him too. She was just too stubborn to admit it. He made up his mind. He was going to get her back. Walking towards his room, he said over his shoulder, “Then it’s really none of your business what I do, is it?” 
 
    Ceceta watched Rhen until his trim backside disappeared around the bend. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed him. If only she’d been born an elf.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Te’s looking for you,” Aul told Loreth when he appeared in the dungeon underneath Punishment Island.  
 
    When Rhen had become Emperor, he’d condemned the Island. His soldiers had demolished the buildings and a memorial park had been built instead. What Rhen or anyone else for that matter hadn’t realized was that there was a secret underground network of cells, along with a holding chamber and medical room, built beneath the main structure. Its only point of access was a hidden path along the south edge of the island. 
 
    Loreth groaned at the thought of contacting Te. With Ceceta out of the picture, he’d dropped him. There’d been no need for him to contact the man anymore. “What does he want?” 
 
    Aul picked at his teeth with the edge of an old thumbscrew. There was still some dried blood on it. Loreth’s lip curled with disgust. “I have no idea. All I know is that he’s been telling the Rasacks that he has to talk to you.” 
 
    Loreth sighed. “Fine.” He phased into Te’s bedroom and found Te sitting in his bed reading a book. As soon as Te saw Loreth, he yelled, “Do something!” 
 
    Loreth cocked his head at the fuzzy pajamas with flying pigs on them that Te was wearing. “About?”  
 
    “Haven’t you been watching?” Te snapped. He stood up and pulled a robe on over his pajamas, then paced back and forth beside his bed. 
 
    Loreth noticed a bowl of milk and a pitcher with chocolate sauce in it sitting on a table by Te’s fireplace and made his way towards it. “Watching what?” he asked, while dipping his finger into the sauce. It was surprisingly delicious.  
 
    “Rhen,” Te snapped. How could Loreth be so obtuse? He felt like hitting the Genister. His ignorance made Te wonder if Loreth was truly committed to their cause of making Neptian into an empire. “He’s actively courting Ceceta. As if… as if he wants to date her.” 
 
    Loreth’s eyes widened. He’d poured the sauce into the milk and had been about to drink it. Quietly, he put the saucer down onto the table. Rhen was back in action? He’d thought he was still moping about on Surpen. Aul hadn’t mentioned that he was up to anything.  
 
    Loreth had been completely bored since Rhen’s break up. He had thought that Themrock would return once Ceceta was out of the picture, but instead he’d remained hidden within his mortal shell. As a result, Loreth had had nothing to do. The boredom had been killing him. If Te was right, if Rhen was back in action, then he’d finally have something to do.  
 
    He turned towards Te, the chocolate milk forgotten. “Are you sure?”  
 
    Te snorted with disbelief. “Of course, I’m sure, you imbecile. He bumped into Ceceta while he was on vacation and ever since then he’s been popping up at the University. He shows up at least twice a day, every day. Ceceta has been acting standoffish about his visits, but that’s bound to change. The Supreme has asked EFT’s members to remobilize. I haven’t been able to get in touch with Yfetb to tell him to rejoin the club.”  
 
    Loreth couldn’t believe how happy he was to hear the news. It sounded like Rhen had decided to live again. His depression had been incredibly annoying. If Rhen was actively pursuing Ceceta then that meant Loreth had to get back to work. He phased himself back onto Surpen. Aul was throwing knives at a wall while Narseth was using his teeth to tighten the crank on the top of the thumbscrew while his thumbs were inside it. Loreth put a hand to his forehead. He needed better pawns. “Time for action, boys,” he said, getting their attention. “Rhen’s courting Ceceta.” 
 
    “No, he’s not,” Aul replied, dropping his throwing hand down to his side. “I spotted him talking to a battalion of soldiers yesterday.” 
 
    “Te tells me he’s courting Ceceta. You should go to the University and do what you can to find out what’s happening.” 
 
    “Okay.” Aul placed his knives into his weapons belt. “Will you give us the ability to become invisible again like you did at the Fair?” Loreth had asked them to tell the elfin women they passed that day that Rhen was running a kissing booth. He’d given them the power to turn invisible in case Rhen or his guards spotted them.  
 
    Loreth hated giving Aul and Narseth powers, but it was price he had to pay to get them to help him. “Fine,” he grumbled. “But it’s only temporary, while you’re on Thestran.”  
 
    “Understood,” Aul said as he waited for Loreth to push a small purple powerball into his chest.  
 
    Loreth didn’t have to tell him what to do. Separating Rhen and Ceceta hadn’t worked, so he assumed Loreth now wanted them to kill Ceceta. Loreth had refused to let them kill her before, but it seemed a no-brainer. He wondered what power he would ask Loreth for after this mission.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    The Lake at the Elfin University 
 
      
 
    Ceceta and Crystam were swimming in the University’s lake when something grabbed their legs and pulled them under. Frightened, they struggled and fought their way up to the surface before being pulled under again. Latsoh and Erfce had been waiting for them on the shore when they saw them struggling.  
 
    “Something’s wrong. Help!” Latsoh screamed as Erfce ran out into the lake. “Help! They’re drowning!” Latsoh yelled, pointing towards where she’d last seen her friends. On the docks in the distance, the University’s rowing team jumped into boats and headed towards where she was pointing. 
 
    “Oh, Gods,” Latsoh whispered, her hands trembling when the water around where Ceceta and Crystam had been swimming stilled. Erfce tried to swim faster, while the rowing team members grunted with effort, hoping to reach the women before they drowned. 
 
    Rhen phased onto the shore. Earlier that day, he’d heard Crystam ask Ceceta if she wanted to swim. He was hoping to get a chance to swim beside Ceceta. Maybe he’d be able to sneak in a kiss? When he saw Latsoh crying and pointing out towards the water while Erfce and the rowing team struggled to reach a spot in the distance, his heart stopped.  
 
    A moment later, Ceceta and Crystam’s unconscious bodies appeared on the grassy shore at Latsoh’s feet. Rhen bent over them, his hands glowing white with power, as he revived them. The women coughed and vomited water.  
 
    Tgfhi had been walking out of the University’s academic building when he’d heard the commotion. Tears streamed down his face as he reached Crystam’s side. He curled himself around her protectively as she cried.  
 
    Rhen bent down to help Ceceta, but she pushed him away. “Was it you?” she choked out. “Did you pull this stunt?” 
 
    “What?” He couldn’t believe she’d ask him that. 
 
    “No,” Latsoh said. “Ceceta, he saved you.” 
 
    “Maybe he caused it so he’d look like a hero, so he could get close to me,” Ceceta snapped. Her fear at almost dying had made her turn on Rhen. 
 
    Rhen raised his hands defensively then phased away. He didn’t want to deal with Ceceta when she was in one of her moods. 
 
    “Ceceta,” Latsoh hissed. “How could you say that? He saved you.” She turned and ran down the bank to help Erfce onto the shore then waved thank you to the rowing team, which had cheered when Rhen had saved the women. 
 
    Ceceta felt guilty as she sat alone, hugging herself. Her body was shivering, her skin still prickled with fear. She shouldn’t have yelled at Rhen. She knew he’d never put her life in danger, but who had pulled her under? She had looked for her attacker under the water, but there hadn’t been anyone beneath her. Shuddering at the memory of someone’s hand clamped around her ankle, she wondered why someone with powers would want to hurt her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Latsoh glanced up at the bronze dome above her head. She loved the Fire Elves’ temple. None of the other elfin temples were round. Only the Fire Elves’ temple had that distinction. The Fire Elves had never discovered why their temple was round; in fact they knew very little about it. When Themrock had been imprisoned in a void box, all of their literature on him had been destroyed. It was only through their songs that information about their Gods had been passed down through the generations. 
 
    Reaching over for Erfce’s hand, Latsoh noticed that the temple was crowded today. The rows of benches that formed concentric circles inside the building were full. She leaned over to give Erfce a kiss before turning towards their Cardinal. The old priest was dressed in red robes. He stood on a sermon box in the center of the temple and raised his hands upward, gesturing towards the white, painted columns that supported the central dome, where an enormous stone ball was located above their heads. Attached to each column was a similar, smaller ball that rested on what appeared to be a round, stone platter emerging from the column about twenty feet overhead. Latsoh sighed. Their temple was gorgeous. Even the intricately grooved patterns in the stone floor at their feet were marvelous. 
 
    The Cardinal told them to pick up their prayer books. Latsoh reached forward for her copy as Erfce picked up his. When he had first attended one of their meetings, he had asked her why there were sunglasses next to the prayer books. It had been a good question. Unfortunately, Latsoh couldn’t answer it. She had no idea why there were sunglasses in their temple. In fact, none of the Fire Elf priests could explain the presence of the sunglasses either. By now, most of the sunglasses had been lost or destroyed, but Latsoh’s parents had always maintained her family’s glasses.  
 
    Latsoh pulled her coat tighter over her shoulders and opened her prayer book. Like the Fire Elf castle, the temple was uncomfortably cold. Her mother patted her thigh before wrapping her coat tighter as well. Latsoh was happy that her Dad had apologized and asked for her forgiveness. She had missed her parents and her home. Her parents were even treating Erfce with respect now, which was a good thing, because they were going to need his family’s financial support for the wedding they’d planned. 
 
    They sat, listening to their priest praise Themrock for the peace the Universe was experiencing, then rose to sing a song of thanks to Themrock. The Cardinal turned around to face the north wall of the temple, where an image of Themrock, with his long, wavy, dark brown hair, blue eyes and bearded face, was painted. The picture was of just the top half of Themrock’s body. Themrock was bare-chested and his arms were outstretched. His hands were open, as if they could be holding something, but the painter hadn’t painted anything in them.  
 
    After their song, the Fire Elves sat down and their priest called out to Themrock, thanking him for the bounty that was being experienced around the Universe. Suddenly, the ground shifted underneath them, causing a few people to fall out of their seats. When the mini quake was over and the nervous chatter had quieted down, the Cardinal continued with his sermon. As he spoke, the doors to the main entrance of the temple opened and several people walked into the building. Out of respect for their priest, the Fire Elves remained focused on him. No one looked to see who had entered. 
 
    Rhen tried to walk discretely down one of the aisles towards Latsoh, who was sitting in her family’s seats in front of the priest. The Fire Elves didn’t notice him at first. Instead, their eyes caught movement above them, as the balls that had been resting on the column’s stone platters, lifted into the air consecutively around the room. Once the balls were hovering over the platters, they caught on fire. They burned a smokeless fire that basked the temple with light. 
 
    The Cardinal stopped speaking in mid-sentence, his eyes on the balls above them. He dropped his gaze a moment later when a hissing sound came from underneath the temple. The Fire Elves were shocked to see the grooves in the ground underneath them light up as they filled with an odorless lava. The grooves were sealed with a clear rock that allowed them to see the lava, while protecting them from it. The lava warmed the temple, making it possible for the elves to remove their coats. “They’re shaped like flames,” the Cardinal said, while pointing at the ground. He was surprised he hadn’t noticed it before. 
 
    Someone pushed against Latsoh’s arm. She glanced up to find Rhen shoving her and Erfce over, so he could sit down beside them on her family’s bench. “What are you doing here?” Latsoh whispered. 
 
    “Is it okay? Do you want me to go?” 
 
    “No!” Naci shouted.  
 
    Latsoh’s mother, Reman, leaned over to put a restraining arm on Rhen. “Please stay,” she said. His presence was awakening their temple. They needed Rhen to stay until it was finished. 
 
    A loud, crackling sound caught their attention. The elves glanced up to see the columns around them catch on fire. The fire burnt off the white paint, filling the air with noxious fumes, but none of the elves cared, because they were watching the fire with fascination as it climbed up the columns towards the ceiling. When the flames reached the top of the dome, they lit the enormous ball above their heads. The large ball above them, like the smaller balls, burned a smokeless blaze that brightened the room, then, just like the sun, it started to rotate. As it turned the smaller balls below it began to move in response. Instinctively, Rhen reached forward for the sunglasses in front of him. Latsoh copied him. With all of the light coming from above, the room was almost blindingly bright. 
 
    The Cardinal turned around in a circle. His temple was magnificent, its full splendor finally revealed in Themrock’s presence. Several of the elves gasped, their eyes on the north wall. Spinning about, he saw that the portrait of Themrock was now illuminated from behind. Themrock’s eyes glowed such a brilliant blue that his face was partially obscured and his mouth, which was open slightly, emitted wisps of blue energy. Bolts of lightning shimmered and flashed as they burst from his palms. So, that’s what he’s holding, the Cardinal thought. 
 
    Rhen was bored. He was starting to regret coming. Latsoh had always spoken so highly of her religion, but at this point, he couldn’t see what she saw in it. Why wasn’t the priest speaking? Why was everyone staring at the ceiling and walls? Leaning towards Latsoh, he asked, “Is this a time for silent prayer?” 
 
    “No. He’s just about to start,” she said loudly enough for the Cardinal to hear. 
 
    The Cardinal cleared his throat and changed his lecture. He delivered a masterful sermon that made the Fire Elves proud. With a twist, he ended his sermon by dramatically marching out of the temple. Once outside, he stopped short, as he took in the changes that Rhen’s presence had brought about to the Fire Elves’ land. 
 
    The temple was set apart from the Fire Elves’ castle. On the grounds between them were patterns of round stones that connected the two structures. No one knew why the stones were there, but now that Themrock had arrived, it was obvious. Themrock’s presence had brought forth yellow, orange, white, red and violet colored flowers. They filled the areas around the stones. As the priest gazed down on them from the top of the temple’s steps, he saw that the stones and flowers were a naturalist’s drawing of flames. The temple itself was in the center of a ring of flames. Lifting his head towards the farmland in the distance, he laughed. The large ball inside his temple was illuminating their fields. It was acting like a personal sun–one they’d desperately needed for years. Perhaps now the farmers’ crops wouldn’t be so dismal? 
 
    Rhen followed Latsoh and her family outside. The Cardinal approached him with his hand out in greeting. Still uncomfortable with the Thestran’s practice of hand shaking, he gave the priest a Surpen military salute and apologized for arriving late.  
 
    “You’re always welcome. I hope you will come back for next week’s sermon. We would love to have you,” the Cardinal told him enthusiastically. 
 
    “Thank you for your offer.” Rhen bowed to the priest then moved over to join his guards, who were dressed in formal attire. 
 
    “Thank you for coming today, Rhen,” Naci said, stepping forward to greet him. 
 
    Rhen bowed his head. “I’m sorry I was late. I had thought that Latsoh said your services began at half past the hour. I hope your priest wasn’t too upset by my interruption.” 
 
    “Certainly not. He loves having more people in the audience. Did you enjoy the sermon?” 
 
    Rhen nodded. “Yes. It was exhilarating.” 
 
    Latsoh’s impatience got the better of her. Instead of waiting for her dad to finish greeting Rhen, she blurted out, “Why are you here?” Naci glared at her. It didn’t matter why Themrock was there. What was important was that he was. 
 
    Rhen laughed at Latsoh’s directness. “Bosternd and I were having a discussion about religion last night. He thinks I should find God again. He told me that if I wasn’t going to worship the Surpen’s Supreme God, I should try out another religion, such as yours.” With a nod towards their temple, Rhen added in Naci’s direction, “Since Latsoh’s always raving about your God, Themrock, I thought I’d check him out.” 
 
    “And,” Latsoh asked, crossing her arms over her chest, while grinning at Rhen. She couldn’t wait to hear this one. “What’d you think?” 
 
    Rhen hesitated. “Your religion is a lot like mine. I guess all religions are a lot alike, if you think about it. They involve some benevolent being with super powers, who gives you advice on how to lead your life.” 
 
    “But, did you like Themrock?” Latsoh persisted. 
 
    “He’s fine,” Rhen answered noncommittally before tilting his head upward. “But no matter what I think of him, he sure has one amazing temple.” Latsoh and her father followed his gaze and for the first time noticed flames dancing up towards the sky from the top of the temple’s dome. The flames looked like birds, flying gracefully into the sky. The pink Genister and turquoise Genister were playing among them, dashing back and forth between the flames while leaving a trail of their powers behind them.  
 
    Latsoh had never seen anything so beautiful. “He sure does.” 
 
    “Rhen,” Naci began, “would you please join us for lunch? We’d love to hear more about your views on religion.” 
 
    Rhen stepped closer to his guards. “I’m sorry, but we can’t stay. We’re already late for a meeting that we have to attend.” 
 
    “Please, Rhen,” Naci said. If Rhen’s mere presence at their temple could make it come alive, he could only imagine what he would be able to do for their castle. 
 
    Rhen shook his head. “Our meeting with the Rasacks and Vivists has already started. They’re going to be angry enough as it is. We have to go.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re all dressed nicely?” Latsoh asked. 
 
    Rhen grinned. With a flick of his arm, he swung his red cape backwards off his shoulder. “Do I look nice to you?” He tilted his head coyly. “Perhaps I should swing by and visit Ceceta later. That’d make her day.” He laughed and a moment later disappeared with his guards. 
 
    Naci turned to Reman. “Look at what he’s done for our temple. The power inside him is incredible. We have to get him to visit our home.” 
 
    “Dad,” Latsoh said, reaching for his arm. “You only have to wait a little while longer. During the next school break, he’ll be sleeping here overnight when he attends my wedding.”  
 
    Naci’s eyes widened. During all of the excitement, he’d forgotten. “You’re right!” He could hardly wait. Turning to include Erfce, he added, “Let’s have lunch and talk about the wedding.” As they walked towards the Fire Elf castle, Naci admired the beauty around him. Thank the Gods they’d never changed any of the temple’s features.  
 
    Although, he would have to make a note telling future kings not to paint the main columns inside the temple. His nostrils still burned from the smell of the paint. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    That evening, Rhen swung by Ceceta’s apartment as she and their friends were studying. He appeared, lying in his usual spot on the floor by the coffee table, as they were working on a difficult math problem. Without opening his eyes, he gave them the answer to their question then disappeared before the book Ceceta had thrown could hit him.  
 
    A second later, Rhen reappeared standing in front of Ceceta. Holding his red cape open, he asked, “Do you like my cape, love?” Ceceta blushed and rolled her eyes. Rhen disappeared again, only to reappear standing behind her, his head inches from hers. “Does it turn you on?” he whispered. 
 
    Ceceta snorted with laughter. She swung her hand out, in an attempt to hit him.  
 
    Rhen kissed her quickly on the cheek then disappeared before she could make contact. 
 
    From her spot on the couch, Crystam shoved Tgfhi’s shoulder. Rhen and Ceceta had been flirting a lot lately. It was only a matter of time before they were back together. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t working,” Aul told Narseth, pressing his back into the tree behind him. They’d tried several times to get to Ceceta, but besides that one time when they’d grabbed her and her friend and dragged them under the water, they’d had no success.  
 
    Narseth looked up from where he sat on the forest floor. He was pulling the petals off of a flower he’d found. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “You think Rhen knows we’re here?” Aul leaned to his left to peer around the tree. He and Narseth had decided to hide in the Wood Elf forest to spy on the University. Narseth shrugged and reached for a rock to smash a beetle that had crawled past him. 
 
    Rhen had almost caught them yesterday. It’d been far too close for Aul’s comfort. He cringed just thinking about it. They’d followed Ceceta as she’d exited the academic building, hoping to grab her in the secluded portico, but Rhen had been sitting on a bench by the door waiting for her. Even with Loreth’s powers of invisibility, it had been terrifying. What if Rhen had noticed that the door hadn’t closed right away? What if he’d seen the grass under Narseth’s foot getting crushed. Aul definitely didn’t want that to happen again. “We’re running out of time.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    Aul reached up to run a hand through his short hair. “If we don’t act soon, Rhen and Ceceta will get back together. Once that happens it’ll be impossible for us to kill her.” 
 
    “Are you sure they’re getting back together? Ceceta and Rhen seem to bicker a lot when they’re around each other,” Narseth said. 
 
    Aul scoffed. Narseth was a fool. It was obvious that Ceceta and Rhen’s playful bickering was their way of flirting.  
 
    What they needed was a plan. “Let’s talk to the EFT. I think we should band together to take Ceceta out before it’s too late.” Aul pushed off from the tree. 
 
    “Loreth can help us,” Narseth told him. 
 
    Aul ground his teeth. Sometimes he wondered why he included Narseth. “Can’t you remember anything? Loreth’s busy with his own plans.” Aul turned and marched off towards the University. 
 
    Narseth grunted as he rose to his feet. That’s right. He’d forgotten. Loreth was trying to keep the Genisters occupied by causing a civil war in Solar System 12 so that he and Aul could take care of Ceceta. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    City of Warton – Planet of Thestran 
 
      
 
    Ceceta and her friends screamed as a ghoul jumped out at them on the screen. They were watching the latest scary movie in Warton’s main theater. Rhen leaned forward from behind Ceceta and Erfce’s seats and said, “Holy Zorthan, that was scary.”  
 
    Ceceta and Erfce jumped. They hadn’t realized he was there.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Ceceta hissed as Erfce chuckled.  
 
    “Not so loud, woman,” Rhen whispered, leaning back in his seat. 
 
    Ceceta debated saying something else, but turned back to watch the movie. She liked having Rhen behind her. Reaching up, she smoothed her hair. She’d have to remember to put on some lip gloss before the movie ended. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Erfce noticed Ceceta preening. It was only a matter of time before she and Rhen got back together. He couldn’t wait. Ceceta talked about Rhen all the time. Erfce wondered if Rhen knew that she missed him as much as he obviously missed her. 
 
    When the movie ended, Rhen picked up a conversation with Tgfhi. They let the others go out to the lobby as they stayed behind to talk.  
 
    Tgfhi had missed Rhen’s friendship. He liked Erfce a lot, but he and Erfce never quite saw eye to eye the way he did with Rhen.  
 
    Crystam went to the bathroom then found her friends waiting in the lobby. “Where’s Tgfhi?” 
 
    “He’s probably still in the theater with Rhen,” Ceceta said, pulling down on the left side of her robes to get them to hang just right so they’d show off her figure. 
 
    “I’ll get him,” Erfce offered, trying to hide his smile. As he walked back into the theater, he doubted whether Rhen would even notice what Ceceta was wearing. 
 
    Latsoh pulled on Ceceta’s arm. “Let’s go next door and check out the latest Surpen fashions. I want you to show me which ones are closest to the real thing.” 
 
    Ceceta hesitated. She’d rather stay in the lobby and wait for Rhen, but maybe it’d be better for her to go with Latsoh. That way Rhen wouldn’t think she was desperate. “Sure. Crystam, do you want to join us?” 
 
    “No.” Crystam opened her purse to pull out her lipstick. “You go. I’ll join you when the others catch up.” 
 
    Ceceta and Latsoh left the theater through the side exit. They stepped out into the empty alleyway but hesitated when they heard steps rapidly approaching. “Do you see any…” A sharp pain pierced Ceceta’s neck. She reached up towards her throat to find it wet. Eyes wide, she watched in horror as Latsoh’s neck opened beside her. Someone had cut their throats. Ceceta reached out towards Latsoh, but her friend had already fallen to the ground. 
 
    Inside the theater, Rhen was laughing at something Tgfhi had said, when Erfce approached. Suddenly, the smile fell from his face and he disappeared. “Was it me?” Erfce asked. Tgfhi shrugged. 
 
    The two of them met up with Crystam in the lobby. As they walked out the door into the alley, they entered a horror scene. Ceceta and Latsoh were lying on the floor covered in blood. Crystam gagged at the sight and turned away while Erfce ran to Latsoh’s side.  
 
    “Do you know who’s trying to kill my wife?” Rhen asked as he cradled Ceceta in his arms. He’d used his powers to heal them, but both women were still shaking, the shock of the attack working its way through their systems.  
 
    Tgfhi was stunned. “Someone’s trying to kill Ceceta?” He couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt Themrock’s wife. 
 
    “No,” Erfce said, “I’ve had a feeling that she might be in danger, but nothing specific. Sorry, I wish I could be more helpful.” Rhen nodded and rose to go. Ceceta had stopped shaking, so he figured he should leave.  
 
    Tgfhi reached out to him. “Please, stay.”  
 
    Rhen shook his head. “The last time I stayed, she blamed me for arranging the attack. I don’t want to be accused again. I’ll see you later.”  
 
    Rhen phased into Bosternd’s office and said, “Someone’s trying to kill Ceceta.” 
 
    Bosternd stood up from his chair, his skin paling as the papers in his hands fell to the floor. “What?” 
 
    “Someone is trying to kill Ceceta. I want you to find out who it is. Several weeks ago, they tried drowning her, pulling her under the University’s lake and tonight an assassin was waiting for her at the theater exit.” 
 
    Bosternd looked befuddled. “Who would want to harm Ceceta?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Rhen said, sounding defeated. “They’re being masked by someone with powers. I can’t sense them. I can’t get anything.” His hands fisted with frustration. “I think I’m the reason why they’re targeting her. Maybe, if I stay away from her, they’ll leave her alone or, if we’re lucky, my absence will make them careless and we can catch one of them.” 
 
    Bosternd wanted to post a battalion of soldiers at the school. He was furious that someone would try to hurt Ceceta. “I’ll send soldiers to protect her.” 
 
    “No. Don’t do that.” Rhen didn’t want to alienate Ceceta by having her surrounded by soldiers. “I know you have spies on Thestran. Position them near Ceceta so they can keep an eye on her.” Bosternd’s spies would keep her safe while they worked on a plan to catch the ones responsible. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ceceta sighed as she pulled off her shoes and changed into her night shirt. She hadn’t seen Rhen all day. Normally, he’d stop by once or twice during the day to check in on her. She wanted to thank him for saving her life at the theater yesterday. She considered contacting him, but decided against it. He was probably busy with Surpen stuff. She’d thank him tomorrow. 
 
    Since they were nearing the quarter, Ceceta was busier than usual at school. When Rhen didn’t show up the following day, she made a note to contact him. Unfortunately, she so busy over the next few days that she completely forgot.  
 
    A few days after she finished her quarter finals, Ceceta sat down in her usual seat for breakfast and found her friends were all reading cards that were printed on expensive cream-colored stationery. “Is there a Thestran event coming up?” 
 
    Latsoh cleared her throat. “No. Ceceta, ah… we… um…” She hid her invitation and turned towards Erfce. 
 
    Ceceta’s eyes narrowed. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    Crystam slid her invitation across the table. Ceceta picked it up and read: You are cordially invited to attend the engagement party of Emperor Rhen of Surpen to Dame Pathna of Zorthan.  
 
    Ceceta felt the blood drain from her face. Rhen was getting engaged? “Where,” she croaked. Clearing her throat, she asked, “Where did you get this?”  
 
    “Everyone at school got one. They were in our newsboxes.” Crystam paused. She couldn’t believe Rhen was getting engaged to someone else. “Did you check your box?” 
 
    Ceceta reached for her bag. She’d thrown her mail into it without looking at it. Flipping through the letters she’d received, her fingers paused on the expensive red envelope that had been tied shut with a white ribbon. She pulled it out and undid the knot. It was the same invitation that Crystam had shown her. “That’s… ” The invitation swam before her eyes and she darted from the room with Latsoh and Crystam following along behind her. 
 
    “What the hell is the matter with Rhen?” Erfce barked after they’d left. “Why is he doing this?” 
 
    “Doing what?” Tgfhi asked, while taking a bite out of his muffin. 
 
    “Why is he hosting this party? What does he gain from it?”  
 
    Tgfhi shrugged. “He wants to have fun?”  
 
    Erfce laughed. “Rhen? Come on. We all know this wasn’t his idea. He doesn’t even like to go to large parties.” 
 
    Tgfhi’s chewing slowed. Erfce was right. This entire thing felt wrong.  
 
    First of all, Rhen had been chasing after Ceceta. Why had he been doing that if he was getting engaged to someone else? And secondly, he hated big parties. Why would he invite the entire school to his palace for an engagement party? Could his fiancée have wanted it? If so, then he was getting married to the wrong woman. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The evening of Rhen’s party, Crystam walked into Ceceta’s apartment carrying blue Ventarian priestess robes. She dropped the heavy, dark blue material down onto Ceceta’s lap, covering the book she was reading. “Come on. We voted and you’re coming with us. You’ll be a Ventarian priestess, so no one will know who you are. It’s the perfect disguise.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I don’t want to go.” Ceceta pushed the robes off her lap onto the sofa. She was no longer crying every minute, and had no intention of doing anything that would jeopardize her progress.  
 
    “You don’t have a choice,” Latsoh said, entering the room. “You’re coming with us to check out Rhen’s new hussy.” 
 
    Ceceta smiled at Latsoh’s choice of words. After a brief pause, she nodded and rose to get dressed. After she had slipped the Ventarian priestess’ veil over her head and looked in the mirror, she realized that Crystam was right; no one would recognize her because they couldn’t see through the veil’s material. 
 
    They arrived on Surpen to find thousands of people milling about the palace and nearby city. As usual, Rhen had used his powers to make everything perfect. There were refreshments and music in every room of the palace and on every street in the city. The Surpens were dressed in their finest clothing and they welcomed the Thestrans, as if they were dear friends.  
 
    Ceceta sat down by one of the city’s fountains. She was tired and had begun to reconsider her decision to come to the party. None of them had been able to find Rhen. Perhaps it’d be better for her to go. The more she thought about it, the more she realized she didn’t want to see Rhen’s fiancée. 
 
    Latsoh sat down beside her, as Erfce picked up some snacks for them from one of the many waiters wandering around the city. 
 
    “I can’t believe this party,” Crystam said, when she joined them. “You know, they even have entertainment in the bathroom.” She nodded towards Latsoh. “Are your wedding plans finished yet? If not, you should ask Rhen to give you a hand.”  
 
    Latsoh smiled sadly. Her wedding was in just a few weeks and with every passing day, her dad was becoming more and more agitated. Rhen had yet to reply to her invitation and Naci was beginning to fear that he might not be coming.  
 
    Tgfhi started to cough on the food he was eating. “Tgfhi? Are you okay?” Ceceta asked. 
 
    He nodded and pointed at the fountain. Turning, Ceceta saw Rhen rising up out of the water behind her. He was completely dry and wearing his best Surpen military outfit. “You came.” Ceceta stood up to face him. Rhen smiled at her attire. “Nice clothes. Did you find God?” 
 
    Ceceta smoothed down her robes, feeling self-conscious. “Thanks,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Ha!” Rhen shouted, his face full of expression and his black eyes twinkling in the light. His shout had drawn the attention of the crowd. When the guests saw Rhen, they started to approach. “You said thanks. It only took you the time it would take for a Surpen Beast of War to fly to Surpen’s third moon and back 145 times.” 
 
    “What?” Ceceta asked. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you to thank me for saving your life,” Rhen explained. “You know,” he continued, with a heavy sigh. “You can be very rude sometimes.” 
 
    Ceceta was shocked. This was so unlike Rhen. “What’s the matter with you? You’re acting like a jerk. And where’s this fiancée your supposed to be marrying? We’re all dying to meet her.” 
 
    Rhen frowned at the obvious pain on Ceceta’s face. He hadn’t liked this plan, not since the first time that Bosternd had mentioned it, but none of them had been able to come up with a different one. Bosternd had discovered that a group at the University called EFT had plotted against Ceceta, ridiculing her and attacking her until she had felt she had to break up with Rhen. When Bosternd had told Rhen about the group, he’d been furious. He’d wanted to go to Thestran to kill all of the club’s members. He’d remembered Ceceta talking about the attacks and felt horrible that he hadn’t been more supportive of her at the time. Rhen had become even more incensed when Bosternd had told him that he believed Aul and Narseth were a part of the club. That was when Rhen knew they had to flush out the ones responsible. 
 
    Bosternd developed a plan in which they brought the entire school to Surpen under the guise of a wedding engagement. During the party, they would make Ceceta vulnerable so that Aul and his club members wouldn’t be able to resist going after her. Once they did, Bosternd and his men would pounce, capturing them. It was a good plan but Rhen was dying inside at the fact that once again they were making Ceceta the pawn. The pain he could see in her eyes was killing him.  
 
    He wished he could tell Ceceta what they were doing, but he’d sensed someone with powers was involved and he couldn’t risk their finding out. Since Aul and Narseth were enmeshed in this whole thing, he was betting that it was Loreth. He couldn’t wait to kill the man.  
 
    “My fiancée can’t make it tonight,” Rhen said, while cringing inside at the tears that had welled up in Ceceta’s eyes. 
 
    Ceceta’s lip trembled, but she was not about to cry in front of Rhen. Reaching out, she jabbed him in the chest. “That’s because you don’t have a girlfriend, do you?”  
 
    Her touch brought forth a wave of emotion so strong that Rhen thought his heart was going to explode. “Huh,” he grunted. 
 
    “You don’t have a girlfriend,” Ceceta stated. “This was all just a plot to get me to return to Surpen.” 
 
    Rhen knew he had to stick with the plan. There could be EFT members watching them right now. “That’s ridiculous. Of course I have a fiancée. You know, I don’t like your attitude. You can go.” 
 
    Ceceta felt weak from his words but her anger and frustration were still ruling her mouth. “I hate–” 
 
    Rhen reached forward and pushed her hard enough that she fell backwards. Ceceta vanished before hitting the ground.  
 
    Latsoh glared at Rhen. “Where is she?” she demanded. 
 
    “She was on her bed in the apartment, but now she’s storming her way back to the portal.” He lifted his chin towards them and smiled. “She’s coming back to Surpen to harass me.” He winked then phased away. 
 
    Ceceta searched Surpen’s palace but she couldn’t find Rhen anywhere. She sat down next to Latsoh and Erfce at a table by the palace’s stables. “Do you have any idea where he went?” she asked. An elfin student, who happened to be passing by, paused and said, “Are you looking for Rhen? I thought I saw him walking down that path over there.” She nodded towards a path that led away from the palace towards a hill in the distance.  
 
    Ceceta’s stomach dropped. The path led to Punishment Island. Although it was now known as Freedom Park, it would always be Punishment Island to her. Rhen had demolished the buildings that had been there and a memorial had been erected in the center of the hill for all of the people who’d died during Andres’ war. Ceceta hadn’t been back to the park since the dedication ceremony. Even then, she’d held tightly to Rhen’s hand, refusing to let go. As far as she knew, Rhen hadn’t gone back either. Why would he walk out there during his party?  
 
    “Want to dance?”  
 
    Ceceta looked up to see Latsoh and Erfce heading out to the dance floor. There wasn’t anyone else around, so she lifted up her blue priestess robes and marched off down the path the student had shown her. She was determined to find Rhen.  
 
    Punishment Island had been built on a small hill near the palace. There was only one path that led out to it. On either side of the path the ground dropped off sharply. Ceceta walked with purpose, keeping her gaze on the hill in front of her. She climbed up the steps to the monument and looked back at the city. Lights lit the landscape, turning the sky orange. Everything looked so beautiful from this distance. Behind her she heard a snap, like a twig breaking. Ceceta ducked down, but she couldn’t see anyone. “Rhen?” Slowly, she walked towards where she’d heard the sound, imagining the many scenes she’d recently seen in the horror movie she’d just watched. I’m an idiot, she thought, but still she continued on across the top of the hill towards the south side. She was desperate to talk to Rhen. If he was out here, she would find him. She discovered a small path that led down the side of the hill and wondered where it went. “Rhen?” She heard a door close somewhere beneath her. 
 
    Carefully, she made her way down the path. It was rocky and she had to keep one hand on the edge of the cliff so she wouldn’t fall. She reached an old metal door and pushed it open. This was definitely a bad idea. “Rhen?” The moons were full tonight so there was some light in the room beyond. She could see footprints in the dust on the floor. Someone had recently entered the room. “Rhen?” She forced herself to keep going, tentatively stepping into the room. Maybe Rhen hadn’t heard her? She’d call out to him one more time then return to the party.  
 
    Ceceta screamed, when the door slammed shut behind her and someone shined a flare light into her eyes. She raised her hands to try to block the light to see who it was. “Hi, I’m looking for Rhen? Someone told me he was here.” She heard a deep, animal growl to her left and gasped. She was in danger. A second later, everything went dark when the person holding the light was attacked.  
 
    Someone grabbed her and pulled her backwards out of the room, as she heard several people scream in pain. A few moments later, the lights were turned on.  
 
    Ceceta blinked and peered around her. She was in Bosternd’s arms. The two of them were surrounded by Surpen soldiers who were holding swords. It was then that she realized they’d been expecting an attack tonight. This entire episode had been planned. The soldiers around Bosternd ran past him into the main room. “Are you alright?” Bosternd asked, his mouth lingering by her ear. Ceceta was surprised by the warmth that passed through her, when she felt Bosternd’s arms sliding across her body as he released her. Did she care for Bosternd? No, she thought. He’d just saved her life. She was only feeling thankful. 
 
    Ceceta followed Bosternd as he walked back into the first room. Rhen was standing over Narseth, his father’s former guard. He was wearing a fighting tunic which was now covered in blood. From the look on his face, they could see he was debating whether or not to kill Narseth. The man had physically abused not only Rhen, but many of the soldiers, who were in the room tonight. Rhen gritted his teeth and stepped away from Narseth, letting his soldiers take him away. 
 
    “Mission accomplished, boss?” Bosternd asked, his eyes scanning the room. It appeared they had captured fifteen elves. 
 
    Rhen grunted. “For now.” 
 
    “Aul?” Bosternd asked. 
 
    Ceceta gasped. Aul had been involved? Rhen pointed towards the hallway on his right. Ceceta glanced past Bosternd to see that Aul had been completely shredded, as if a Surpen Beast of War had used him for a scratching post. Only his head remained intact. Bosternd nodded. He was glad Aul was dead.  
 
    Bosternd sheathed his sword. His men had already removed Narseth and were working to gather the sniveling elves together before taking them into custody. “Ngi has rounded up the elves that were keeping watch,” he said. 
 
    Rhen nodded. “Did you also get the elf that told Ceceta to come out here?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” one of the soldiers said by the door. “She’s in custody. The Thestran king has been notified as well as the elfin kings.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rhen told the man. “Any sign of Loreth?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” Bosternd said. 
 
    “Damn.” Rhen kicked at the floor. “Bosternd, you’ll–” 
 
    “Rhen?” Ceceta said softly interrupting. 
 
    Rhen paused. “Yes?” He was too ashamed to look at her. He’d promised to protect her, yet he’d put her in danger and when she’d snapped, when she’d believed the lies that EFT’s members had been telling her, he’d left her. 
 
    “What just happened?”  
 
    “Bosternd’s plan worked. We knew someone was trying to kill you, in order to get to me, so we set up a trap to find out who it was.” As he spoke, he walked over towards the main door, his eyes on the floor. “A group called the EFT wanted to eliminate you.” He paused, his hand on the door frame. “Ceceta, Yfetb’s dead. We found him in one of the back rooms. I don’t think he was a part of their group, otherwise Aul wouldn’t have killed him.” Turning to face Ceceta, he said, “I’m sorry for…” Rhen paused. He was sorry that he hadn’t worked harder to find Aul. He should have stopped him before he went after Ceceta. He was sorry she had been put in danger because of him. He was sorry he hadn’t fought harder to help her, when she’d first told him she was being attacked. He was sorry for not fighting for their relationship, when Ceceta had reached her limit. He was sorry he hadn’t been a better husband. He was sorry for everything. Shaking his head, he stepped out of the room. 
 
    “What was the EFT Club?” Ceceta asked Bosternd, who was standing behind her. They were alone in the room, since all of the other soldiers had left. Ceceta wrapped her arms around her chest as she stared at the dusty tables and chairs. There were chains hanging from the walls and ceiling. She shivered. This room reminded her too much of the things she’d seen on Punishment Island. 
 
    Bosternd put his jacket around her shoulders. “I’m sorry we had to use you to catch them. It was the only part of my plan that I, I mean, Rhen, couldn’t stand, but we couldn’t come up with any other way to get them.” 
 
    Ceceta’s thin fingers clasped Bosternd’s jacket tighter. “What is the EFT?” 
 
    Bosternd paused for a moment. “For obvious reasons, I didn’t tell Rhen what the acronym stood for. I told him it was a Thestran term that didn’t mean anything in Surpen.” He stepped closer to Ceceta and whispered, “It stands for Elves for Themrock.” Ceceta squeezed her eyes shut. Bosternd reached out to comfort her, but she stepped away. “They believed that Rhen should be married to an elf. I don’t have proof, but I think the elves’ religious leaders were involved. Ceceta, you will be safe at school from now on. No one will attack you. I promise.” 
 
    Ceceta nodded. She felt numb. The elves had gone after her because she was Neptian. They had probably felt that since Layla was Themrock’s first wife, his second wife should also be elfin. It could be the only explanation. She snorted. They had no idea.  
 
    It took her a few minutes to find the energy to move. Bosternd was there to help her climb the path back to the top of the hill. He chatted along the way, telling her that Rhen was going to blow up the hill and that they’d already chosen a new location for the memorial. When they reached the peak, Ceceta paused. “Rhen’s engagement?” 
 
    Bosternd winced and dipped his head. “I’m sorry about that. We needed to get the elves here. We never wanted to cause you any pain.” 
 
    Ceceta understood where he was going. “He’s not engaged,” she said, just to hear it aloud. 
 
    “No,” Bosternd said. “It was just a way to get the elves here. Rhen doesn’t love anyone but you.” 
 
    Ceceta closed her eyes but opened them a minute later when her friends arrived. They talked non-stop about what had happened while fussing over her. Bosternd stepped back to allow them to escort her to the portal room.  
 
    “The elfin royals have arrived. They personally want to see to the punishment of those responsible for targeting you and ruining your marriage,” Crystam said. “You wouldn’t believe how furious they are. Instead of getting Rhen to join the elves, this group has driven him farther away from them.” 
 
    Latsoh held onto Ceceta’s arm as they neared the portal room. “Are you okay?” she asked.  
 
    Ceceta was trembling. She shook her head. She found she couldn’t speak. Her throat had tightened up so much it hurt. 
 
    Aaron and Sarah caught up to them at the portal. “We are so sorry, Ceceta,” Aaron said. They both looked upset. “When we found out what was happening, we wanted to go after them, but Bosternd told us to wait.” 
 
    “He wanted to use his plan to flush out their organization. He said it was better for us to catch them in the act,” Sarah added. Ceceta was surprised to see tears in her eyes. Sarah reached out for Ceceta’s arm. “I want to apologize to you. I’m sorry that I was rude to you on Crithnians. I had no idea what you were going through.” 
 
    “We all want to apologize,” Aaron added. “We were angry at you, but it wasn’t your fault. We should have done a better job of protecting you. Jack and Shno are with Rhen. He’s been having trouble adjusting to his part in this whole thing. He feels responsible for letting you suffer. They both asked me to tell you that they were sorry for not trusting in you and for not helping you when you were in trouble.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ceceta whispered. It hurt her throat to talk. She could feel tears burning behind her eyes, but she wouldn’t let herself cry in public. “It’s not your fault.” There was nothing else to say, so she walked through the portal to return to school. She just wanted to go home to bed.  
 
    Hundreds of students were waiting for Ceceta in the university building and on the lawn outside the Teacher’s Residence Hall. They called out to her, apologizing to her and offering their condolences as she walked down the path to her apartment. Ceceta nodded that she heard them while pushing on, hoping to get to her apartment before letting it all out. 
 
    As soon as Ceceta arrived home, she hastily waved goodnight to her friends, closed the door on them, and then walked into her bedroom to collapse. Within seconds, she was bawling into her pillow. Her marriage, her life–it had all been ruined by these people, who didn’t know anything. Had they really believed that by separating her from Rhen, he would turn around and marry an elf? She laughed with bitterness at the idea. Themrock was already married to an elf and look how successful that marriage had been. Layla was atrocious. Ceceta cried for hours, until she fell asleep.  
 
    She was woken the next morning by Latsoh, who was giving her something to drink. Struggling to sit up, Ceceta heard Latsoh say, “I hope you don’t mind that I came in. You must have had a fever last night. Are you feeling better now?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ceceta croaked, taking the drink from Latsoh. “Thanks.” The juice soothed her throat. She could tell from the grimace on Latsoh’s face that she looked horrible. Her eyelids were heavy from crying and her mouth felt like it had cotton in it. “So,” Latsoh began. Sitting down on the bed next to her. “What’re you going to do today?” 
 
    Ceceta glanced around her empty bedroom. All of the life that used to surround her was gone. Rhen had always been her life, just as she was his. They belonged together. 
 
    “I’m getting my husband back today,” Ceceta declared, throwing the covers back to stand up. Latsoh let out an impromptu cheer, which made Ceceta laugh.  
 
    “What?” Latsoh asked. “I’m happy for you.” She didn’t add that she was happy for herself as well. She missed Rhen and couldn’t wait to have him around again. 
 
    “I’ve got to change first,” Ceceta told her, staring down at her wrinkled Ventarian priestess robes. Latsoh nodded and together they got Ceceta ready to go. 
 
    When they stepped out of Ceceta’s bedroom, the others were waiting for them in the living room. “Do you want us to come?” Crystam asked, sounding hopeful. 
 
    “Why not?” Ceceta paused then reached out for Crystam and Latsoh’s hands. “Thanks for never giving up on me. I appreciate that you stood by me all these months. You’re the best friends ever.”  
 
    “As are you,” Tgfhi said for all of them. None of them would be where they were right now if it hadn’t have been for Ceceta. 
 
    When they arrived at the University’s portal, Ceceta was confronted with doubt. “Do you think he’ll take me back?” she asked, hesitating before the glowing portal.  
 
    “Please,” Latsoh scoffed. “He’s madly in love with you.” Ceceta laughed and they passed through the portal onto Surpen. The heat was the first thing to hit them.  
 
    “Gods, it’s so hot,” Tgfhi groaned. 
 
    “You wouldn’t mind so much if you wore those tunics, I bought for you,” Crystam told him. She and Latsoh were fine with the heat, but Tgfhi and Erfce, who were wearing Thestran pants and shirts, were already sweating.  
 
    “Stop complaining,” Latsoh told Erfce. “We’re on a mission.” 
 
    They walked down the brightly colored stone hallways, passing rooms painted in the most intense colors imaginable as they headed towards the Surpen royal family’s dining room. Considering the time of day, Ceceta figured Rhen had finished his exercises and was heading to breakfast. When they arrived at the archway that led to the private section of the palace, two guards stopped them. Ceceta couldn’t believe it. “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “You aren’t allowed in,” one of the guards told her. 
 
    Ceceta didn’t recognize them. They both looked young. She figured they didn’t know who she was. Once they learned she was Rhen’s wife, she was sure they’d let her pass. “Do you know who I am?”  
 
    “Yes,” one of the men told her. “You are the Emperor’s ex-wife.” 
 
    Ceceta was floored. “So, let me in.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the guard on the right replied. “But we aren’t allowed to let you in.” 
 
    Ceceta’s temper flared. She yelled at them for a few minutes, but when they still refused to let her pass, she marched off to find Bosternd. He would clear things up. She ran into Nk first, as he and his family headed out for a stroll. “Nk,” Ceceta called out, when she saw him. “They won’t let me in to see Rhen.” 
 
    Nk gazed down at Ceceta with a blank expression on his face, although Deirda’s and the children’s expressions said it all. Ceceta was no longer Rhen’s wife, so of course the guards wouldn’t let her into the private section of the palace. Nk had thought that Ceceta would understand that. “Hi, Ceceta.” Trying to change the subject, he said, “That was quite a party last night, wasn’t it? I’m so sorry that we had to use you to catch those bastards.” 
 
    “Nk, I need to see my husband.” 
 
    “Ex-husband,” one of Nk’s children told her.  
 
    “Batnof!” Nk said angrily. Deirda excused herself and quickly took the children away. “Surpen laws, Ceceta,” Nk apologized. “I’d let you in if I could, but technically you’re not a member of the royal family anymore." 
 
    “That’s a stupid law,” Latsoh retorted. 
 
    “True,” Bosternd agreed, walking up behind them. “But it’s still the law and if there’s one thing you must know about us by now, it’s that we never break our laws.” He turned to Ceceta. She looked beautiful, but tired. She was wearing a robe of soft green and had tied her hair back with the white clip she liked. “I’d bend the rules, but it wouldn’t be right since I’m the one who’s supposed to make sure the others enforce them. You understand?” 
 
    “Completely.” She had lived on this planet most of her life and knew how things worked. “Would you please tell him I’m here to see him?” Bosternd and Nk glanced at each other. “What?” Ceceta asked with concern. 
 
    “He’s not really up for company right now,” Bosternd told her diplomatically. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ceceta searched his eyes. Could Rhen have spent the night with another woman? Did he actually have a girlfriend after all? 
 
    “Well, since you’ve been gone,” Nk began. Ceceta felt her heart drop. “He’s kind of gotten back into the habit, if you know what I mean.” Ceceta was so relieved she laughed. He wasn’t with a woman. 
 
    “The habit?” Erfce asked. Tgfhi hit him on the head then put his hand up to his mouth pretending to smoke. “Ohhh,” Erfce breathed out. 
 
    “He uses it to fall asleep at night,” Bosternd informed them. 
 
    “After you broke up,” Nk added. “It was the only way Rhen could fall asleep, and now he does it every night.” 
 
    “He usually comes out of his room in another hour or two,” Bosternd explained. “Why don’t you go do something? Visit the zoo or go shopping. I’ll tell him you’re here the second he wakes up. I promise.” 
 
    Ceceta thanked them then walked over to a fountain to wait. She sat down on the stone lip of the structure with Latsoh and Crystam while Tgfhi and Erfce left to get them breakfast.  
 
    When they’d finished eating and the sun had risen another few inches in the sky, Ceceta felt they’d waited long enough. She jogged over towards the side of the palace, where Rhen’s bedroom was located, and yelled, “Rhen!” at the top of her lungs repeatedly. When he didn’t respond, she trudged back to the fountain. Plopping down onto the brown stones, she frowned up at her friends.  
 
    “Do you want more to eat?” Tgfhi asked. 
 
    Before Ceceta could answer, Rhen appeared sitting beside her. He was wearing a loose, tan sleeping tunic that had slipped down off his right shoulder, his feet were bare, his hair was disheveled, his eyes looked half-open and he was leaning over onto his knees with his hands under his chin. He yawned and sat up to look at her. “What do you want?”  
 
    Ceceta felt mute. Rhen was gorgeous. She stared at the shape of his face, his sloping lips, his warm, dark eyes, the curve of his neck and his tanned muscles peeking out from underneath his tunic and found she couldn’t respond. 
 
    Rhen misunderstood her silence. He assumed she was there to yell at him for not protecting her. “I know. I should have done more. Let’s talk about it later, though, okay? It’s too early for me to think right now.” He pushed himself off the stones to return to the palace. 
 
    Ceceta reached out to grab his arm, but he stepped away from her. “Please don’t go. I want to thank you for saving my life.” 
 
    Rhen’s eyebrows raised. “You’re welcome,” he replied with uncertainty. 
 
    “Rhen, I’ve been a fool.” 
 
    “What?” Rhen was confused. “What are you talking about? How were you a fool? You were the victim. I feel…” He was ashamed. He hadn’t protected the one person who meant the most to him in his life.  
 
    “No!” Ceceta barked when Rhen phased away. She ran back around the side of the palace to where his bedroom was located and yelled, “Rhen, it’s my fault we broke up. You told me to ignore them. I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough. It’s all my fault. I was a fool.” 
 
    Rhen reappeared next to her on the gravel path below his bedroom window. He was still dressed in his sleeping tunic, but he seemed more alert now. “It wasn’t your fault. It was my fault. I let you down. I should have helped you when you came to me. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ceceta shook her head. “No. I fell for what they were doing. I’m sorry. Will you please forgive me? Please?” 
 
    Rhen grew frustrated. Why was Ceceta trying to take the blame? “Ceceta, you have nothing to apologize for. I’m sorry this happened to you. I’m sorry I left you alone.” 
 
    Ceceta reached out to touch Rhen’s cheek as tears welled up in her eyes. She watched the corner of his mouth rise in a half smile. He was so breathtakingly beautiful. Without a second thought, she lunged forward, grabbing him and crushing herself into his body. She kissed him passionately and was rewarded when Rhen’s desires, bottled up within him for way too long, broke free. He groaned and seized Ceceta, wrapping her tightly in his arms. He was so consumed with lust that he lost control of himself and flipped into Themrock. 
 
    Ceceta noticed his shift and pushed back on his chest. “Whoa, love,” she said breathlessly, as Themrock kissed her neck, while blue wisps of power floated out around his mouth. He clutched at her body, pulling on her clothes. “Love, control yourself, you’ve gone blue.”  
 
    “What’s wrong with blue?” Layla snapped, stepping out of Rhen’s back. Themrock was so wrapped up in loving Ceceta that he didn’t even notice Layla. Ceceta glared at her. She didn’t want Layla to ruin her reunion with Rhen. “Go away!” she screamed, while jerking back from Themrock as Layla reached out to scratch her. 
 
    Themrock released Ceceta and staggered backwards, as if he’d been struck. In a broken whisper, he asked, “You don’t want to get back together?” He was devastated. He’d thought that Ceceta had returned to him. 
 
    “No!” Ceceta yelled, lunging for him. She had no intention of letting him get away from her. “Not you, love,” she pointed to his left side, “her!” 
 
    Themrock turned, his blue powers were jumping out of his body randomly like flaming geysers. “Layla?” he asked, sounding baffled. 
 
    “Hi, gorgeous.” Layla flipped her hair over her shoulder and shoved Ceceta out of his arms. “I’ve missed you.” She leaned in to kiss him while purring, “Come with me, baby.” Layla ran her hand down Themrock’s cheek then walked her fingers around his neck. “I’ll show you how it’s done. Let’s go to Tetong and let loose. You know you want to. You can use all of your powers with me, baby.” 
 
    Themrock glanced back and forth between Layla and Ceceta. As Layla tried to reach up under his tunic for his crotch, he grabbed her hand and turned her away from him, then walked over to Ceceta, leaned down and kissed her. He had made his choice. Blue wisps of power flowed out of his body around them. 
 
    “No!” Layla screamed. She shoved Themrock, forcing him to step sideways. Although he moved, he kept Ceceta securely in his arms. “You can’t choose her. She’s not even an elf. She’s totally inconsequential. She doesn’t even have powers. She’s nothing but a pathetic mortal.” 
 
    Ceceta broke Themrock’s kiss and gazed up into his glowing eyes. Her heart was filled with love. Themrock had never chosen her before. It’d always been Rhen. Did this mean that he really did love her? That it wasn’t just his lesser mortal shell, but Themrock, himself, who’d picked her?  
 
    Layla was screaming while pounding on Themrock’s back with her fists.  
 
    “Love, please turn off your blue powers,” Ceceta pleaded. It was the only way to get rid of Layla. 
 
    “It’s hard,” he whispered into her ear, kissing his way down her throat and up the side of her face. 
 
    “Leave the mortal,” Layla yelled. “You know you don’t love her. If you did, you would have given her powers by now. She’s nothing.” 
 
    “Turn it off,” Ceceta coaxed. “Take a deep breath. Close your eyes and concentrate.” Themrock swallowed then followed her suggestion, closing his eyes, and taking a few deep breaths. 
 
    As soon as his eyes were closed, Layla lunged forward, yanking Ceceta’s long blond hair. She jerked Ceceta so hard that she fell out of Themrock’s arms. Layla slapped Ceceta across the face with her hand. Ceceta twisted her body to break free from Layla’s grip, then kicked out at Layla’s legs, making her fall.  
 
    Layla used her powers to right herself. She shoved Ceceta onto the ground then kicked her repeatedly in the chest and sides. Bruised and battered, Ceceta managed to catch Layla’s leg. She jerked Layla forward, making her fall.  
 
    When Layla righted herself this time, she brought Ceceta with her into a standing position. The two women lashed out at each other with their fists. When that didn’t seem to work, they clawed at each other with their nails. Deep gouges ran across Ceceta’s face, arms and hands. Layla looked equally marked up. “Bitch!” Layla screamed when Ceceta succeeded in ripping out a chunk of her hair. She shot Ceceta with a blast of her white powers, hitting her in the stomach.  
 
    Ceceta flew backwards. She cried out as she crashed down onto the stone steps that led to the exterior wall of the palace.  
 
    Themrock opened his eyes when he heard her scream. He held out his hand and Ceceta flew back into his arms, completely healed.  
 
    “No!” Layla yelled. When Themrock glared at her, she realized she might have overstepped her bounds. “Not me, baby. You want to stop her. She’s the intruder in our lives. She doesn’t belong with us. We love each other.” 
 
    Themrock closed his eyes, took a few deep breaths then receded, his blue powers being pulled back inside his mortal shell. Layla screamed in protest as her body turned into a swirling mist that flowed back inside him. 
 
    When Rhen reopened his eyes, his blue powers were gone, but he was still glowing white. “This is the best I can do,” he apologized. 
 
    “I’ll take it,” Ceceta cried out with relief. “Let’s go.” They disappeared, while the crowd that had formed around them cheered.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    James’ Office – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
      
 
    James had been meeting with his family and the elfin royals for days. They were still frustrated by the fact that none of them had realized that a club at the Elfin University had been attacking Ceceta. The school’s headmaster had told them that the club had been receiving support from the elves’ religious leaders, but when they’d researched the files, they couldn’t find a clear connection between the club and any one religious department. All of the receipts and communications were vague. The students involved in the attacks had claimed that The Supreme was involved, but it was their word against his. Without proof, neither James nor the elfin royals could go after him. 
 
    “If only Yfetb were still alive,” Reed said. “He’d probably known where to find proof.”  
 
    The elves in the room agreed. They felt terrible about the death of the Neptian Delegate’s son and had reached out to Te repeatedly to see if there was anything they could do. 
 
    “What about Narseth?” Naci asked. “Have the Surpens been able to get anything out of him?” 
 
    James shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. He was hiding an instant-death pill in his belt. He took it before he even reached their jail.”  
 
    There was a collective groan. Since the attack, they’d all heard a lot about Narseth and Aul. His death had been far too easy.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Loreth was livid. He’d been causing trouble in Solar System 12, keeping the Genisters occupied, when he’d learned that Aul and Narseth had not only misunderstood his orders about removing Ceceta from Rhen’s life, but they’d also been killed in the process. He’d never told them to murder Ceceta, only to remove her from Rhen’s life. If Ceceta were to die, Rhen would lose it. He wasn’t sure if Themrock would implode from the emotional pain of her loss or if he’d kill off his mortal shell and leave, trapping the rest of them there forever; whatever the consequences Loreth knew they’d be bad. How could Aul have been so stupid? He was glad Aul had failed, but angry that he’d lost both Aul and Narseth in the process. Now he only had Te left as a pawn. The Rasacks would help, but Te was the only insider who could get to Rhen. He just hoped that Te wasn’t mad at him for Yfetb’s death.  
 
    Te was sitting behind his desk, speaking into his computer, when Loreth flew into his office. He didn’t appear to be grieving for Yfetb at all. He was dressed in orange, the Neptian color of death, but he was smiling as he dictated his letter. “I’m sorry for your loss,” Loreth began. 
 
    Te glanced up. “What?” It was obvious from his face that Te had no idea what he was talking about. 
 
    Loreth continued, “I didn’t realize that Aul was going to kill Yfetb.” 
 
    Te grunted and waved his hand dismissively. “Yfetb is a hero. Everyone’s been contacting me. After the incident on Surpen, Tgfhi told the Thestrans that Yfetb had tried to warn him about the EFT. Apparently, Tgfhi had been so upset over Yfetb’s past treatment of Ceceta that he had ignored him. Tgfhi feels terrible about it now. If he’d listened to Yfetb, he could have told Rhen about the EFT.” Grinning, he lifted up a cup of coffee that was sitting next to his computer. “They want to erect a statue in Yfetb’s honor at the Neptian palace.”  
 
    Loreth sat down onto the chair in front of Te’s desk. He didn’t understand. Te was basking in the fact that his son was being called a hero, yet he was the one who’d sent his son to the EFT in order to help them. Yfetb had been disobeying Te’s orders when he’d tried to warn Tgfhi. 
 
    “James has contacted me twice to see if he can set up a scholarship fund at the University in Yfetb’s honor. Rhen even sent a note, apologizing for Yfetb’s death at the hands of one of his countrymen and offering to make restitution.” Te laughed. “Can you believe it? Rhen’s apologizing to me.” He leaned back in his chair. “We did it. Neptian is glorious. I guess we didn’t have to remove Rhen after all.” 
 
    Loreth closed his eyes and sent his powers into Te’s mind, searching for some sense of remorse or pain at the loss of his son. Nothing. Te was filled with joy at his “victory.” Good. “This doesn’t change a thing. I still need your help in forcing Themrock into consciousness.” 
 
    “What?” Te appeared confused. “Of course not. I want nothing to do with any of that. Neptian is finally glorious. Everyone is recognizing the effort we made to help Rhen. Your work here is done.” 
 
    Loreth chuckled. “You’re cute if you think you can tell me to leave. You’re mine, Te. To do with as I please.” 
 
    “Get out!” Te rose to his feet and pointed towards the windows. “I want nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “Too late,” Loreth said.  
 
    When Te tried to call for his guards, Loreth compressed the air in his lungs so he couldn’t breathe. Te fell onto his seat, his eyes wide as Loreth woke up the pain receptors in his brain.  
 
    He was going to have fun with this one.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ceceta kicked off her shoes and walked into the bedroom of their student apartment just as Rhen was leaving the bathroom. He was wearing a towel around his waist, while drying his hair. She took a moment to admire his perfect body.  
 
    Smiling, she thought about the last four days. They’d had a wonderful time making up. She twirled her wedding ring around on her finger as her eyes ran up and down Rhen’s body. 
 
    Rhen cleared his throat and Ceceta realized he’d been watching her stare at him. He smiled knowingly and rolled his eyes towards their bed. “No,” Ceceta told him firmly. “Not right now. I’ve got to copy down Latsoh’s notes and get this back to her later today.” She held up the notebook she was carrying and shook it at him.  
 
    Rhen shrugged. He’d known it was a long shot. As soon as they’d returned to the campus, Ceceta had entered her student mode. Too bad. The last four days had been fun. 
 
    “Would you do me a favor and cut my hair before you start?” Rhen wrapped the smaller towel that he’d been holding around his neck and pulled down on it, flexing his muscular arms. 
 
    Ceceta laughed, knowing he was hoping she would throw herself at him. “I’d be happy to cut your hair but that’s all.” 
 
    Rhen sighed. It’d been worth a shot. He threw his towel at her then returned to the bathroom, while Ceceta searched for scissors. “It’s weird how my hair grows like this,” he said, sitting down on the chair that was in their bathroom. “I don’t think the other elves have hair that grows like this.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ceceta said. “Have you ever asked them?” 
 
    “No. But don’t you think I would have noticed if they did?” He flicked his hair out of his eyes and added, “Maybe I’m not Kate and Henry’s biological child? Maybe I’m part Sraihs? The Sraihs have hair that grows long like this.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re pure white, and they can’t let sunlight touch their skin or it burns them. I don’t think you’re Sraihs.” Ceceta entered the bathroom and combed out Rhen’s hair. He closed his eyes, enjoying the attention as she carefully began to cut.  
 
    “Do I look older to you with long hair?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Do you think you look older with long hair?”  
 
    “Yes.” He reached behind him to hug her. “I’m an old man and you’re my young wife.” 
 
    Ceceta chuckled and stepped out of his embrace so she could continue. “That’s right. I’m so much younger than you. I’m a baby.” She’d expected Rhen to respond, but he remained silent. Glancing at him in the mirror, she realized he’d entered one of his trances, the ones he used when he was working or patrolling the Universes. She finished cutting his hair and went to work copying Latsoh’s notes. When it was time for breakfast, she woke Rhen up so they could walk to the student dining hall with their friends.  
 
    They were just finishing their meal when Bosternd, Nk, and Rhen’s guard elves entered the room. Rhen laughed at the sight of them. “What would life be like without my bodyguards?” He glanced around the table at his friends. “I wonder who told them we were here.”  
 
    Ceceta ducked her head. She hadn’t wanted Bosternd to worry, so she’d sent him a note while Rhen had been zoning out. 
 
    Rhen rose to go to work. “I’ll see you at lunch.”  
 
    Ceceta pulled him down for a kiss. They kissed back and forth playfully until Bosternd cleared his throat. Ceceta blushed a darker blue that had Rhen kissing her one last time before he left.  
 
    Latsoh smiled and winked at Erfce. It seemed everything was back to normal. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few days later, Reed and Rhen were riding their jet bikes on the Wood Elves’ trails after dinner. It was a pleasant evening, so Ceceta and the others were sitting on the University’s lawn doing their homework. Ceceta was working on a difficult math problem when she lifted her head to find Sarah’s parents approaching. Since Rhen had returned to the University, the elfin royals had been stopping by daily to visit. She liked Plos and Neka. Out of all of the elfin royals, they were her favorite. Plos’ work to help the Neptian tigers had been instrumental in his finding a way into her and Rhen’s hearts.  
 
    “Good evening,” Plos said, when he and Neka arrived. “How is everyone this fine night?”  
 
    “We’re good, Dad,” Sarah said. Aaron was sitting behind her giving her a back massage. “Are you here for any specific reason?”  
 
    “Actually, yes,” Neka said, sitting down beside her. “We wanted to ask Rhen if he could coax the male Neptian tiger that was spotted yesterday in Neptian’s forest into impregnating the two female tigers in the zoo.” 
 
    Ceceta laughed. “You want Rhen to pimp for you?”  
 
    Plos and Neka appeared taken aback, but after a moment’s hesitation, Plos said, “I guess we do.” He blushed and everyone laughed at his embarrassment. “Do you think he will?”  
 
    Ceceta tucked her hair back behind her ears. “I don’t know. But you should certainly ask him. I’d like to see his reaction.” Latsoh laughed at the thought and Ceceta joined in. 
 
    A little while later, Ceceta finished her last assignment. She shoved her books back into her bag, yawned and stretched out on the grass beside Latsoh. She was feeling tired tonight.  
 
    Glancing over at Plos, she watched as he absentmindedly pulled on the grass around him. He seemed sad. Ceceta found herself wanting to cheer him up. She contemplated sending him tickets to a concert or buying him a new spacejet. She didn’t think Rhen would care what she did with her money. Then it occurred to her that Rhen was what Plos wanted. He was still refusing to attend any of the elves’ events let alone visit any of their homes. “Do you still want Rhen to come to your castle?” 
 
    Rather than mocking her for asking such a stupid question, Plos nodded. “Definitely. We’d love to have him visit. We’re all curious to see what reaction our castles will have to his presence. What he did for the Fire Elves’ temple was outstanding. Do you think we might expect a similar result from our castles?” 
 
    Ceceta shrugged and crossed her arms under her head. “I don’t know about that, but what I do know, is that if you ask him to come to your castle tonight, he’ll say yes.” 
 
    A silence descended on the group. Sarah was the first to recover. “Are you sure? Why would he say yes tonight?” 
 
    Thellis chuckled as he floated somewhere to their right. He’d been following Rhen a lot lately because he was worried that Loreth, himself, might try to attack Rhen to get revenge for the Aul and Narseth’s deaths. Ceceta glanced over at him and smiled. “You know how he’s still smoking Tgarus weed at night?” she said. Latsoh nodded beside her. They’d all been surprised that Ceceta had allowed Rhen to continue smoking. When they’d broached the topic with her, Ceceta had told them that since it wasn’t illegal and Rhen found it so relaxing, she’d decided not to object. They’d certainly had enough issues to divide them lately and, she said, they didn’t need any more. 
 
    “Yes,” Sarah said hesitantly. 
 
    “Well, let’s just say he may be a little more relaxed than normal this evening. He smoked a cigarette before dinner and then Charlie convinced him to smoke another one with him later. He’s a little out of it right now.”  
 
    Mary glared at Charlie, who was sitting behind her. He gave her one of his best smiles then leaned forward to kiss her. 
 
    “Okay,” Plos said, glancing at Neka. Why not? They didn’t have anything to lose. 
 
    When they heard two jetbikes approaching from the Wood Elves’ forest, Plos perked up. He’d been getting antsy waiting for Rhen.  
 
    Reed broke through the woods first. He rode down the hill towards the Great Lawn, then up onto the left edge of the lawn near the Teacher’s Residence Hall where they were sitting. Reed dropped his feet down to the ground to steady his bike before lowering the bike’s landing gear and pushing the kill button, which shut off the engine and collapsed the wings into the sides of the jetbike. He took off his helmet and ran a hand through his short blond hair. “I don’t know if we should let Rhen ride his jetbike anymore,” he told the group. “He’s gotten worse. He’s crashed so many times that I stopped counting. Once his neck snapped and I thought he was dead, but he just swirled his head back around and laughed at me. If we let him continue riding, we should make him stay on an easy, contained course. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Ceceta shrugged. “I don’t care. Therol’s going to kill him, not his jetbike. Let him ride it if he wants to.” 
 
    “What?!” Jet barked. “Do you know something we don’t?” 
 
    “No,” Ceceta said, sitting up. She could hear Rhen’s jetbike getting closer. “I don’t know any more than you do, but Therol is the only thing the Genisters are worried about, so he must be the only real danger to Rhen. I’ve never seen a Genister worry about Rhen and his mechanical toys.” She glanced over at Thellis. “Isn’t that right?”  
 
    Thellis dipped his glowing green head in her direction. “Rhen won’t be hurt by his jetbike,” he said, confirming Ceceta’s assumption.  
 
    Ceceta waved her hand at Thellis as proof then added, “Rhen’s always been terrible at controlling anything that’s mortal made. You should’ve seen him flying a spacejet. When he was younger, he crashed Andres’ spacejets so many times that he was banned from flying. I can’t even count the number of times we saw him crash. We would stand there, watching the spacejet explode, thinking he was dead, only to see him walking away from the blast, dusting off his tunic like some sort of… God.” She laughed at her joke as Rhen appeared on the University’s lawn.  
 
    “No mortal toy will kill Rhen,” Thellis said. “And Themrock will make sure that he doesn’t hurt anyone else in the process.” 
 
    Charlie didn’t agree, but he wasn’t in a position to say so. Pointing towards the hilltop by the Wood Elf forest, he said, “What’s Rhen doing?”  
 
    Rhen was running alongside his jetbike as it flew four feet off the ground. He jumped back onto it, causing it to jerk forward, then lost his grip and fell to the ground. The jetbike hovered nearby as Rhen stood up. He climbed back onto it and flew another twenty feet before leaning too far forward, which caused the front tip of the jetbike’s nose to catch the ground. The contact sent him flying over the top of the bike. He tumbled down the hill towards the Great Lawn, laughing.  
 
    When Rhen stood up, they could see his arm was broken. By the time he’d walked back up the hill to his jetbike, his body had healed. He mounted the bike again, made it down the hill, then swerved left and right dangerously as he lost his balance. “Oh, no,” Latsoh said, but Rhen was able to steady himself and ride the rest of the way up to their group. Just as Rhen arrived beside them, he fell off his jetbike headfirst, tumbling over the right wing.  
 
    Reed walked over to lower the bike’s landing gear and turn it off as Rhen stood up and removed his helmet. “Thanks,” he said, as Reed shook the bike to make sure it was secure. 
 
    Unable to contain himself any longer, Plos ran over to Rhen. If Ceceta was right, Rhen would finally accept his invitation. With anticipation, he reached out and put his hand on Rhen’s arm. When Rhen turned around to face him, he said, “Visit our castle this weekend.” To make up for his directness, he added, “I’m inviting the Thestran royal family, your mother, Bosternd, Nk and the other elfin royals over for dinner. Would you please join us?” 
 
    “What?” Rhen asked. He squinted at Plos then wobbled sideways.  
 
    Plos grabbed him to steady him. “Come to dinner at our castle.”  
 
    Rhen cleared his throat and scratched his head. He laughed for no apparent reason then said, “Uh… when?”  
 
    Plos felt a tingling sensation in his arms. He had him. He finally had him. Joy filled his chest and he found he was smiling so much it was hard to talk. “When can you make it?” 
 
    Rhen laughed and looked at the ground. “Uh, okay.” He bent over to rub at some dirt on his tunic, which interested him more than his conversation. When he stood up, he noticed Plos was still standing in front of him. Hadn’t Plos asked him something? he thought. “When?” he asked, thinking he had remembered where they’d left off. 
 
    “In two days.” 
 
    Rhen reached out to put his helmet onto the back of his jetbike. “Yeah, okay,” he said, nodding his head when he successfully placed his helmet onto the seat of his jetbike. “Two days,” he repeated, thinking he was fooling everyone into believing he was sober. 
 
    Plos almost peed in his pants. Themrock! Themrock was coming. They had all been trying to get him to visit their castles and now he was finally coming. Plos bowed to Rhen. “It will be an honor to have you with us. What time is good for you?” 
 
    Rhen appeared confused. His mind had wandered and he’d found himself studying the intricate patterns the grains of dirt had made on his tunic. When he lifted his head, he found that Plos was standing in front of him, waiting for something. What had they been discussing? He smiled to himself as he remembered. “Uh… when?” he asked, feeling proud of his ability to fool everyone. There were a few snickers as everyone watched the interchange.  
 
    Ceceta stood up to address Plos. “When would you like us?” 
 
    Plos glanced over at her and realized she had taken charge. “Let’s say cocktails at sunset? We’ll give a quick tour of the castle then have dinner?” Ceceta agreed and Plos ran off with Neka. Sarah laughed as she watched them go. They were practically skipping.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning at breakfast, everyone sat quietly as they listened to Lilly broadcasting telepathically Mary’s translation of Rhen and Ceceta’s sign argument. It was the first time in a long time that Mary had had any work to do. She was pleased to be of service.  
 
    Rhen and Ceceta’s argument stemmed from the fact that Rhen couldn’t remember telling Plos that he would have dinner at his castle that weekend. Trying not to sound nagging, Ceceta kept reminding him that he wouldn’t be in his predicament if he had limited himself to one Tgarian cigarette. Eventually, Rhen admitted to Ceceta that he had gotten a little carried away last night and he wouldn’t let it happen again. As they finished their breakfast, Bosternd and Nk appeared to talk business.  
 
    Rhen didn’t return until dinner. “Hey,” he said, kissing Ceceta before sitting down on the bench at their usual table. “How was class today?”  
 
    “It was good.” She reached out to take his hand, worried about the amount of time he’d spent working. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Rhen said, although he’d spent all day worrying about Solar System 12. Several wars had now broken out in that System and both he and Bosternd smelled Loreth’s involvement. It seemed his father’s advisor had found a new set of pawns in his never-ending game. 
 
    “We have a big test coming up,” Ceceta said, “so we need to spend a lot of time studying, tonight since we won’t be able to study tomorrow night while we’re at the Water Elf castle or–”  
 
    Rhen was about to take a bite, but he lowered his fork. “About that. I think we should come up with an excuse not to go,” he whispered. 
 
    Ceceta shook her head. “No. You said you’d go. We’re going.” 
 
    Rhen glared at her. He hadn’t wanted the others to hear. Quietly, he said, “Ceceta, I’m sure they don’t really want us to visit. I thought I’d help them out by pretending to be sick. I’ve been sick a lot over the last few years. They’ll believe me.” 
 
    Ceceta’s eyes narrowed. She was not going to let him get out of it. “You’re going or I’ll make you sleep on the couch for three weeks.” 
 
    Rhen suddenly sat up straight. “Three weeks? I think I can do three weeks.” He laughed when Ceceta poked him in the ribs. “Okay, okay. We’ll go.”  
 
    The elves breathed a sigh of relief.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Rhen and Ceceta’s Apartment – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    Rhen grumbled to himself as he dressed in his formal Surpen military uniform. He didn’t want to go to tonight’s gathering at the Water Elf castle. He wished he could cancel, but he knew he couldn’t. Ceceta and Jet had assured him that he had agreed to attend this evening’s dinner.  
 
    Rhen pulled down on his white tunic to straighten it. The red and gold piping along his sleeves and at the base of his tunic, right above his knees, complimented the picture of the Surpen Beast of War, which had been stitched in gold across his chest. He swung his red cape behind his back and caught a whiff of Surpen. Nk had just dropped off his uniform and it still smelled like home. Rhen felt homesick. He couldn’t wait for Ceceta to finish her studies. Once she graduated, they could finally return to Surpen for good. 
 
    He hitched his weapons belt around his waist and slid two different three-foot long swords into the empty scabbards. Ceceta had left earlier to help Crystam with her outfit. He was supposed to meet her and the others in the student common area. Stepping out of his bedroom, he noticed Jet and Lilly were waiting for him in their apartment. “Ready, boss,” Jet asked, walking across the divider into Rhen’s apartment. Jet and Lilly couldn’t wait to see what was going to happen to the Water Elf castle once Themrock went inside. 
 
    “Yes.” Rhen walked towards the door. “Where’s the baby tonight?”  
 
    “She’s with James’ babysitter at the palace,” Lilly told him, while squeezing Jet’s hand. She and Jet had arranged to have the entire weekend to themselves. Tonight’s dinner was just the beginning. 
 
    There was a crowd of elves in the common room when they arrived. Everyone knew where Rhen was going tonight and most of the students had already asked for, and received, passes to visit the Water Elf castle tomorrow.  
 
    “Wow,” Ceceta said as Rhen approached. Except for the scowl on his face, he was gorgeous. “Really, Rhen, I can’t remember a time when you’ve looked more… handsome.” As if confirming her sentiment, a female student passed out when Rhen passed by her. Rhen shook his head, while Aaron caught the poor girl and placed her on the sofa behind Ceceta. 
 
    Rhen stuck out his elbow for Ceceta to take so they could go but she hesitated. “Love, I hear there will be dancing tonight. Could we leave your swords at home?” 
 
    “An Emperor must have his swords. What if we’re attacked tonight?” 
 
    Ceceta gave him a look. “Who wants to attack you at the Water Elf kingdom?” 
 
    Rhen leaned over to whisper. “The Water Elves.”  
 
    Ceceta was dumbfounded and couldn’t stop herself from asking, “Are you kidding?” When Rhen narrowed his eyes, she leaned in to whisper, “That’s right. Invite the Emperor to dinner, so we can cook him up and eat him. What a tasty treat!” She laughed as she leaned back. 
 
    Rhen glanced over at Sarah, saw she was watching him, and lifted his hands to sign, Go ahead and laugh. I know the elves don’t like me. Who knows why they really invited me to dinner tonight? Maybe they want to kill me so they can have their children back. If you ask me, it’s all very fishy. 
 
    Mary quickly translated Rhen’s signs for Lilly to broadcast then stepped to the left to see around Charlie for Ceceta’s reply.  
 
    Fishy? They’re fishy? Ceceta signed back. They’re Water Elves, one step up from being fish, right? Maybe they’ll suck you to death? 
 
    Rhen grunted. “Bad joke.” 
 
    “The swords stay,” Ceceta insisted. 
 
    Sighing, Rhen unbuckled his weapons belt. He didn’t want to argue with Ceceta. “I feel naked,” he grumbled under his breath before tossing his belt to Jet. “Keep that handy for me.” Turning back to Ceceta, he said, “Okay, are you ready?” She nodded and instantly they were standing on the bottom docking platform that led up to the main entrance of the Water Elf castle. 
 
    The Water Elf castle was its own island. It floated on top of the ocean’s surface in the middle of the great Thestran sea. It wasn’t an ordinary castle, as one would expect. There was one large stone structure with towering peaks, where the royal family lived and the Water Elf temple was located, but the rest of the castle was spread out, in what could best be described as one-story-high pods. The pods varied in size from large, which could fit a family of twenty, to small, single occupancy pods. They were round in shape and resembled opaque bubbles. The pods were connected on top of the ocean’s surface by wooden walkways, which formed numerous open rectangles. During storms, the elves had to be careful when they walked on the pathways between the pods, because the ocean would splash up violently against them. Parents had to carry their children so they wouldn’t be swept out to sea. Fountains that were no longer working, decorated the castle’s grounds, and four-foot-wide, clear, hollow glass tubes crisscrossed back and forth, up and down around the entire castle and its grounds, connecting the highest peaks to the lowest pods. The tubes were empty and the Water Elves had no idea why they were a part of the castle. 
 
    The Water Elves stood in a large group at the top of the stairs in front of their castle’s main doors. They had all turned out to meet Rhen. Most of them had never seen him before, except in pictures. They craned their necks to see what he looked like in person as they waited excitedly so see what would happen to their home. They didn’t have to wait long, because the instant Rhen appeared on the boat-docking platform below them, the castle shook and everyone stumbled. The four enormous fountains located to the right and left of the castle’s main staircase burst into life, sending jets of water over two hundred feet into the air while the smaller fountains, near Rhen and his group, shot six jets of water over their heads into fountains located on the opposite side of the steps.  
 
    The elves turned around when they heard a thundering sound behind them. The top peaks of their castle had morphed into enormous waterfalls. Water cascaded down the castle’s walls, creating a work of art. The water landed in large troughs that were located at the bottom of each peak. Glancing down at the troughs that ran around their castle, the elves were surprised to see fish swimming by them.  
 
    “I’d always wondered what those troughs were for,” Neka whispered to Plos. He didn’t respond, so she looked up to see what had caught his attention and gasped at the sight of the tubes. The glass tubes were now filled with water. Fish, turtles, eels and dolphins zipped past them as they rode the currents within the tubes. “That’s better than a movie,” Neka mumbled to herself. She heard Lilly’s voice in her mind. Rhen was speaking to Ceceta in sign language and Lilly was transmitting Mary’s translations telepathically to everyone, except for Rhen and Ceceta. 
 
    I didn’t realize everyone would be here. Is there anyone he didn’t invite?  
 
    Ceceta smacked Rhen’s arm. He hasn’t invited anyone he didn’t tell you about. Plos told you exactly who was going to be here. If you hadn’t of been so high, you would have known. It’s your own fault. 
 
    Rhen stuck out his tongue at Ceceta then laughed when she crossed her eyes at him.  
 
    Neka was going to move down the steps towards them, but hesitated when she heard Plos whimper. She glanced towards him then laughed with relief when she saw plants growing within the rectangular openings between their wooden pathways. “Oh, Plos,” she whispered with joy. Every rectangular section had a different species of plant growing within it. From where she was standing, she could see rice, tomatoes, apple trees, rosemary, corn, carrots, squash, figs, wheat, peppers, beans and strawberries. On and on it went, a never-ending cornucopia of food.  
 
    The Water Elves had never been self-sufficient before. They’d always been forced to purchase their food from outsiders. Now, they’d be able to grow their own food.  
 
    The fountains are pretty, Neka heard Rhen sign to Ceceta.  
 
    Pretty? They’re outstanding. I wonder how they built them? 
 
    Damned if I know, Rhen signed in reply, causing several of the elves to chuckle, since thousands of years ago Themrock had built their castle. Rhen glanced up the stairs at Plos. He was staring at something behind Rhen. Curious, Rhen turned around to see what he was looking at. Behind him, in the ocean, were thousands of water creatures: water dragons, dolphins, whales, sharks, rays, octopuses, squid, walruses, penguins, fish, eels, otters, birds and more. It was as if every sea creature in existence was peering out of the water looking at the Water Elf kingdom. “Wow,” Rhen said. He stepped over towards Sarah. “How does your father get them to do that?” 
 
    Sarah didn’t know what to say. The animals had never come up like that before. They were clearly there to see Themrock. Laughing nervously, she said, “Well, you know Dad, he loves a show.”  
 
    Rhen’s eyebrow raised. What did that mean? He returned to Ceceta’s side and glanced back up the stairs at Plos, who still hadn’t moved. Proper Surpen etiquette dictated that he wait for Plos to invite him into his castle. After a few minutes had passed, during which nothing happened, Rhen became agitated. Signing to Ceceta so Sarah wouldn’t hear, he said, Maybe, this was a bad idea. I can still pretend that I’m sick and go home. In fact, I think I’m getting sick right now. Don’t I look pale to you? Let’s go. Rhen put out his elbow for Ceceta to take, but she didn’t move. She knew the Water Elves were counting on Rhen to enter their castle. If she took Rhen’s arm, they’d be back at the University and the elves would miss out. 
 
    After hearing Lilly’s transmission, Plos realized he was about to lose Themrock. Quickly, he shifted into action. He ran down the steps and lunged himself into Rhen, knocking him back a few steps.  
 
    Rhen chuckled uncomfortably as Plos hugged him. He patted Plos awkwardly on the back twice. 
 
    Sarah giggle at his discomfort and Rhen stared over at her, begging for help. When Sarah cleared her throat, Plos stepped back. “Welcome!” Tears of joy shone in his eyes. “Thank you for joining us tonight, Emperor.” 
 
    Emperor? He was friends with Plos. Why wasn’t Plos calling him Rhen? Perhaps tonight was a political event? That would explain the presence of the others on the steps. “Thank you for inviting us, your majesty.” 
 
    Plos stepped aside and waved his hand towards the people waiting on the stairs. “Everyone’s here. Shall we go in?”  
 
    As the Water Elves walked from room to room, showing Rhen their castle, they noticed that Rhen’s presence made the lights in the castle brighter. The faded pictures that adorned the castle’s walls were vibrant once again and the tubes that crisscrossed throughout the castle made a pleasing, melodic sound. There were now waterfalls inside the castle that the elves hadn’t even realized existed before. When Plos was finished with his tour, he brought Rhen to a large hall, where the cocktail reception was taking place. There were several fountains in the room that bubbled with life and a gorgeous waterfall made of green sea stones and shells cascaded down the entire side of the left wall. “So,” Plos said to Rhen. “What do you think of our castle?” 
 
    “It’s spectacular. It certainly lives up to your tribe’s name. I had no idea that it was so vast.” 
 
    “Like the ocean,” Ceceta added, reaching for Rhen’s hand. 
 
    “Yes,” Neka agreed. “Just like the ocean.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Rhen asked Neka conversationally. “Thellis informed me that when you pick your crops, new food grows back instantly. Your crops’ yield is never ending. Is that true? And if so, do you ever need to worry about starvation for your people?” 
 
    Neka was caught off guard. Her eyes grew wide as she panicked. Charlie stepped up beside her, munching on a cracker. “You’re right,” he told Rhen, while taking another bite of his appetizer. “Starvation isn’t something that the Water Elves need to worry about. Like you said; if they pick something, it grows back instantaneously. Do you want to go outside and pick something to watch it grow back?” 
 
    “Yes, before I go, I would like to see that.” Rhen turned to Plos. “Can you grow your species of plants anywhere or do they only grow here?” 
 
    “Only here,” Charlie answered for a stunned-looking Plos. “We’ve tried to grow them at the Thestran palace, but they need the special environment that only the Water Elf castle can offer to thrive and reproduce.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. I would’ve liked to have brought some cuttings back to Surpen for our farmers to try to cultivate.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Charlie told Rhen, as Reed punched him on the arm. “Oww,” Charlie whined, rubbing his muscle. “Why’d you do that?” 
 
    “Why are you taking over Plos and Neka’s evening? Perhaps they would like some time to talk with Rhen? After all, you live with him every day,” Reed told him. 
 
    “Okay,” Charlie agreed, sounding grumpy. He walked over to get a drink.  
 
    Plos and Neka were sorry to see him leave. They’d appreciated his quick-thinking answers to Rhen’s questions.  
 
    “Where are the merpeople?” Rhen asked, glancing about the room. He turned to his sister, Sage, who’d married a merman several years ago.  
 
    Sage smiled and looked towards her husband, Ryan, for support, but he only laughed nervously and asked, “What?” 
 
    “Your people,” Rhen said, nodding towards Ryan. “Thellis told me you live with the Water Elves. Where are they?” 
 
    “They’ll be here later,” Charlie yelled, from across the room. 
 
    Sage nodded, thankful that her brother had answered Rhen’s question but concerned because it was such an obvious lie. Since Ryan’s parents couldn’t live out of water, they hadn’t been invited. She sure hoped Charlie knew what he was doing.  
 
    Plos and Neka decided to walk Rhen over in Charlie’s direction, so he could continue to come up with quick answers to Rhen’s strange questions.  
 
    “Later?” Rhen asked Ryan as they crossed the floor. 
 
    “Yes,” Ryan said, with a shrug.  
 
    Sage reached out to pull Ryan away from Rhen. “What’re you doing?” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m following Charlie’s lead. He seems to have a plan or at least, he’s fooling Rhen well enough that Rhen’s buying it.” Sage laughed. Oddly enough, it seemed to make sense. 
 
    Charlie had gotten himself a drink from the bartender. He downed it then asked for two more. Carrying the drinks towards Mary, he handed her one then downed the second. Mary shook her head. She loved Charlie, but sometimes his behavior was less than exemplary. “Thanks,” she murmured, holding up the strange, brown concoction that Charlie had given her. “What is it?”  
 
    “That tropical drink you fell in love with while we were on Crithnians.” Charlie lifted his hand to order a third drink. “It just looks different with the Water Elves’ mixers. Hey, you want to dance?” 
 
    Mary took a sip. “Oh, this drink is amazing.” 
 
    “Do you want to dance?” Charlie repeated. 
 
    “Definitely.”  
 
    Charlie leaned forward to kiss her before taking her hand to walk out onto the dance floor. Before they could reach it, Neka grabbed Charlie’s arm.  
 
    “Sorry, Mary. We need Charlie.” She rushed him back to Plos’ side whispering, “You have to help us. Rhen’s asking questions we can’t answer. We aren’t good at lying. We don’t have enough practice, like you do.” 
 
    Charlie appeared offended. “Really, Neka, I’m not sure how to take that.” He laughed at the look of horror on her face then continued over towards where Plos was standing. 
 
    “…so the yield from your corn crop, if everything is harvested in one fell swoop, can feed your people for how long, would you say?” Rhen asked. 
 
    Charlie tripped accidentally and spilled his drink onto Plos’ shirt. “Oh, I’m so sorry.” He wiped at Plos’ shirt with his own. When Rhen wasn’t looking, he winked at Plos. William was laughing at Charlie’s clumsiness from the corner of the room, but the others knew Charlie had tripped on purpose. “There, all done,” Charlie said. He stepped back and shook out his shirt next to Rhen, spraying him with droplets from his drink.  
 
    “Charlie,” Rhen growled, drying his face with a napkin. He gazed out over the crowd. A lot of the elves were dancing.  
 
    “Do you want to dance, Ceceta?” Bending down, he whispered, “I took off my weapons belt for you.” Ceceta smiled and reached for his hand and the two of them left to dance. 
 
    “Rasack’s balls!” Plos grabbed Charlie’s arm. “You came just in time. I was telling so many lies that I lost track of all of them.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Charlie replied emphatically, while patting Plos on the shoulder. “That’s bad. Never lose track of your lies, then you’ll crash and burn. Tell your lies, mean your lies and believe in your lies. Then no one gets hurt. I still believe there’s a demon in the northern volcano that ate my homework in third grade.” James and Reed, who were standing next to them, laughed. They remembered that lie. Charlie had been so adamant about it that he’d even had their teacher believing in the northern volcanic demon until Kate had set her straight.  
 
    “Stay with me the rest of the night,” Plos begged.  
 
    Charlie chuckled at his predicament before answering, “Maybe. Right now, I need a drink.” He walked off towards the bar. 
 
    When Rhen stopped dancing, he was surrounded by Water Elves. They wanted to learn more about him. Rhen answered their questions for over an hour. When he started to hear the same questions being repeated, he realized it was time to move on. He signed to Ceceta, over the elves’ heads, that he needed a break and was heading to the bathroom. Ceceta signed back that she wanted to go with him. They made their excuses and walked through the door on the left that was located in the middle of the waterfall wall.  
 
    A moment later, Rhen’s guard elves opened the same door to follow. When they did, they revealed Rhen and Ceceta making out. The two of them had stopped to kiss as soon as they’d entered the room. Rhen’s hand was down Ceceta’s robes and Ceceta had her hand up Rhen’s tunic. They broke their embrace, when they noticed hundreds of Water Elves staring at them. Rhen’s anger flared and he turned on his guards. “You don’t need to follow us!” Ceceta was just as embarrassed about being caught and yelled at them, too, which made Rhen even angrier. He hated seeing his wife upset. Soon they were all yelling at each other.  
 
    Just when it appeared that Rhen and Ceceta might cut their visit short, Charlie stumbled through the door, slammed it shut behind him and declared, “I’ve got to take a piss. Is this the way?” 
 
    Rhen and Ceceta fell silent. 
 
    “It’s in the other direction, Charlie,” Sarah told him, while pointing back towards the party room. 
 
    Charlie burped. “Isn’t there another one in this direction?” 
 
    Sarah sighed. “Yes, but it’s far away and through some old, dingy parts of the castle.” 
 
    “Far?” Rhen repeated. “You can hold it, right Charlie?” Without waiting for a response from his brother, he grabbed Ceceta’s hand and told Sarah, “Lead on.” 
 
    They walked through two rooms before stepping behind an ancient tapestry into a secret passageway that led them through several small rooms full of doors that, when opened, showed the wall behind them. “Doors to nowhere,” Rhen said, staring at the brick wall behind the door he’d opened. “Didn’t I sing a song about that once?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ceceta said. She pushed the door closed and pulled on his hand to make him keep up with the others. “But I don’t think you were talking about these.” 
 
    “You don’t?” Rhen teased. 
 
    Sarah led them up a staircase and back through another room full of doors that led to nowhere. At the end of the next corridor, they entered a large, round room that had a circular stone structure in the middle of it. The structure reached from floor to ceiling and was roughly as thick in diameter as a small jetbike. There were numerous ancient, elfin symbols carved into it and on the walls encircling the room were paintings. The floor of the room had large swirling designs that appeared to continue on indefinitely. Two handprints had been carved into the stone structure in the center of the room. 
 
    Rhen paused when he stepped through the door into the chamber. He glanced up at the paintings then turned about in a circle to see them all. Sarah walked back to join him. “Why didn’t Plos bring us here earlier?” Rhen asked as he approached one of the pictures.  
 
    Sarah shrugged. “We never use this room.” She glanced up at the paintings of the Genisters on the walls. She’d been afraid to bring Rhen through here, since Themrock’s portrait was everywhere, but she needn’t have worried because Themrock had obscured his pictures. His eyes were now glowing such a brilliant blue that the details of his face were hard to see. “It’s the oldest room in the castle and it’s located in the center of all those rooms with empty doors, so it’s pretty much useless.” 
 
    Rhen figured Plos had probably thought he’d find it boring. He smiled at the painting in front of him then stepped over to the next picture. “What do you call this room?” 
 
    “The Ancestor Room.” Sarah gestured about. “Very descriptive, don’t you think? We’re not sure what it was used for. The pictures on the walls are of the Genisters, but we can’t read the ancient, elfin symbols to decipher them.” She pointed at the central column. “We thought the column was load-bearing, that it held up the upper floors of the castle, but recently we discovered it doesn’t seem to bear any weight. Some of the elves want to knock it down and open up the room, but Dad thinks there must be a reason for it. He hopes to figure it out someday.” 
 
    “All of the elfin castles have a room like this one,” Latsoh told Rhen. 
 
    “Interesting.” Rhen stepped to his right to look at the next picture. A moment later, he bent his head down to keep from laughing. The elves surrounded him. They searched the painting, trying to figure out what he found so funny. 
 
    Ceceta bumped into Rhen, when he moved on to the next painting. “Why are you laughing?” 
 
    Rhen shook his head. “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    Ceceta’s eyes widened. “Well, now you have to tell me. What is it? They seem like beautiful pictures of Themrock.” 
 
    Rhen put a hand on her back to guide her to the next painting. “They’re beautiful and funny.” 
 
    “They don’t look funny.” Ceceta peered at the picture in front of her as Rhen bent his head down again to stop himself from laughing. Ceceta smacked him on the arm. “Come on. Tell me what’s so funny.” 
 
    Rhen lifted his hands in surrender. “Alright. First, ask Sarah what’s in Themrock’s hand in the last picture we saw and then I’ll tell you why I think they’re funny.” 
 
    Ceceta strolled over to the previous picture and stared at Themrock’s hand. It appeared he was holding a long, thin sword. She turned to look at Sarah, who was two paintings behind her. “Sarah, would you mind telling me what’s in Themrock’s hand in this picture?” 
 
    Sarah walked over and sighed. “I love this one. It’s of Themrock with five elfin angels around him. He’s holding a sword, protecting the angels from some dark evil above them.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Ceceta said, “that’s what I thought, too. I just wanted to be sure.” She wandered over to Rhen. He was laughing at another picture when she bumped into him. “He’s holding a sword,” she whispered. 
 
    Rhen snorted. “No, he’s definitely not.”  
 
    Ceceta frowned. “It looks like a sword. It’s not exactly straight, but… I give up. What is it?” 
 
    Rhen bent down closer to her so no one would hear. “Don’t tell the others, but you’re looking at smoke rising from Themrock’s Tgarus cigarette.” 
 
    Ceceta appeared confused. “He’s smoking Tgarus weed?”  
 
    Aaron had appeared beside them, so Rhen decided to sign the rest of what he was going to say, That’s what’s so funny. This God, Themrock, that the elves are so happy to worship, is more into self-pleasure than anything else. Kind of like Charlie was at school.  
 
    Charlie’s shoulders hunched over as he felt the others staring at him after Lilly broadcast Mary’s translation. Fortunately, Rhen continued. They’re worshiping someone, who hasn’t done anything to deserve their affection. That swirling dark brown cloud above Themrock is Theter. He’s coming to yell at Themrock for not attending an important meeting and Themrock’s just laughing at him. 
 
    Ceceta put a hand to her mouth. She was shocked. She noticed the guard elves were surrounding them now. Are you telling me that Themrock’s not a good God? she signed. 
 
    Rhen shrugged. I don’t know. He might have been good at one point, but in these pictures, he’s definitely more into having fun than anything else. 
 
    Ceceta couldn’t accept what he was saying. I don’t believe you. How could you possibly know that? Did you read the ancient symbols? Themrock is a kind, peaceful, loving God. You’re making this up. 
 
    I’m not making it up and don’t jump to conclusions. I never said that Themrock wasn’t kind, peaceful and loving, just that he’s a bit of a partier. You don’t need to read the symbols to know it. Can’t you hear the pictures’ songs? He pointed at the painting in front of them. 
 
    Ceceta couldn’t hear anything coming from the painting. Song? What song?  
 
    Rhen pushed her closer. Listen. You can hear the pictures singing. Themrock painted these pictures and he placed a song into each of them. You can understand them by listening to his song. 
 
    Sarah and the others had a new appreciation for the paintings. They hadn’t realized that Themrock had painted them himself. The room became quiet, as they tried to hear the songs Rhen had mentioned.  
 
    I can’t hear anything, Rhen. Ceceta signed. 
 
    Rhen leaned over and placed his head on top of hers giving her the ability to hear the songs. Ceceta gasped. You’re right. I can hear him. This is amazing. I’m hearing Themrock singing a song that’s thousands of years old. I can’t believe it. You know he sounds just like…” she was going to say you, but realized she shouldn’t.  
 
    Rhen sniffed her hair. He loved the way Ceceta smelled. Like who?  
 
    Ceceta paused. Like… like Charlie. 
 
    Rhen chuckled into Ceceta’s hair and kissed her on the head. You’re right. He does sound like Charlie. Oh, Gods, I just had a thought. What if Charlie is Themrock? He looks like him a little, he sounds like him and according to these paintings, he definitely acts like him. He’s Themrock. I finally found Themrock.  
 
    The elves couldn’t help but laugh at Rhen’s words, as Charlie chuckled along with them. He wished Rhen would stop comparing him to the Genisters. 
 
    Rhen finished looking at the remaining portraits then walked over to the stone pillar in the center of the room, circling it, he inspected the ancient symbols. When he came to the handprints, he paused. “What are those?”  
 
    “It's rumored they’re Themrock's hands,” Sarah said, “But we think, in reality, the sculptor left them behind. Kind of like his signature, you know.” She walked over to put her hands into the handprints. “They’re big. He must have been a big person.” Sarah had taken her hands out of the prints so Rhen put his in them. As soon as Rhen’s hands made contact with the stone, his body jerked forward as a white light shot out from his eyes and mouth and from around his hands. The castle shook as Rhen began to recite a litany of unrecognizable words. Light began to pour out of the cracks between the stones that made up the castle and there was a roaring sound in the distance. 
 
    “Sarah!” Aaron yelled over the noise. “We’ve got to get his hands out of there until we know what this means.”  
 
    They grabbed Rhen to pull him off the wall, but instead they ended up clutching onto him as their bodies lifted into the air. A strong power blast surged through them, making their hair rise as a tingling sensation raced up and down their spines.  
 
    A moment later, it was over. They held onto Rhen as they fell back down to the floor. They could hear people running in the five hallways that opened into the room. When they looked up, the other elves, who’d been at the party, rushed in to join them.  
 
    Reed was the first to speak. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Sarah said.  
 
    As she explained what had just happened, Rhen collapsed to the floor, the handprints finally releasing him. He was still glowing white, but his eyes were now closed. Ceceta sat down to put his head on her lap while Jet walked to the side of the room to talk with Thellis, who’d just arrived.  
 
    Sarah lifted her hands to look at them. Something happened, I feel different, she thought. 
 
    You too? Aaron looked over at Sarah and tilted his head. Did I just read your mind?  
 
    Sarah’s mouth dropped opened as the other elves in the room laughed. They’d heard Sarah, too. Oh, Gods, Jack chimed in. We can read minds. Rhen gave us the power to read each other’s minds. The elves laughed with glee. They had some of their powers back. 
 
    I can’t believe it, Latsoh thought. This is wonderful. 
 
    “Can we do anything else?” Sarah asked.  
 
    Latsoh nodded enthusiastically. “I bet you can. Your powers over water should be back.” 
 
    “Really? You think?” Sarah thought. 
 
    “Tgfhi, throw a water ball into the air,” Latsoh told him.  
 
    Tgfhi had knelt down beside Ceceta and Rhen. “Why?”  
 
    “Just do it,” she snapped. 
 
    Tgfhi formed a ball of water in his palm then tossed it into the air. Sarah pointed her hands at it, willing it to stop. She stared with awe, as the water hovered in the air for a moment before falling towards the ground. Tgfhi snatched it back to him before it splattered, getting everyone wet. 
 
    “You’ll have to work on it,” Latsoh said. “Even Rhen had to work on his powers to learn how to control them.” 
 
    Jet cleared his throat to get their attention. “You should keep this a secret from Rhen.”  
 
    “Of course,” Plos said as the elves promised they would be quiet about it. 
 
    Jet hoped they would. He squatted down beside Ceceta. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, wiping a tear from her cheek. “I was scared, but it looks like he’ll be okay, so I’m fine.” Jet patted her back then stood up to tell the elves what Thellis had told him.  
 
    “This structure is one of the entrances to Themrock’s castle, Tetong. It will only open when Themrock puts his hands in the prints located in your other castles. Whenever Themrock connects to the sculpture through the handprints, he’s forced to release a part of his powers to you. Thellis said Rhen will be exhausted from the experience. If he were Themrock, he wouldn’t notice, but as Rhen, he’s trying to release some of his powers to you, while working to keep his mind from realizing who he is and blocking Layla from absorbing the powers that are meant for you. So, needless to say, he’s going to feel like crap when he wakes up. Thellis also told me that he’ll come back later, once Rhen is gone, to teach you how to mind speak properly. You need to learn how to focus your thoughts and block out others. Otherwise, you’ll all get headaches.” 
 
    “Good, idea,” Plos said. He’d already noticed how noisy it was. 
 
    Jet gestured towards the paintings on the walls. “He also mentioned that you should now be able to hear Themrock’s songs.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Jack said. “I thought I was hearing the other elves’ thoughts, but you’re right. If I focus on a picture, I can hear Themrock.” He laughed, his fingers touching his mouth as he concentrated. “I can’t believe I’m listening to Themrock.”  
 
    Sarah focused on the portrait above her. “He really does sound like Rhen.” 
 
    “He does,” Latsoh agreed, stepping to the right next to Shno to listen to a new picture.  
 
    Tgfhi cleared his throat. They turned towards him to find Rhen trying to sit up. Once he was seated, he put his hands on his head. “I feel horrible,” he said in Surpen before rolling over onto his side and pulling his legs up towards his stomach. “I think I’m going to throw up.” 
 
    “Hold it in. I’ll get you to a bathroom,” Ceceta said in Surpen before looking up at Sarah and adding in Thestran, “Where is the closest bathroom?” 
 
    “Just two rooms away.”  
 
    Jet and Tgfhi helped Rhen to his feet. “What happened?” Ceceta asked Rhen, as they walked into the next room. 
 
    “I don’t know. I remember looking at some paintings with you and then I woke up on the floor feeling like crap. That’s all I remember. Was I out for long? What happened?” 
 
    “No, you weren’t out long,” Ceceta told him. “You hit your head. That’s why you feel so sick. Do you know what tripped you?” 
 
    “No. Did I black out?” 
 
    “Yes, love.” Ceceta put her hand on his back. Rhen shook his head with frustration at his body’s weakness and a wave of nausea hit him. He pushed Jet and Tgfhi away from him, as he sank down to the floor, holding his head with his hands.  
 
    “Just give him a second,” Ceceta told them. “Let him pull himself back together.” 
 
    As they waited for Rhen, Charlie reached out to try one of the doors that opened to a wall. “Hey, these doors that lead to nowhere are locked now.” Sarah tried the door next to his as the elves fanned out, trying other doors. They were all locked. Why would Themrock lock doors that led nowhere? 
 
    Rhen leaned forward and put his hands on the carpeted floor as he rose to his feet. He was pale and his eyes were bloodshot. “I have the worst headache,” he whispered to Ceceta. “Where did Sarah say the bathroom was again?” 
 
    “This way.” She took his arm to guide him down the hall.  
 
    When they reached the bathroom, Rhen gestured that he wanted to go in alone. As they waited outside, they could hear him throwing up. 
 
    “Is it going to be like this for him every time?” Latsoh asked. 
 
    Jet was leaning against the wall with Lilly in his arms. “Yes,” he told them, “At least, that’s what Thellis said.” 
 
    Jack was glad that he’d made a pact with the other guard elves not to pressure Rhen into visiting their castles. He hated seeing Themrock in pain. 
 
    They waited outside the bathroom for a while. Rhen wasn’t throwing up, but he still hadn’t returned. Sarah moved over to look out a nearby window. In the distance, she could hear shouts of joy. Water Elves were running everywhere laughing. Peering through the mist that had come in, she noticed a long, dark shape in the distance. As she examined it more closely, she realized that it was a part of her home. The Water Elves’ castle had nearly tripled in size. “Gods,” she murmured, feeling stunned. Her home was enormous.  
 
    Latsoh was suddenly standing beside her. “I don’t think we should use our new abilities to read minds or control water when Rhen’s around.” 
 
    Sarah agreed. “Yes, of course. I’ll tell my Dad when Rhen leaves the bathroom, so he can warn everyone to stop using their powers.” Latsoh thanked her then moved over to Erfce’s side. 
 
    Eventually, Tgfhi asked, “Should we check on him?” 
 
    Ceceta pushed open the bathroom door. “I’ll be right back.” She walked into the bathroom only to return a moment later. “At first I thought that he had passed out, but since none of you are unconscious, I guess he’s just fallen asleep.” 
 
    Jet released Lilly and stepped forward. He needed to move Rhen. “We should let him sleep. Thellis said he’d need the rest.” 
 
    “We can take him to my Dad’s bedroom,” Sarah told them. “It’s not far from here.” 
 
    Ceceta opened the bathroom door wider so they could enter. Rhen was lying on the floor next to the toilet. His head was on the ground behind the toilet bowl and his right arm was draped over the toilet itself. Fortunately for them, he had flushed the toilet before falling asleep. The room still smelled of vomit, though, because part of his cape had become soiled. Jet detached Rhen’s cape from his shoulders and tucked it into his belt while Tgfhi eased his way between Rhen and the wall. Together, Jet and Tgfhi pulled Rhen off the floor. He woke up as they carried him towards the exit. Rhen struggled in their grasp, so they released him. He wobbled on his feet then walked over to the sink to wash his hands and face. When he was done, Ceceta handed him a towel. “Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    Rhen wiped off his face. “Yeah. I just have a headache.” 
 
    “Should we go back to the party?” Ceceta asked. They’d accomplished what they’d come for. If Rhen wanted to leave, she wouldn’t stop him. 
 
    Rhen wanted to go home, but he knew he couldn’t disappoint Plos and Neka by leaving early. He reached for Ceceta’s hand. “Lead the way.” 
 
    When they entered the cocktail room, Plos rushed over to them. “You’ve been gone a long time, Emperor. Is there a problem?”  
 
    “No, no problem. Sarah was just showing us around your castle.” He glanced in her direction and added, “Thanks.” 
 
    Plos gestured towards his left. “It’s time for dinner. Shall we move into the dining room?” 
 
    “Sure.” Maybe food would make him feel better. 
 
    They entered a room that was almost three times the size of the University’s dining hall. Evenly spaced throughout the room were low, round tables. Ten green cushions surrounded each table. “I’d forgotten that Thellis had told me you sit on the floor to eat.” Rhen stepped down the three steps that led into the room. “I’m looking forward to seeing it in action.” 
 
    Plos’ eyes darted left and right as he followed Rhen into the room. Their dining room had been completely renovated since Rhen had put his hands into the sculpted handprints. What had happened to their white oak dining table and chairs? 
 
    On the walls on both sides of the room were waterfalls. By the back wall was a low trough attached to one of the clear tubes that ran through the castle and to their left, near the room’s entrance, was an open-ended clear tube poking out of the ceiling. Underneath it were a plethora of cushions. 
 
    Rhen walked to the back of the room to put his hand in the trough. The water was warmer than he’d thought it would be. When Plos arrived beside him, he asked, “Can I try it out later?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Plos said, although he hadn’t any idea what Rhen was talking about. 
 
    “Where are your parents?” Rhen asked Ryan, when the merman passed by him. “Won’t they be joining us for dinner?” 
 
    “Um… ” Ryan was dumbfounded. He glanced around at the tables and wooden floor. His people had to stay wet or they’d die. The only reason why he could live on land was because Sage had given him the ability to do so with her powers. Ryan had no idea how his people could possibly join the Water Elves for dinner. They would dry out, sitting on these cushions in this wooden room. 
 
    “They’ll be here momentarily,” Charlie said, as he strolled by. He helped Mary sit down on a cushion and then glanced up at Rhen. “Are you sitting with us or with the fuddy duddies?” Rhen laughed and shook his head before moving over towards the “fuddy duddy” table. 
 
    Ryan glared at Charlie as he sat beside him. “What do you mean ‘they’ll be here momentarily’?” he hissed. “They can’t survive in this room. He’ll know we’re lying.”  
 
    Charlie put his napkin on his lap. When he glanced up, everyone at his table was frowning at him. He sighed. “Would you all please listen to Rhen the next time? And I mean really listen to his words. He’s been talking to Thellis. If he asks you why your people aren’t here for dinner, then obviously, Thellis has told him that they’re usually here for dinner and that’s why he’s asking. So let’s just wait and see what happens next, shall we?” 
 
    Sure enough, Charlie was right. The moment Rhen sat down, the floor shifted and square openings that were filled with ocean water appeared between each cushion. Plos and Rhen were the only two people who hadn’t been separated by water. Rhen was peering down into the square on his left, when he called out, “Ah, here come the merpeople.” The elves watched with fascination as merpeople swam up into each of the squares on the floor. They pulled themselves forward onto the table in front of them with their taloned hands as an underwater vine swung down underneath their bodies to support them. Once the vine was in place, they leaned back and gazed about the room at all of the elves, while the clear sheath at the top of their round, black eyes blinked to adjust to the increase in light. 
 
    The Water Elves were enthralled. They’d always adored the merpeople from a distance, but had never been able to communicate with them before. Merpeople couldn’t speak with their mouths; instead they used their minds to communicate. Up until now, it had always been impossible for the two groups to converse.  
 
    Sitting beside Rhen was Ryan’s mother, the MerQueen. Ryan’s father was on the other side of Plos. Ryan laughed as his brother and cousin swam up to sit beside him. He couldn’t believe that his people were here. He turned to his brother and asked, “But how did you know to come? How did you know there would be a seat waiting for you?” 
 
    Ryan’s brother told him telepathically, Thellis stopped by to tell us we were invited to dinner. He mentioned that our lives with the Water Elves were about to begin again. 
 
    “Fantastic,” Sarah whispered as the merwoman beside her said the same thing. 
 
    The elves found they had a lot in common with the Merpeople. Even Naci was enjoying himself as he spoke with Ryan’s Great Uncle about underwater volcanoes. During dinner, several elves tried to read Rhen and Ceceta’s minds, but they found they couldn’t. Themrock had blocked everyone from their thoughts. 
 
    Ceceta noticed Rhen was having trouble concentrating during dinner. “What’s going on? Are you okay?” 
 
    “My headache’s still there. Do you know how much longer elfin feasts last? I’m really tired.” 
 
    “From what Sarah said earlier, I think we have at least two more hours to go.” 
 
    Rhen closed his eyes. Vivist spit, he thought. He felt Ceceta’s hand on his back. Turning, he heard say, “Do you want to go? I’m sure they’ll understand.” Rhen shook his head. He liked Plos and didn’t want to leave his party early.  
 
    Dessert arrived and everyone ate, except for Rhen, who spaced out for five minutes. He felt a cold, rubbery hand on his arm and turned to find Ryan’s mother asking him a question about his planet’s military. Rhen perked up. He loved talking about his soldiers. When they had finished speaking, Naci asked him a question.  
 
    Ceceta signed, Why did you space out on us? when Rhen glanced her way.  
 
    Mary sat up. She glanced around the room for Lilly and saw her walking towards their table.  
 
    “I can’t wait to show Ceceta your temple,” Rhen told Naci. “It’s really spectacular.” 
 
    “So, you are coming to the wedding?” Naci asked. He’d been worried, since he hadn’t received a response from Rhen. 
 
    “Of course. I wouldn’t miss Latsoh and Erfce’s wedding.” As Rhen was talking to Naci, he signed to Ceceta, Oh, you know, the same old crap. A comet was heading for a populated planet, so I had to shove it aside before they collided. Boring, really. Mary translated his signs for Lilly and the room became quiet as the elves realized the enormity of Rhen’s responsibilities. They had known that he scanned his territories, but hadn’t comprehended the fact that he also watched the entire Universe keeping people safe. 
 
    Rhen noticed the change in the room’s atmosphere. He dropped his hands into his lap and glanced at Plos. Had he made a rude hand sign or were the elves waiting for him to provide them with a diplomatic speech?  
 
    “What are you expecting from me for tonight’s gathering?” he asked. 
 
    “Expecting?” Plos repeated. 
 
    “Am I supposed to speak?”  
 
    “No,” Plos said with surprise. “We just wanted you to see our castle. That’s all. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Rhen gestured towards the room with his head. Plos lifted his eyes to find everyone staring at them. “Oh.” Now he understood why Rhen thought he was expected to speak. “No, they’re waiting for me to speak.” Rhen relaxed as Plos rose to his feet. 
 
    While Plos spoke, Rhen’s eyes fell on the dessert that had been left on his plate. It was a round, tan cake that smelled delicious. What’s that? he signed to Ceceta. 
 
    An Elfin Honey Cake. It’s excellent. 
 
    He leaned forward to inspect it. It looks good. 
 
    Ceceta’s eyebrows rose. Seriously? You’re actually considering eating something other than meat? 
 
    Rhen crossed his eyes at her. Just tell me what it’s made of. Any chance it’s made out of animals? 
 
    Ceceta sighed. No. It’s made from bee spit and pollen. 
 
    Rhen was surprised. Bee shit?  
 
    Plos stumbled in his speech, trying not to laugh when he heard Lilly’s translation of Rhen’s signs. 
 
    No, bee spit. Spit! Ceceta shook her hands at him to emphasize her words.  
 
    Rhen backed away from the cake. It can’t taste that good. I’ve tried animal spit before. It’s nasty.  
 
    Plos wrapped up his speech and everyone clapped. As soon as he sat down, Rhen stood up. Concerned, Plos asked, “Are you leaving?” He knew the evening would have to end at some point, but he’d hoped Rhen would stay longer. 
 
    “No, just going to the bathroom.” Rhen walked out of the room, while his guard elves, Jet and Charlie ran to catch up. 
 
    “Hey,” Charlie cried out, when Rhen left the castle. “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “Taking a walk. My legs were getting stiff. Old war injuries need to be kept in motion, if you know what I mean.” Charlie didn’t have any idea what he was talking about but Jet, who’d been wounded several times, said, “Yes, they do, sir.” His joints had been bothering him too. 
 
    They walked down the main wooden steps towards the ocean. Most of the sea creatures were still waiting nearby. When they saw Rhen, they began to flap their fins, blow water into the air and honk. Rhen chuckled at their display as he glided across the wooden pathways, walking along the outer perimeter of the castle. Absentmindedly, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a Tgarian cigarette. He popped it into his mouth and lit it with a ball of fire from his hand. Every now and then he’d pause to inspect one of the pods he was passing. When he’d finished his cigarette, he stubbed it out and tucked the remaining piece into a pocket in his tunic. They had stopped by some apple trees. Rhen leaned over to see what was at the base of the rectangle. “Interesting. So they’re growing on vines? Where do they get their nutrients?” 
 
    “From the water,” Charlie said.  
 
    Rhen nodded. He wished he had plants like these on Surpen. “So if I pick an apple, a new one will appear?”  
 
    “That’s right,” Charlie told him. 
 
    Rhen pulled an apple off the tree then watched with fascination as a new one took its place. He repeated the experiment several times. “That’s incredible. You elves are lucky.” He tossed the apples he was holding to Sarah, Aaron and Jack. “Do they taste the same as the apples that you get in the Wood Elf forest?” 
 
    Charlie took a bite from the apple he’d picked. “Yes and no.” He swallowed. “They taste the same to most elves, but they taste better to the Water Elves.” 
 
    Rhen watched as they ate their apples, then continued on towards the castle, stopping by one of the troughs that was catching the water falling from the castle’s peaks. “I’m ready for some fun. Sarah, may I try it out now or do I have to wait until after dinner?” 
 
    Sarah’s mouth opened and she glanced at Charlie, hoping he’d say something. When he smiled at her but remained quiet, she said, “Try it out?” 
 
    “The tubes,” Rhen said, as if it were obvious. He pointed at the clear tubes around them. When Sarah didn’t respond right away, he shrugged and dove headfirst into the trough. Jet bolted forward to try to catch him, but Rhen had already been sucked up into a tube. They watched as he rose up past them before disappearing into the castle. 
 
    “Where is he?!” Jet yelled. 
 
    Charlie smiled and pointed over his shoulder towards a tube on their left. A moment later, they saw Rhen zoom out past the left wing of the castle. The tube he was in dropped drastically then turned to the right and re-entered the castle. “How did he get there?” Shno asked.  
 
    “They’re all connected,” Charlie said, taking a bite from his apple. “Come on, he’ll probably land in the dining room to see if Ceceta wants to take a ride. Let’s meet him there.” 
 
    “That looks like fun,” Jack said as he chased after Charlie, who was now sprinting for the entry door. 
 
    Bosternd stood up when they entered the dining room. “Where is he?” The guard elves stood awkwardly in the doorway for a few seconds. They didn’t know what to tell him. “There he is,” Charlie said, pointing towards the ceiling as Rhen zipped past them in the tube over their heads. The merpeople smacked their tails with excitement.  
 
    A few seconds later, there was a sucking sound from the open tube that was sticking out of the ceiling and Rhen dropped down onto the cushions below. He rolled twice then stood up, dripping wet. “Fantastic!” The smile fell from his face when he noticed everyone staring at him. “Sorry. Was I supposed to wait until after the meal to try them out?” 
 
    “No, no,” Plos reassured him. “It’s fine.” He had always thought that the tubes were a decoration. He’d had no idea they were a ride. 
 
    Rhen grinned as he walked over towards his table. “Plos, that was amazing. You can speed up and slow down by changing your body shape and then there’s this area…” he hesitated, “but you already know all about it.” Turning to Ceceta, he said, “Come on, you’ve got to try it out. I’ll give you the ability to breathe underwater like them and then you can jump right in.” 
 
    “Like them?” Tgfhi asked, climbing to his feet. 
 
    “Like the Water Elves. Didn’t you know that Water Elves could breathe underwater?”  
 
    Tgfhi put his hands on his hips. Nice little information drop there Themrock, he thought. “No,” he said, “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Well, they can.” Rhen pulled Ceceta towards the trough in the back of the room. He searched the area for a second before saying, “Ah, here. This must have been where Themrock used to put it.” He reached up, above the trough for what looked like an old, wire bird cage then pulled a white ball of energy out of his body and placed it into the cage. He closed the cage’s door and locked it with a spell, then hung it back up over the trough. Turning, he told his friends, “Dip one of your fingers into this energy and you’ll be able to breathe underwater like the Water Elves for two hours.” 
 
    Tgfhi was impressed. “Thanks, Rhen.” He couldn’t wait to try it. 
 
    Rhen held out his hand to Ceceta. “So, are you coming?” 
 
    Ceceta shook her head and stepped away from the trough, her eyes narrowing suspiciously on the tubes. “I don’t want to.”  
 
    Rhen hesitated. He’d wanted to share the experience with her. “Are you sure?” When Ceceta nodded, he jumped up into the trough. 
 
    “I want to go before you,” Sarah called out. She ran over and climbed into the trough in front of Rhen. She was taking a chance. None of the Water Elves had ever breathed under water before. She hoped that Themrock had restored that power to them. If not, she would be in serious trouble. Aaron looked worried as did her parents. She winked at them, then lay down in the few inches of water in the trough with her arms across her chest. Rhen gave her a gentle push, sliding her into the tube, and an instant later, she was pulled out of sight by the water that was rushing by. In their minds, the elves could hear Sarah laughing as she zipped past them. It seemed Themrock had given them the ability to breath underwater. 
 
    Rhen flipped his body over to enter the tube headfirst. “Wait!” Ceceta yelled, just as he was sliding into the tube. He flung his hands and legs out to stop his momentum. They could see the water pummeling him as it rushed by with great force. A second later, he phased out of the tube and landed next to Ceceta, dripping wet and breathing hard. “Trying to stop the force of that water is impossible.” He leaned over to catch his breath. “If I wasn’t tired before, I am now.” When he had recovered, he held out his hand to Ceceta. “Do you want to go together or separate?” 
 
    “Together.”  
 
    Rhen pointed at the ball of energy in the cage and Ceceta dipped her finger into it. She felt the cool rush of his powers as they ran up her arm into her chest. Rhen lifted her into the trough then jumped up behind her. “You’re sure this will work?” she asked.  
 
    Rhen kissed her. “Would I lie to you, love?” Ceceta smiled and lay down as Rhen wrapped himself around her.  
 
    “Ready?” She nodded.  
 
    Rhen kicked at the water in the trough to push the two of them into the tube. Ceceta felt a moment of panic when the water consumed her but the thrill of the speed and being able to see out through the tubes at the passing scenery had her laughing with delight in no time.  
 
    As soon as they were gone, there was a mad rush to enter the tubes. Everyone wanted to try it out. Those who couldn’t breathe underwater dipped their finger into Rhen’s energy ball, while those who could jumped into the trough as soon as the person in front of them had zipped off. The merpeople had left to enter the tubes through openings that were located underneath the castle. They zoomed around inside the tubes with the Water Elves, laughing and playing. 
 
    Later that night, Rhen pulled himself and Ceceta out of the tubes. They’d been riding the water for a while now and he was exhausted. “I’m afraid I need to go home to bed, Cece. You can stay if you want to. I’m just wiped.” 
 
    “No, I’ll go home with you.” She waved at Neka, when she shot past them through one of the tubes. A moment later, Neka stood up in the trough outside the castle beside them. “Yes? Do you need something?”  
 
    “We just wanted to say thank you. We’re tired, so we’ll be heading home now. Would you please thank Plos for us and tell him we said goodbye?” 
 
    “Of course.” Neka stepped out of the tube to hug them. “Thank you so much for coming tonight. I hope you had fun. Please visit us again soon.” 
 
    “We will,” Ceceta said, taking Rhen’s hand. 
 
    Rhen phased them back to their apartment where they found Jet and Bosternd waiting for them. “Hey,” Rhen called out, kicking off his wet military boots. “Didn’t you want to try out the tubes?” 
 
    “We’re Surpens,” Jet said stoically, making Rhen laugh.  
 
    Of course, Rhen thought. A Surpen would never want to be totally submerged under water. Rhen waved good night to them and headed into his bedroom to crash. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day at school, everyone was talking about the Water Elf castle. Most of the students had already been to the castle to try out the tubes. Those who hadn’t were planning on going after breakfast. The Water Elves’ tubes had become famous overnight and people throughout the Universe were visiting Thestran to try them out. Plos had had to set up a new accounting department to handle the income from so many tourists. 
 
    Rhen didn’t leave his bedroom that morning. Ceceta wandered out into their kitchen around mid-morning. “Is everything okay?” Jet asked, from their adjoining living room. 
 
    “Yeah.” She pulled some coffee beans out of the refrigerator to make a cup of coffee. “He just needs to sleep, like Thellis told you he would. He’s completely wiped. It’s still the weekend, so I told him to spend the day in bed. There’s nothing to get up for, right?”  
 
    “No,” Jet agreed. He turned to go back to Lilly. “There’s no reason for him to leave the apartment today.”  
 
    “That’s what I told him,” Ceceta said before yawning and starting her coffee maker. 
 
    Rhen spent the entire day in bed. That night, as Ceceta and her friends sat down to study, he opened his bedroom door and wandered over to sit down next to Ceceta on the couch. He had dark circles under his eyes and his hair was askew. Ceceta leaned over to give him a kiss. “You look so much better than you did this morning.” She rubbed her hand through his thick brown hair to flatten it. 
 
    Rhen grunted. “Really? I thought I still looked like a Rasack wart.” 
 
    “No, you looked like that earlier. Now you look like a Tgarian mormot’s butt.” She chuckled when Rhen glared at her. “Only kidding, only kidding.”  
 
    Rhen settled down into the couch and leaned his head back. A few moments later he was asleep. 
 
    “I love how he can do that,” Latsoh said. 
 
    “Me too,” Jet agreed wistfully as he bounced his daughter up and down on his hip. The nanny had delivered their baby an hour ago and he was already tired.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Student Bathroom – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    “Rhen, can I talk to you for a moment?” Tgfhi put his hand on Rhen’s shoulder to stop him from leaving the bathroom. The rest of their group was still at the lunch table in the student dining hall and Rhen’s guards were waiting outside. If he didn’t leave the bathroom soon, they’d come in to check on him. 
 
    “May I have your permission to take Latsoh’s portrait of Thamber from Charlie? Erfce has asked Charlie for it repeatedly, but he keeps pretending he doesn’t have it. We know he has it. We all saw it in his bedroom. Erfce’s been begging me to steal it since Charlie won’t sell it to him. I don’t think I’ll have any trouble swiping it from Charlie’s bedroom, but I wanted to check with you first. If I’m caught, it could be difficult for you politically, considering I’m a part of your territory.” 
 
    Rhen’s mouth twisted to the side as he considered Tgfhi’s words. He pushed open the bathroom door. “Charlie, come in here.” 
 
    “No,” Tgfhi hissed, putting his hands out to stop Rhen, but it was too late. 
 
    Charlie glanced at Tgfhi curiously as he walked into the bathroom. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Give Erfce the portrait of Thamber that you bought from the Fire Elves.” Charlie was about to protest, but Rhen continued, “I’ll pay you a fair price for it. The poor guy’s been trying to buy it from you forever now. It’s not nice of you to play with him. You know how much that portrait means to the Fire Elves and Latsoh in particular. Let him give it to Latsoh as a gift on their wedding day as he’s been planning this whole time.”  
 
    Charlie could tell that Rhen was angry with him. He wouldn’t get anywhere claiming he didn’t have it. “Okay, Rhen.” 
 
    Rhen clasped his shoulder. “I appreciate it.” Glancing behind Charlie at Tgfhi, he asked, “We done here? Can I go back to lunch?”  
 
    Tgfhi nodded then jogged past Rhen to open the door for him. He rushed out behind Rhen so Charlie couldn’t yell at him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Fire Elf King and Queen had a problem. "We've invited too many people," Naci bellowed as he paced back and forth in his study to keep warm. Reman had counted and then recounted the acceptances to Latsoh and Erfce's wedding invitation. They had expected about twenty percent of the people they’d invited to be unable to come but that wasn’t the case. Everyone had accepted their invitation. Reman, who was sitting at Naci’s desk, gathered the response cards to her. “They’re probably coming because they want to see what happens to the castle when Rhen enters it.” 
 
    “I agree, but what do we do before then? The castle won’t grow until he puts his hands in the handprints. We can’t fit everyone in our reception room. It isn’t big enough.” He paused by the fireplace and kicked at a few dying embers. “Stupid fire.” 
 
    Reman sighed. None of the Fire Elves could keep a fire blazing. It was actually rather comical. She’d grown used to it, but Naci still rallied against his inability to produce a fire. 
 
    “Where do we fit everyone?” He turned to face her, looking distraught. A moment later, he perked up. “I know. Let’s tell Latsoh she has to get Rhen to visit the castle the night before her wedding for a ‘dress rehearsal.’” 
 
    Reman wrapped a second shawl around her arms. "She won't do that." 
 
    "Why not?"  
 
    "Because then Rhen will sleep through her wedding. She wants him to be awake for her celebration." Naci grunted. Reman was right. Rhen had slept for an entire day after his visit to the Water Elf castle.  
 
    Reman curled her toes under the soles of her feet to try to warm them. “I think we should hold the reception in the courtyard between us and the temple. The light from the temple will keep us warm, the setting is beautiful with all of the flowers and there’s plenty of room.” 
 
    Naci’s eyebrows rose as he considered her suggestion. It was a good idea. He walked over to stand in front of his desk as Reman smiled up at him. “Okay. But what do we do about the dining portion of the ceremony?” 
 
    “We’ll squeeze some extra tables into the banquet hall. Nobody will mind, since it’ll keep us all warm.” Naci rapped his knuckles on the desk twice and pointed at her, giving his approval.  
 
    Reman hoped that was the end of it. Her husband had a habit of worrying too much.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhen was sitting on the couch in his apartment spacing out. He had already dressed for Latsoh and Erfce’s wedding in his black military dress uniform, the one that Ceceta liked, since it brought out his eyes. The black tunic was trimmed with leather and black pearls had been sewn in intricate patterns across the sleeves and bottom hem. Rhen’s cape was black and he wore a single sword with dagger attachment around his waist. Ceceta stepped out of her bedroom wearing dark blue robes that were trimmed with black. 
 
    “You look awesome,” Crystam told her. 
 
    “Can we go now?” Tgfhi asked, when Ceceta started to compliment Crystam on her dress. “The ceremony is supposed to begin soon. I don’t want to be late.” 
 
    Ceceta hesitated. “I don’t know. Rhen’s been zoning out more and more lately, ever since our trip to the Water Elf castle. What if I stop him while he’s in the middle of saving someone’s life?” Tgfhi certainly didn’t want to be responsible for causing someone’s death. “Do you know what’s going on?” Ceceta asked Jet. 
 
    Jet was sitting on his couch feeding his daughter. He held her bottle steady with his right hand as he rocked back and forth to try to get her to sleep. “There’s been a lot of unrest in Solar System 12. He’s probably just checking it out.” 
 
    “Unrest?” Tgfhi asked. 
 
    “Civil war,” Jet clarified. “Solar System 12 is a wreck.” He pulled the bottle free and lifted his daughter up onto his shoulder to burp her. 
 
    “That’s terrible,” Crystam said. “Why doesn’t Rhen stop it?” 
 
    “He can’t,” Thellis mumbled from outside the living room window, his green glow lighting the glass.  
 
    Ceceta waved at him, telling him to come in. When he continued to linger outside, she said, “Come on in Thellis and tell us why Rhen can’t stop the war.” 
 
    Thellis floated through the window into Ceceta’s living room. He hovered by the bookcase on the side of the room. “He can’t stop the war because he signed the Code Book.” 
 
    Tgfhi laughed. “Well, I guess that explains everything.” 
 
    “What does the Genister Code Book have to do with Solar System 12?” Jet asked, while checking to make sure the baby’s spit up landed on the cloth and not his uniform. 
 
    “The war in Solar System 12 is Therol’s game, thus the Code Book.” 
 
    Jet sighed. Ceceta was right. The Genisters were annoying. “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    Thellis floated down to perch on the coffee table. “There are many chapters in the Code Book. You know the one about not interfering with a Genister who is reliving their life, but there’s also a section that states that if one of us is involved with a solar system, then the rest of us are not allowed to interfere unless: one, the solar system asks for our help; two, we are good friends with inhabitants of the system; three, we are using a mortal shell from that system; or four, we are already involved in that system. Of course, when Themrock wrote the book he never considered that Therol might use it to his advantage. 
 
    “Maybe Themrock should rewrite the Code Book,” Crystam snapped. 
 
    Thellis snorted, his green powers flaring around him. “Great idea. Why don’t you tell him that the next time you see– ” 
 
    Rhen blinked his eyes and lifted his hand up to smooth his hair down. He looked around the room at the others. “Why are you staring at me?” 
 
    “We were talking about the war on Solar System 12,” Thellis said. “Can you do anything to stop it?” 
 
    Rhen shook his head. “No. I wish I could. They haven’t called out to me for help.” 
 
    “Aren’t they calling out to Themrock?” Tgfhi asked, feeling confused. Thellis gave him a look and he slapped a hand over his mouth. Crap. He’d just slipped up. 
 
    Fortunately, Rhen didn’t seem to notice. He stood up to stretch saying, “Somehow Loreth has made it impossible for them to ask the Genister Gods or Surpens for help. They can’t seem to say the words ‘Black Angel’ either. If they could, I’d be there already.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” Ceceta said. “Are they asking anyone for help?” 
 
    Rhen nodded. “The Thestran royal family.” 
 
    Charlie coughed as Lilly gasped. “They’re calling out to us?” she asked, feeling horrid. 
 
    Crystam pointed at Rhen. “You’re a member of the Thestran royal family. Can’t you help?” 
 
    Rhen rolled his eyes. “Crystam, I am no longer a member of the Thestran royal family. I am Surpen and even if I was still legally a part of the Thestran royal family, they have yet to call out my name.” He saw Ceceta draw in a breath to speak and stopped her by adding, “Either of my names, Max or Rhen.” She exhaled and pursed her lips, as she tried to think of a way to help the people in Solar System 12. 
 
    “I will tell you this,” Rhen said, when he saw the concern on everyone’s faces. “Loreth is maneuvering some of the people in System 12 towards attacking System 4. Last year, I set up a trade route between Systems 4 and 25. I own System 25; therefore, I have a vested interest in 4. I believe Loreth may have forgotten about that. If he forces his pawns into attacking System 4, I will retaliate.” 
 
    “Then let’s hope they attack 4 soon,” Ceceta said. 
 
    Rhen grimaced. He never hoped for war. Putting out his hand for Ceceta, he asked, “Shall we go?” 
 
    Tgfhi huffed. “Yes! It’s about time we focus on what really matters.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhen and Tgfhi stood next to each other by the base of the Fire Elf temple steps. Erfce and Latsoh’s wedding ceremony had been beautiful. Their Cardinal had given a touching sermon on the power of love and how it could conquer the differences between people. Rhen had been a little surprised by the sermon, since he’d heard that the priests were still against elves marrying out.  
 
    "Ventarian plumb doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it?” Tgfhi said, his chin lifting towards their right. 
 
    Rhen had been thinking about the music that Latsoh had chosen for her ceremony. It had been more modern than he would have expected. “What?”  
 
    Tgfhi’s eyes swiveled towards Erfce, who was standing beside his parents talking to some of the Thestran Council Delegates. “Erfce looks and acts just like his dad.” 
 
    Erfce and his father were both wearing teal military dress jackets with black pants. Their large eyes were squinting from the light of the temple as their skin glowed. Rhen watched as the Delegate next to Erfce’s dad made a comment then laughed and poked him in the chest. “Quiet and reserved,” Rhen said, when Erfce’s dad casually took a step away from the man, rather than confront him. 
 
    “Exactly,” Tgfhi said as Erfce took a step back as well. “That guy’s an ass. They should blow him off.” 
 
    “Who’s an ass?” Jet appeared beside them with refreshments. He gave them their drinks then nodded in agreement as Tgfhi told him who they’d been talking about. They chatted for a while about Reed’s last jetbike race then switched to the topic of which teacher they’d like to see jump off of death rock, the highest peak on the school’s lake. 
 
    “Definitely Mr. Orisco,” Rhen said. 
 
    Jet lowered his drink. “Who’s that?”  
 
    Tgfhi laughed. “That’s right. You came after they did away with the mandatory music program. He was the music teacher. What a total jerk. He loved giving detentions. He and Rhen kept bumping heads. It was nerve-wracking when they were in the same room together.”  
 
    “Nerve-wracking?” Rhen asked, with a smile. 
 
    “It was! Whenever you two were together something bad always happened, you know?” 
 
    “It wasn’t that– ” Rhen was interrupted by Naci, who had taken the microphone from the musicians so he could invite everyone into his castle for dinner.  
 
    “That was a quick reception,” Tgfhi mumbled. He knew why Naci had cut it short. They all did. Naci wanted Rhen in his castle, and he couldn’t wait any longer. They were all excited to see what changes Themrock would bring to the Fire Elves’ castle. If it was anything like what he had done for the Water Elves’ castle, they would be in for a treat. 
 
    Rhen craned his neck as he searched for Ceceta. He didn’t want to leave the reception without her.  
 
    Meanwhile, the rest of the guests were waiting for him. They wanted Rhen to enter the castle first so they could watch the changes as they occurred. 
 
    Jet realized he had a situation on his hands when the last of the band members finished putting their instruments away and left the stage. No one had entered the castle because Rhen was still standing by the temple waiting for Ceceta. “Come on,” he said, nodding towards the bar area. “Let’s see if we can find them.” 
 
    Rhen downed the rest of his drink then followed Jet and Tgfhi into the crowd. Jet worked diligently at keeping the guests away from Rhen as they wandered towards the bar. They picked up Lilly and proceeded on towards the stage.  
 
    “There they are,” Tgfhi called out. He glanced back at Rhen to find him politely disengaging his tunic from the clutches of a female elf, while Jet kept several other guests away from him. Tgfhi shook his head. He remembered what a pain it had been being Rhen. He had worn Rhen’s body for one night and that had been enough for a lifetime. When a beautiful elfin woman reached past him to touch Rhen, he barked, “Hands off or you’ll answer to Ceceta!” Startled, she stepped back. 
 
    Rhen laughed. “Thanks, Tgfhi. I should have thought of that myself.” He lifted his arms up and flexed his hands. “Back away, people, or I’ll sic Ceceta on you.” 
 
    Ceceta and Crystam had been talking with Reed and Bosternd about what to do next. Since Rhen already knew what the Fire Elf castle looked like from the outside, Bosternd was concerned that he might regain his memories and become Themrock when he saw the changes that occurred as he entered the castle. They needed to get Rhen into the castle without him seeing the changes his presence brought about. As Rhen approached them, they were just finalizing their plan. “What’s up?” Tgfhi asked Crystam. 
 
    “Nothing.” She turned away from him to check the flow of the crowd. Everyone was still waiting in the flowered paths between the temple and castle. No one had started up the steps to enter the castle yet. She rolled her eyes at Bosternd to indicate the problem and he excused himself to take care of it.  
 
    Ceceta wrapped her hands around Rhen’s arm. “Love, Crystam and I were just discussing this article she read in one of her women’s magazines on marital bliss. I want you to take the test they have in the article. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” Tgfhi warned. 
 
    Rhen ignored Tgfhi. “Sure, but I think Naci wants us inside.” He pointed behind Ceceta. Bosternd had worked quickly. The wedding guests were already beginning to disappear inside the castle. “Perhaps we should do it later?” 
 
    “No,” Ceceta said. “Let’s do it now.” Rhen couldn’t understand why she’d want to do some test in the middle of Latsoh’s wedding, but he didn’t feel like arguing. 
 
    “You too, lover boy,” Crystam told Tgfhi. She turned him around so his back was to the Fire Elf castle as Ceceta guided Rhen to stand next to him. Their plan was to walk Rhen into the castle backwards, that way he wouldn’t see the changes that occurred due to his presence. 
 
    “Okay,” Crystam began. “The first test is all about trust. You have to walk backwards, without looking behind you until we get to the castle. Ceceta and I will guide you the whole way with our words. When we get to the castle’s steps, we’re going to ask you questions from the article about marital bliss. If you get the question right, you go up a step. If you get it wrong, you go down a step. At the end of the test, the results will show us if we have marital bliss.” 
 
    “But, honey,” Tgfhi whined. He was tired of these women’s magazine articles that always required him to answer ridiculous questions and usually ended up making Crystam mad at him. “We already have marital bliss. We don’t need some magazine to determine if we do or not.” 
 
    “Step back five steps and stop,” Crystam snapped. Tgfhi sighed and stepped backwards. Rhen laughed at him until Ceceta told him to do the same.  
 
    The wedding guests watched from inside the castle as the two men walked backwards, across the stone pathways, towards the Fire Elf castle steps.  
 
    Tgfhi couldn’t help himself. He kept glancing behind him, which infuriated Crystam, because every time he did, they had to return to the spot where they had been before. Rhen and Ceceta, on the other hand, progressed at a rapid rate. Rhen even teased Ceceta, asking her if she wanted him to jog. When they arrived at the bottom of the first step, she reached out to pat Rhen on the shoulder. “Nice job.” 
 
    “Thanks. Can I turn around now?” 
 
    “No, not until you answer the questions.” Ceceta pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket and studied it. “I’ve already noted the answers that I think you will give. If I guessed correctly, you can go up a step, if I guessed incorrectly, we go down a step. Ready?” She glanced up at Rhen in time to see him change his frown into a smile. He clearly didn’t want to play this game. Without waiting for an answer, she asked, “What’s your favorite food?”  
 
    Rhen wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly. “Food?” Ceceta nodded. “Meat?” Rhen said questioningly, since he wasn’t sure if that was what she wanted for an answer. 
 
    “Correct,” Ceceta cried out. 
 
    Rhen stepped backwards onto the first step of the Fire Elf castle. The castle shook and Rhen swayed, catching himself before falling. “The elves have a lot of quakes, don’t they?” 
 
    “Uh, huh,” Ceceta grunted, while staring behind Rhen at the ten, large, black circular disks that were rising into the air on both sides of the stairs. The disks started to rotate, sending the flowers the elves had placed on them for the wedding flying, before bursting into flames. 
 
    “Next?” Rhen asked. He wanted Ceceta to hurry up. Tgfhi and Crystam were starting to catch up. 
 
    Ceceta lifted up her list to read the next question. “What’s your favorite animal?” 
 
    Rhen hesitated. “Do I guess what I think you wrote or just tell you my favorite?” 
 
    “Tell me your favorite.” 
 
    “Dragons.” Ceceta smiled and Rhen took another step backwards. 
 
    “We’re doing great,” Ceceta told him while watching the fire that was on the disks leap in great arches from disk to disk, forming a beautiful pattern in the air on either side of the main steps that led into the castle.  
 
    “Okay, what do you prefer to sleep in?”  
 
    Rhen leaned forward and whispered, “Nothing.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    Rhen took another step backwards, feeling rather smug. He was doing much better than Tgfhi. As he watched Tgfhi’s progress, the railings that lined the stairs began to smoke before bursting into fire.  
 
    “Wow,” Ceceta said, stepping backwards. The heat from the railings was intense.  
 
    “Nice,” Rhen agreed. “Did Naci just turn that on? It wasn’t there before.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Ceceta said. 
 
    “Maybe we should hurry up,” Rhen urged. There were only a handful of guests left in the courtyard, almost everyone else had gone inside. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We have time. Latsoh said they’d be taking some family photos now.” She glanced at her list. “What do you prefer to do with your wife: have a nice quiet evening at home or go out on the town partying?” 
 
    Rhen huffed. “That’s not a question, is it? Because what I’d prefer to do with my wife isn’t either of those things.” 
 
    Ceceta rolled her eyes. “It is a question. You can’t give me a third answer; you have to choose from one of the ones they gave us.” 
 
    “The quiet evening,” Rhen said with a shrug. 
 
    Ceceta waved at the steps. “Take another step back.”  
 
    Crystam and Tgfhi had made it to the stairs. Unfortunately for them, Tgfhi had answered his first question wrong. He was now taking a step away from the castle. Ceceta laughed at them as Crystam shook her fist in response. 
 
    When Ceceta turned back to Rhen, she noticed that flames were rising up the walls of the castle. They climbed all the way to the top peaks then erupted, exploded high into the sky, lighting everything around them with a deep golden glow. 
 
    “Next question?” Rhen prompted. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” She looked down at her list. 
 
    Naci’s chest lifted with pride as he watched the video stream that was coming from the cameras outside the temple. There were now flames dancing along the exterior walls of his castle. This was what a Fire Elf castle should look like. He couldn’t wait to see what happened next. 
 
    “Did you fall in love at first sight?” Ceceta asked.  
 
    Rhen hesitated. He glanced down at the steps and then up into the air before saying, “Yes.” 
 
    Ceceta frowned. “Are you lying? You always told me you fell in love with me when you first saw me. Why did it take you so long to answer that question?” 
 
    Rhen couldn’t understand why she was upset. “I was just remembering when I first saw you. That’s all.” 
 
    Ceceta pointed her finger at him. “You know when you first saw me. How can you not remember that? When did you really fall in love with me, Rhen?” 
 
    Rhen groaned. “Now I know why Tgfhi doesn’t like these tests.” 
 
    “See!” Tgfhi yelled. He was two feet away from the castle’s steps and Crystam was livid. 
 
    “Don’t change the subject,” Ceceta snapped. “When did you fall in love with me?” 
 
    “When I first saw you,” Rhen repeated with his hands out. 
 
    Ceceta’s eyes narrowed. “Then why did it take you so long to answer that question?”  
 
    Rhen threw his head back before saying, “Because I was just remembering when I first saw you.” 
 
    Ceceta was furious. Rhen was lying to her. She was about to yell at him, when she spotted Latsoh watching them from one of the windows. She didn’t want to ruin Latsoh’s wedding, so she decided to move on. “Take a step up,” she barked. 
 
    “Hell,” Rhen whispered, stepping backwards. He would probably be on the couch tonight. “Tgfhi,” he called out. “Cancel your wife’s magazine subscriptions, please.” Tgfhi snickered as Crystam swatted him with the magazine she was holding. 
 
    Ceceta hesitated. Lava had now begun to flow out of the fountains on either side of the stairs to the front entrance of the castle. She had never seen a lava fountain before. The glowing, molten rock oozed out of the hands of the two elfin statues in the middle of the fountain on her left and right, then collected in the basin at the bottom of the fountain before disappearing through cracks that were shaped like flames. Ceceta had seen blue lava once before on the Planet of Crithnians, but this lava wasn’t anything like that. This lava had no odor. It simply provided heat. She wondered what the fountain itself was made out of and why it didn’t disintegrate from the heat of the lava. 
 
    Rhen tapped his foot with annoyance so Ceceta lifted up her paper. “What do you prefer to read: Fiction or Non-Fiction?” 
 
    “Neither, but if I had to pick… non-fiction?” 
 
    “Correct. Take a step back.” Ceceta would have told him he was right no matter what his answer, since she didn’t want to embarrass him by mentioning his illiteracy in front of their friends. As Rhen stepped backwards, lava began to fill the troughs around the base of the castle. It was similar to the Water Elves’ castle. Ceceta wondered if lava would soon begin pouring down the outside of the Fire Elves’ home. She heard Rhen’s feet shift and glanced back down at her paper. “How similar are our parents?”  
 
    Rhen shook his head. “Not at all similar.” 
 
    Ceceta dropped the paper she was holding to her side. “What are you talking about? They were very similar.” 
 
    “No, they weren’t anything alike,” Rhen insisted. 
 
    “Yes, they were,” Ceceta huffed. “Kate and Henry were just like my parents.” She couldn’t believe he’d forgotten what her parents were like. “Take a step towards me.”  
 
    Rhen stepped down one step towards Ceceta mumbling, “They aren’t my parents.” 
 
    Ceceta cocked her head. “What?” 
 
    “Kate and Henry are not my parents,” Rhen told her with a tight grin. 
 
    Ceceta put a hand to her mouth. She’d made a mistake. “Sorry, I thought it meant your biological parents.” 
 
    Now it was Rhen’s turn to be angry. “Well, you didn’t say that, did you?”  
 
    Ceceta realized she’d better move on. “Next question: Where do you prefer to live?”  
 
    “That’s an easy one. Surpen.” He wished he was home right now. 
 
    Ceceta waved her list at him. “You can take a step back up again.” As Rhen stepped backwards, she read the next question, “Name one thing that you do that annoys me?” 
 
    “I spring you into space unexpectedly,” Rhen offered hopefully. 
 
    “I don’t mind when you do that,” Ceceta snapped. 
 
    Rhen was surprised. “Yes you do. You always yell at me when I do that to you.” 
 
    “I yell at you because you always pick the wrong time to zip us into outer space,” Ceceta grumbled. She gestured to the step in front of her. “Come back down.” 
 
    Rhen stepped forward as Tgfhi took a step backwards, putting them on the same step. “Ha!” Tgfhi shouted. “I caught up to you.”  
 
    Leaning towards him, Rhen whispered, “At this rate, you’re going to pass me.” 
 
    “Name one thing that I do that annoys you?” Ceceta asked. 
 
    Tgfhi punched Rhen’s arm. “I got that one right,” he announced sounding smug. 
 
    Rhen didn’t have to think about it. “You ask these annoying questions.” 
 
    Tgfhi and Crystam laughed. When Rhen looked at them, Crystam said, “That was the same thing Tgfhi said for that question.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s not what I thought he would say,” Ceceta told them. “Step down again, Rhen.” Ceceta searched her list for the next question. “When things are bad in bed, do you tell me?” She giggled and peeked up at Rhen over her sheet of paper. Rhen laughed. Before he could respond, Ceceta threw out, “Oh, that’s a stupid question. Just take a step back.” Rhen stepped back one step, while Tgfhi stepped down beside him. 
 
    “Looks like we’re both stuck,” Tgfhi said. 
 
    Rhen nodded as Ceceta asked, “Do you want to have children?”  
 
    Rhen hesitated, his eyes on Ceceta. They’d been trying to have children for a while now. Surpens were known for their large families but for some reason they couldn’t seem to have kids. “Are you alright, love?” he asked, when he saw Ceceta’s eyes tearing up. “Would you like to stop this game?” 
 
    Ceceta fanned her eyes with her hand. “No.” She pointed behind Rhen. “You can go back up a step.” There was no need for him to answer. She knew he wanted children as much as she did. Unfortunately, Genisters couldn’t have children with mortals.  
 
    Ceceta cleared her throat and read, “What’s my favorite thing to do when I’m not at school?” Rhen leaned over and whispered his response in her ear. “Right,” Ceceta said, as Rhen stepped backwards. 
 
    “Show off,” Tgfhi grumbled. He and Crystam had finished their questionnaire and he had ended up two steps below Rhen. 
 
    “What’s your favorite thing to do?” Ceceta asked. 
 
    “The same,” Rhen told her. 
 
    “Correct again,” Ceceta said with a blush as Rhen stepped backwards. 
 
    Rhen glanced to his left, curious to see how many more steps were behind him. He noticed carved iron lanterns shaped like bells about two hands wide in width, running around the castle. Squinting at them, he was surprised to see that the light within them was fire. “Ceceta, look at the lanterns. How great is that? Have you ever seen fire burning downward before? We should definitely get some of those lanterns for home. How do you think they get the fire to burn down like that? It’s totally against the laws of nature. I wonder if Naci will give us his secret.” 
 
    Naci and his guests were now staring at the lanterns. They were just as surprised by them as Rhen. Fire that burned downward?! Naci snorted. He was happy that the lanterns were finally working but to have them as another tourist attraction, well, that was something else. 
 
    “Alright, last question,” Ceceta said. “Wait, I don’t have it. Crystam what’s the last question?”  
 
    “Hang in there Rhen,” Tgfhi told him. “You’re almost done.” 
 
    “Here it is,” Crystam said, lifting up her magazine. “How many people did you have sex with before you got married?”  
 
    Rhen and Ceceta both started to chuckle.  
 
    “Right,” Ceceta said. “I guess we’re done.” She grabbed Rhen’s hand and pulled him up the stairs.  
 
    Naci greeted them when they entered his castle. Molten lava was now flowing through small, clear pipes in the castle’s walls and floor. It lit up intricately etched markings that had never before been visible. Fire lanterns lit the walls and passageways at every turn. Naci gestured towards the lava that poured down the wall in the front vestibule of his castle. “So what do you think?” he asked Rhen. 
 
    Rhen paused. He hadn’t realized the photo session was over. He hoped Naci hadn’t been waiting for them for long. “I’m surprised. I’ve been near a lot of lava, but I’ve never seen anything like this. This lava doesn’t smell, nor does it bubble or explode. Your lava provides you with heat and light, and it’s beautiful.” 
 
    Naci agreed. “I think it’s perfectly amazing.” He chuckled to himself as he removed his coat. He was actually warm. “Yes, perfect and amazing.”  
 
    Naci led Rhen and Ceceta to the main dining room, he hesitated at the entrance as Ceceta gasped beside him. At the opposite end of the room from the main doors was an enormous stone fireplace. A roaring fire was burning in its massive hearth, which could easily fit two jetbikes end to end. Flames from the fire lit up designs that had been carved into the stones by their ancestors.  
 
    “That’s magnificent,” Rhen said. Naci beamed with approval as he showed them to their seats. 
 
    During the meal, Latsoh asked Rhen to sing her and Erfce a song. As Rhen adjusted the microphone, a pentar appeared in his hands.  
 
    “Oh, no.” Erfce winced when he saw the oblong instrument. Latsoh gave him a look, so he explained. “That’s an instrument that our ancestors used to play. It sounds absolutely awful, like nails being scratched down a sheet of–”  
 
    “I get the picture,” Latsoh interrupted.  
 
    Erfce’s father leaned over towards them. “I thought he was a good musician. Why’s he holding a pentar? Does he want to give us all headaches?” 
 
    “Perhaps he’s trying to bore everyone so he can go home,” Erfce’s cousin remarked as he passed by their table. 
 
    “Tgfhi, Crystam, Ceceta, do you want to help me?” Rhen asked through the microphone. They shot out of their chairs and ran up onto the stage. “Alright,” Rhen said, when they were settled with the instruments they wanted to play. “I thought it’d be nice to sing you some songs in Pontish using one of your cherished instruments.” The Pontoians clapped with hesitation as Rhen lifted up the pentar. Latsoh squinted to see it better. It looked like a cross between a violin and a science experiment. The pentar was shaped like a violin but it had two silver triangles on the top and bottom with ten strings between them. Rhen laughed at the Pontoians reaction as he adjusted the tightness of the magnets located on the strings. “Yeah, most people can’t play it very well. Let’s see if I can change your opinion.” He kicked the band into action, using his powers to move his friends’ bodies as they played. When he was ready, Rhen tilted the pentar, cradling it to his chest so he could play it with both of his hands. 
 
    Latsoh laughed with surprise when she heard it. It didn’t sound anything like what Erfce had described. The pentar’s notes were light and airy. Occasionally, Rhen would do something with his fingers to make the notes sound richer, but for the most part it produced a blend of notes that made you want to dance. “Sounds better this time, doesn’t it?” Rhen asked his audience, when the song ended. He then proceeded to sing four love songs in Pontish. When he was finished, he thanked everyone and stepped off the stage.  
 
    As he was walking towards his seat, Charlie yelled, “Hey, you showed off the pentar but you didn’t do anything for the elves. Isn’t this an Elfin/Pontoian wedding? Are you just going to forget Latsoh’s heritage?” Rhen hesitated by his chair. “You know you want to,” Charlie added. “You know you can’t resist the beautiful harmony of elfin women’s voices.” 
 
    Rhen’s eyebrow raised. How did Charlie know that? He shook his head and sat down. He didn’t want to monopolize his friends’ wedding. 
 
    “I guess Rhen doesn’t like you as much as he likes Erfce,” Charlie told Latsoh in a loud voice. “Or perhaps he doesn’t like your family.” 
 
    “No, it’s Aaron I don’t like,” Rhen told Charlie, as the people around him laughed. 
 
    Latsoh leaned forward to catch Rhen’s eye. “If you wouldn’t mind, we’d love to hear you play a song using one of our instruments.” 
 
    Rhen nodded and rose to his feet. He mounted the steps to the stage and stared up at the wall in front of him. Displayed around the room, like artwork, were several ancient elfin instruments. Rhen lifted one down from the wall and blew into it. It sounded like a modern flute. He swung his hand out and all of the instruments flew off the wall. They hovered in the air next to him as he inspected them. When he was finished, he returned to the microphone. “I’ll play some traditional songs for you, but I’m not singing. I don’t like the sound of my voice in ancient elfin.” 
 
    Ancient elfin? The elves twittered with excitement. Was Rhen going to use his powers to make someone sing in ancient elfin? Naci glanced over at Latsoh’s wedding recorder to make sure that he was getting everything. He wanted Rhen’s performance to be recorded. If they could get ancient elfin on tape, then perhaps their linguists would be able to decipher it and they would discover the basis for their language as well as learn what the many symbols on their castle and temple walls meant. 
 
    Grinning, Rhen said, “I nominate all of you to sing instead.” The elves gasped and looked back and forth amongst themselves. They couldn’t wait. Rhen began to play the string instrument he was holding. It made a haunting sound that gave them chills.  
 
    “Weird,” Aaron whispered to Latsoh. “I hadn’t expected our music to sound so… mournful.” 
 
    Rhen chuckled to himself at their expressions. He was freaking them out on purpose. When tears began to form in some of their eyes, he decided to stop tormenting them. “Sorry about that, I was just having some fun. Here’s something more appropriate for a wedding.” A cheerful melody filled the room. Using his powers, Rhen manipulated the elves’ bodies, making them sing. The music was lively and the guests wanted to dance. When the song ended and the next one began, they rushed out onto the dance floor to celebrate. Rhen got caught up in their excitement. Using his powers to keep the music going, he jumped off the stage to dance with them.  
 
    Six swirling vortexes of different colors appeared in the air above the dance floor as the Genisters flew into the room to join Rhen. They danced alongside him, matching his every move with their own, in a dance that looked like it had been choreographed centuries ago. The tempo on Rhen’s songs became faster and faster until the Genisters were moving so quickly that light burst forth from their hands. Each Genister released a colored, except for Rhen, who was glowing white. The Genisters’ colors made patterns in the air as they danced.  
 
    “What a magnificent show,” Plos told Naci as they watched. When the song ended, the Genisters were howling with laughter.  
 
    Rhen felt he was taking over too much of Latsoh’s wedding, so he walked back to his seat. The Genisters followed him to his table.  
 
    “Congratulations on your nuptials,” Thellis told Latsoh and Erfce, his green form bowing before them.  
 
    “Mind if we crash your wedding?” Thestrst asked, his orange powers forming a halo over his head.  
 
    Naci couldn’t have been happier. Genisters at his daughter’s wedding? It would be spoken about for all eternity. “Can we get you anything?” he asked them. 
 
    “No,” the turquoise Genister said, her eyes landing on Rhen as he tipped his head back to get the last drop of liquid from his glass. “We have everything we need.” 
 
    “I want some more elfin music,” Thamber announced. She was dressed in an elaborate golden gown with matching make-up. “We haven’t heard it in a thousand years. More!” she demanded, while tapping Rhen on his head with her fist. 
 
    Rhen glanced over at his friends. “Only if Latsoh and Erfce want more.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Latsoh said. She’d had a blast watching the Genisters dance.  
 
    Rhen sighed and stood up. “Okay, five more songs.” 
 
    “Fifty,” the silver Genister yelled, her powers flaring with excitement. 
 
    “Five,” Rhen repeated, as the music started. Immediately, the Genisters flew out onto the dance floor. 
 
    During a brief pause after the third song, Rhen leaned over the edge of the stage and asked Thellis where the Fire People were. “I thought you said they were friends with the Fire Elves. Shouldn’t they be here at the wedding?”  
 
    Thellis hesitated. He wasn’t sure what to say. It was true. The Fire People were friends with the Fire Elves, but Themrock hadn’t made it possible for the two groups to meet yet. The Fire Elves still didn’t have their powers yet. 
 
    Charlie stumbled over towards them. “Well,” he slurred, while leaning onto the stage. “You know they never come to the daughters’ weddings. They’re kind of sexist that way. You’ll see them at Aaron’s wedding.” He lost his balance and fell to the floor. 
 
    It was a fantastic lie. Naci and Reman only had one daughter, so after today, Rhen could never claim that they had lied to him.  
 
    Giggling, Charlie crawled up onto the stage. “I want to play with you,” he said, rolling across the floor towards the drums. Rhen hesitated. The Genisters would have to be happy with the four songs he’d sung. He needed to help his brother. Walking over to Charlie, Rhen lifted him to his feet. “Let’s take you for a walk.”  
 
    “I don’t want to walk,” Charlie whined. “I want to play.” He stumbled and Rhen caught him. Jet appeared beside them to take Charlie’s other side and together they left the room. 
 
    Aaron led them down a corridor into a sitting room, where Charlie proceeded to vomit onto the rug. Rhen made the vomit disappear as soon as Charlie was done. “Thanks,” Aaron said with relief. “My Dad loves that rug. He’d be furious with Charlie if he ruined it.” 
 
    A few seconds later, the other guard elves arrived in the room along with Lilly, Mary, Tgfhi and Crystam. “Hey, are you guys exploring the castle?” Tgfhi asked. 
 
    Aaron’s eyes widened. They could take Rhen up to the Ancestor Room now. The wedding was practically over. It was the perfect time. Latsoh would have nothing to complain about, if they went now. “Sure,” Aaron said. “I’ll help with Charlie.” 
 
    “No,” Rhen said as he and Jet picked up Charlie. “We got him.” 
 
    “Lead on,” Shno said. They couldn't wait to see what happened when Rhen put his hands in the sculpted handprints. Ceceta entered the room just as they were leaving. She hurried to catch up to them. Walking alongside Rhen, she said, “So, I hope you haven’t forgotten about our little questionnaire.” 
 
    Rhen rolled his eyes, when Tgfhi glanced over at him. “No, love.” They walked up a staircase. “I haven’t forgotten. Why do you bring it up?” 
 
    “Well, I was wondering about several of your answers. One answer in particular keeps coming back to me. Do you know which one it could be?” she asked, sounding sweet and innocent. 
 
    “No.” They walked through a room that had doors that led to nowhere. 
 
    “Did you fall in love at first sight?” Ceceta repeated the question for Rhen. 
 
    “If I remember right,” Rhen told her. “I answered that one correctly.” He helped Jet carry Charlie through a small door then they passed through another room that had doors that opened to a stone wall. 
 
    “Yes, you did, but,” Ceceta began, while pulling on Rhen’s sleeve to make him stop. “You hesitated. You hesitated, because you were lying. You’ve always told me that you fell in love with me at first sight, but now I find out that you didn’t. So?” 
 
    Rhen grinned down at her. “You’re beautiful when you’re upset. You glow this deep blue that sets off the golden color of your hair.” 
 
    Ceceta stomped her foot. “Don’t change the damn subject.” 
 
    Rhen felt Jet pull on Charlie, so he stepped through the doorway into the Fire Elves’ Ancestor Room. He and Jet placed Charlie down onto the wide stone bench that ran around the circular room. Turning, Rhen took Ceceta aside. They talked for a few minutes, but instead of things getting better, they got worse. As Ceceta stepped away from Rhen, the elves could see that both of them were now angry.  
 
    Rhen marched over and sat down on the bench next to Charlie. He crossed his arms over his chest and didn’t even bother looking around the room while Ceceta sat down on the opposite side of the room stewing.  
 
    Aaron saw his chance for success slipping away. His father had ordered him to bring Rhen to this room after the wedding, but Ceceta was ruining everything. 
 
    “Ceceta, what are you doing?” Jack whispered to her. “We need Rhen to put his hands into the handprints.” 
 
    “You’ve got to stop fighting with him,” Aaron begged. 
 
    Ceceta ducked her head. “Sorry. I’ll try to think of a way to get him to do it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Charlie moaned. He rolled and fell off the bench onto the floor. Lifting his chin up, he glanced about the room. “How did I get here?” 
 
    “We carried you,” Rhen told him. 
 
    Charlie rubbed his cheek against the stone floor. “Thanks… I guess. Remind me to put my hands in Themrock’s handprints before we leave. I want to see if they’re different here than in the other castles.”  
 
    That was it! Ceceta took Charlie’s words and ran with them. She placed her hands in the handprints and said, “They’re smaller here than in the Water Elf castle. See, my hands fit.”  
 
    Rhen scoffed. “They’re not smaller. Your hands don’t fit.” 
 
    “Of course they do,” Ceceta snapped. She turned towards him with her hands on her hips. “My hands fit perfectly.” 
 
    Rhen marched over and placed his left hand into the carved-out handprint. “Then how’s it possible for my hand to fit as well? Your hands are too small.” 
 
    “It totally fit my hand, you Rasack fart.” 
 
    Rhen laughed incredulously. “How can you say that when you see it fits my hand?” They argued for a little while until Rhen tried to walk away and found that his hand was stuck. He jerked his arm, trying to pull his hand free from the print, but it wouldn’t budge. Ceceta and the elves tried pulling on his hand too, but nothing worked. 
 
    “Oh, for the Gods’ sake,” Rhen bellowed. Jumping, he put his feet on the wall so he was standing on it then jerked at his hand but it just wouldn’t budge. He dropped to the ground and pulled again, but got nowhere. Drawing out his sword, he handed it to Ceceta. “Just chop off my arm.” It’d hurt like hell, but a new one would grow back, thanks to the healing powers Layla had given him. He crouched down to give Ceceta a better angle. 
 
    Ceceta raised the sword over her head, but instead of aiming for his arm, she was focused on Rhen’s neck. Their fight was all Layla’s fault. She wanted to frighten Layla so that she’d leave Rhen’s body.  
 
    Before the guard elves could move, Ceceta brought the sword down towards Rhen’s neck. Aaron bumped into her just in time to change the angle of descent and the sword cut harmlessly through the sleeve of Rhen’s tunic, missing his shoulder.  
 
    “Themrock!” Jack barked, pulling Ceceta away from Rhen. “What the hell, Ceceta?!” 
 
    “Nice,” Rhen said with dripping sarcasm. “Remind me not to take you into battle. That was pathetic. Really Ceceta, if you wanted to kill me, you know how to do it.” 
 
    Ceceta started to cry. She reached out for Rhen, but Jack held onto her until Rhen gave him a nod. Ceceta curled up against Rhen sobbing into his black tunic. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I know you didn’t mean it.” Rhen bent down to kiss her head. “Ceceta,” he whispered into her hair. “I honestly did fall in love with you at first sight, but it wasn’t when you think it was. That’s why I hesitated. You see, I saw you getting off the landbus, when your family arrived at the Neptian royal palace. I watched you walking across the courtyard, as your parents went into the palace to apply for an audience with your king. I fell in love with you then. The only reason why you saw me in the palace at all was because I positioned myself in such a way as to make sure that you would notice me. I was in love with you before you even knew I existed.”  
 
    “Oh, Rhen, why didn’t you tell me this before?” Ceceta sniffed and wiped at her nose. 
 
    “I tried to, but you weren’t listening.” He held his hand out to Aaron, asking for his sword. “Now,” he said, when Aaron handed it over. “Do you want to try chopping off my arm again? Or my head, if it’ll make you feel any better?”  
 
    Ceceta chuckled and took the sword. She held it over her head then brought it down on Rhen’s arm but it bounced off as if it were made of rubber. 
 
    “Crap!” Rhen barked, struggling once again to break free. “This stone must be spelled.” The Genisters would know how to free him. He glanced around the room but of course there weren’t any Genisters present. “Typical.” They followed him everywhere these days, but now, when he needed one, they were gone.  
 
    He glanced over at Charlie, but his brother was still passed out on the floor. Rhen wondered if he was faking it. “Charlie?” Nothing. Maybe he really was drunk. Rhen leaned backwards to look at the stone pillar. “What’s this thing made of?”  
 
    “Lava rock,” Aaron said. “Like most of the castle.” 
 
    “That’s what that pretty red rock is?” Sarah asked.  
 
    Aaron turned to smile at her, then glanced back at Rhen, who had rubbed his hand across the elfin carvings above the handprints, making them light up from behind with a golden light.  
 
    “What does it say?” he asked the elves, leaning backwards with his hand holding him up. Aaron shrugged. None of them could read the symbols.  
 
    Rhen held his right hand out to take his sword from Ceceta. He chopped at his left arm a few times, but nothing happened. He couldn’t even break the skin.  
 
    He sheathed his sword and leaned away from the wall again. “Well, does anyone have a suggestion of how I can get free?” 
 
    “Why don’t you put your right hand in the other print?” Ceceta said.  
 
    Rhen shook his head. “No, with my luck I’d probably end up getting both of my hands stuck.” 
 
    Ceceta turned to Aaron. “Perhaps we should tell your father that Rhen’s stuck? Maybe he’ll know what to do.” 
 
    “I’ll get him.” Aaron walked off through one of the doors. As soon as he was out of sight, he stopped to send his dad a mind message. 
 
    While they waited for Aaron to return, Rhen glanced up at the portraits of the Genisters in the room. “Themrock painted some nice pictures in here.” Leaning closer to Ceceta, he whispered, “It seems he finally grew up.”  
 
    “Really?” Ceceta turned to look at them. Themrock’s face was obscured in all the pictures by his bright blue eyes, but Layla’s was clear as a bell. Even back then she had a smug expression on her face. Ceceta wanted to reach up and scratch her eyes out. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s no longer behaving abominably. He seems to be a good God. These pictures are for Layla. Can you hear his love songs?” 
 
    Ceceta shook her head. Morbid curiosity had her asking Rhen to help her hear the songs.  
 
    Rhen waved her closer, then bent his head down to hers. The second they touched she could hear Themrock singing. His songs were beautiful. It was obvious that Themrock loved Layla. Ceceta had figured that he must; otherwise, why would he have married her? It was only a matter of time before Themrock returned and when he did, Layla would take her rightful place as his wife and she would be left with nothing. Ceceta closed her eyes to keep herself from crying.  
 
    Rhen nudged her. When Ceceta opened her eyes, he said, “Why do you think Layla’s spirit is inside me?” 
 
    Ceceta took a deep, shuddering breath. “Because she knows you’ll be saving her husband. Thellis told you that already. She’s waiting for you to lead her to him.” 
 
    Rhen kissed the top of her head again. “Why are you sad?”  
 
    Ceceta was saved from answering by the sound of an army of feet running towards them from each of the five hallways that entered into the room. Naci, along with most of his guests, burst into the room. There were so many of them that they couldn’t all fit. They filled the hallways and outer rooms.  
 
    Rhen groaned. As if it weren’t embarrassing enough, now the entire wedding party knew he was stuck.  
 
    Rhen explained the situation to Naci, then asked, "Is there some way to release me?"  
 
    Naci nodded, surprising Latsoh and Aaron. “First,” he said, “put your other hand into the second carving and then I’ll say the words that will break the spell.” He gestured towards the second handprint with a smile. He’d have to thank Charlie later for teaching him how to lie. 
 
    Rhen frowned. He hadn’t realized that the elves had any spells, but Naci seemed confident.  
 
    Rhen placed his right hand into the other carving and gasped as his body jerked. His head fell forward and a bright white light shot out of his eyes, mouth, the handprints and from every joint between every stone that made up the castle. As Rhen chanted in Genister, the ground shifted allowing the full Fire Elf castle to rise to the surface. A moment later, they were hit by a burst of warm energy that made their hair rise and their skin tingle.  
 
    When the wave of energy passed, they saw Rhen lying on the floor. His eyes and body were still glowing white. Ceceta was holding his head in her lap while Tgfhi was placing a wet towel on Rhen’s forehead. 
 
    Naci raised his hands to inspect them. A small burst of flames flew out of his fingertips. He turned to his people and boomed, “We can control fire!” The Fire Elves cheered. Finally, Themrock had given them back their powers. 
 
    “But what is the power that we now share?” Latsoh asked the room. They had shared telepathy after the Water Elf castle was awakened. Surely, Themrock had given them a new power to share. 
 
    “Hey,” Charlie said from the floor. He was sitting with his back against the stone bench holding a drink. He lifted it into the air and added, “I wanted the beer that was over there on the bench and it flew right into my hand. How cool is that?” 
 
    The elves glanced about the room. Within seconds, anything that wasn’t soldered into place was flying through the air. They could move objects with their minds. They shrieked and laughed as they dodged the items that flew through the air. 
 
    “Quiet!” Jet barked. 
 
    Rhen’s eyes were no longer glowing. He lifted his hands to his head and squeezed his eyes shut. Rolling over onto his stomach, he pulled his knees underneath him and gasped with pain. “Make our apologies,” he whispered to Ceceta. 
 
    Ceceta turned to Naci and Reman and told them she felt sick, so she was heading home. She glanced over at Latsoh and Erfce and added, “Congratulations again on your wedding. We’ll see you after your honeymoon. I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until then for our gift.” 
 
    Latsoh reached for her hand and squeezed it. “You’ve already given us everything we need.” 
 
    Ceceta smiled her thanks then placed her hand on Rhen’s shoulder. A moment later, an enormous dragon made of fire flew up through the floor. It scooped Rhen and Ceceta into its claws then whisked them out of the room. “Holy Dragon!” Naci exclaimed at the sight of it. 
 
    The room was silent after they had left. “Holy dragon is right!” Thellis chuckled, flying into the room through a green swirling vortex. He bowed to Naci and Reman. “Congratulations, your majesties, and welcome to the family. You now have your powers and–he turned to gesture towards the fireplace–may I be the first one to introduce you to your new friends, the Queen and King of Fire themselves… Sol and Sela.”  
 
    Naci gaped as the fireplace’s flames burst upward and a woman and man, made of fire, stepped out onto the stone hearth. Thellis pushed Naci and Reman towards them with his powers. “Your majesties, meet your majesties.” Thellis chuckled at Naci’s stunned face. “I love this part of the job." 
 
    Naci was staring into flames that formed the shape of a human body. The flames bent and folded in such a way that they created a person. The eyes and mouth of the person in front of him were pure black, like coal, while the person standing in front of Reman had eyes of blue fire that flickered and swayed back and forth. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Naci said. 
 
    “Likewise,” the black-eyed fire person said, using his mind to speak. “I am Sol. We live on your sun. Thellis has just informed us that our people were once friends, as is the will of Lord Themrock.” He bowed as he said the name ‘Themrock.’ “Has he explained this to you?” 
 
    “No, not yet,” Naci said. “But I’m sure he speaks the truth.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sol said. “It feels right. Long live Lord Themrock, Creator of Life.” Sol bowed towards the pictures of Themrock on the wall behind Naci. 
 
    “Long live Themrock,” Naci agreed. 
 
    “I am Reman, Queen of the Fire Elves,” Reman said, introducing herself to Sol. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” Sol said. “This is my wife, Sela.” He gestured towards the person standing beside him.  
 
    “We would like to visit with your people, but you have put barriers in our way,” Sela said. She gestured towards the thick red carpet on the floor of the room.  
 
    Naci groaned. They’d recently paid to carpet the entire castle, hoping it might add warmth to their home. Looks like that had been a mistake. He wondered if they could return the carpeting.  
 
    Sela continued. “Would you like to visit our people?” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” Reman said, “but this is new to us. We’ve only had our powers for a brief time. How do we visit you on the sun?” 
 
    “Step into the flames and you will be taken to our star,” Sela explained. 
 
    “And, no,” Thellis added for all to hear. “You won’t burn. In fact, you will never burn again.” A green swirling vortex appeared over his head. “Have a nice visit.”  
 
    After Thellis had left, Sol and Sela glided into the fireplace’s flames. They were barely visible, blending in with the fire.  
 
    Naci turned towards his wife. “Would you like to go first?”  
 
    Reman smiled and stepped into the fire. The flames leapt up around her body and then she disappeared. Naci followed. As soon as he was gone, the other Fire Elves stepped into the flames. 
 
    Aaron turned to Jack and the others. “We need to find Rhen. I think we should swing by his apartment first, then check Surpen.”  
 
    Sarah put her hand on his arm. “No. Go with your people. You need this. We’ll find Rhen. He’s not going anywhere. If it’s at all like the last time, he’ll sleep for a day or two.” She leaned forward to kiss him. “Enjoy.” 
 
    “You too, honey,” Erfce told Latsoh. “I’ll wait here.”  
 
    Latsoh’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”  
 
    Erfce kissed her and pushed her towards the fireplace. “I can’t wait to hear all about it.” Latsoh squealed with excitement, hugged him then jumped into the fireplace.  
 
    “I love you!” she called out before disappearing. 
 
    Erfce turned to find Charlie standing beside him.  
 
    “I left the portrait you were looking for in your palace on Ponto,” Charlie said. “You don’t need to pay me for it. All I ask is that you keep it away from Rhen. Promise me you’ll never let him see it.” 
 
    Erfce was stunned. How had that happened? He’d been nagging Tgfhi to steal it and now Charlie was just giving it to him?  
 
    “Sure, Charlie. Thanks.” He opened his mouth to ask Charlie why Rhen couldn’t see it, but Charlie had already pushed past him and left.  
 
    That was weird, Erfce thought as he made his way back to the party. He planned on escorting his parents’ home so that he could wrap the portrait and give it to Latsoh during their honeymoon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jack’s father, Chaster, caught him as he was leaving the wedding. “Well? Are we next?” 
 
    Jack didn’t know what he was talking about. “Next?”  
 
    Chaster spread his arms out, gesturing towards the glowing lanterns and lava fountains in the room. “You got my message, right?” 
 
    Jack groaned to himself. His dad had been leaving messages every week asking him when he was going to bring Rhen to their castle. Like the other guards, he didn’t want to ask Rhen to visit his home. If Themrock wanted to stop by the Air Elf castle, then it should be his decision. Jack didn’t feel right, manipulating Themrock’s mortal shell into visiting his castle. Unfortunately, his dad didn’t agree, so Jack had been making excuses. The problem was he was running out of things to say. “Yes, I got your message. It’s just that we’ve been so… busy, you know? I don't know how Rhen does it. His schedule is exhausting. All I want to do is sleep.” 
 
    Instantly, Chaster turned from King of the Air Elves into father. “Are you okay?” He put his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Do you want a break? Should I find someone else to shadow Rhen?”  
 
    “No, thanks. I’m good.” Crap, now he’d made his dad worried. “I’ll have some time to rest tomorrow. It usually takes Rhen a few days to recover after opening a castle, right? I’m sure I’ll feel better soon.” 
 
    Chaster nodded and reached out to straighten Jack's white and blue Air Elf cape. “You’re right. Go. Get some rest. Protect our Lord. If you find you’re still tired, when he’s back on his feet, let me know and I’ll ask your cousin, Glenn, to spot you for a while.” 
 
    Jack leaned over to hug his dad. “Thanks, I will.” He turned and continued on to the Fire Elf portal, where he found Shno sitting in a chair waiting for him.  
 
    “I saw your Dad waiting to ambush you.” Jack nodded. “Same old same old?” 
 
    Jack paused in front of him. “Yes. I’m to bring Rhen to our castle as soon as possible.” 
 
    Shno sighed and stood up. “I get the same thing from Estan. It’s hard. You want to please them, but you feel obligated to protect Themrock.” 
 
    “I know.” Jack turned to the portal. “Elfin University.” As the frame flickered to life, he glanced at Shno. “We can’t keep this up indefinitely. Eventually, they’re going to figure out what we’re doing.” 
 
    “We could get married?” Shno suggested.  
 
    Jack gave him a look and they both laughed.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Sarah and Aaron’s Apartment – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    When Tgfhi and Crystam knocked on Sarah’s apartment door, Jack threw it open and waved them in. “Bored?” he asked as they passed by him. 
 
    “No,” Crystam said. The guard elves were lounging about on the furniture in Sarah’s living room. “We’re worried.” She took a chair by the window desk as Tgfhi sat on the lip of the wooden railing under the windows.  
 
    “Why do you think he’s in so much pain?” Tgfhi asked. 
 
    They all knew who he was talking about. Rhen still hadn’t left his bedroom after giving the Fire Elves their powers. It’d been two days and they had yet to see him. He wasn’t even leaving his room to eat. When Ceceta had turned Bosternd and Nk away, they’d placed Jet on high alert. 
 
    “He had a headache the last time,” Sarah reminded Tgfhi. 
 
    “But, this time it’s much worse. Why?” 
 
    “Maybe it gets worse with each castle that he liberates?” Jack suggested. He dropped down onto the sofa next to Shno and swung his feet onto the wooden coffee table in front of him. 
 
    Crystam glanced at the bookcase to her right. Sarah and Aaron definitely weren’t students. There wasn’t one book on the shelves. Instead their bookcase held weapons: knives, bows, stun rays and more. She figured the weapons were out for easy access in case they needed to grab them to defend Rhen.  
 
    “I hope you’re wrong,” she told Jack, while reaching out to pick up a blaster. “At this rate, he’ll die when he liberates the fourth castle.” 
 
    “He won’t die,” Shno said. “He’s Themrock. He can handle anything.” 
 
    Tgfhi snorted. “That’s right. Themrock can ‘handle anything.’ In fact, not many people know this, but he wanted to be imprisoned in that void box for a thousand years.” 
 
    “Very funny,” Thellis said, startling them. He floated into the room through the kitchen wall on a green mist. 
 
    “Thellis, what’s going on? Why is Rhen in so much pain?” Crystam asked. 
 
    “Because of Layla.”  
 
    Aaron sat up from where he’d been lounging on one of the chairs by the coffee table. “Layla’s hurting Rhen?” 
 
    “Yes.” Thellis pretended to sit on a translucent green chair next to Sarah. He sighed when he saw the confusion on their faces. “Didn’t Jet explain it to you? I told him.” 
 
    “He mentioned something about the fact that if Themrock knew who he was, it wouldn’t hurt him to give us our powers, but since he’s Rhen, it hurts,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Is that all he told you?” 
 
    Jack dropped his feet off the coffee table and sat up. “He also said that Rhen was experiencing pain because he had to work to hold Layla back. Something about keeping her from absorbing the powers he was releasing to us. Is it true? Would she take our powers if she could?” 
 
    Thellis laughed. “Seriously? You’re asking me if Layla is power hungry? Have you met her yet?” They had. They’d seen her twice now and each time she’d acted horribly.  
 
    “Layla’s trying to steal Themrock’s powers?” Crystam asked. 
 
    Thellis couldn’t understand why they were having so much trouble with it. “Of course. She’s lost most of the powers Themrock gave to her when they were married. She wants them back. She likes acting like a God.” 
 
    Jack grunted. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but how does she act like a God?” 
 
    “She plays games with you mortals,” Thellis said. “Haven’t you wondered why some people, who should have powers, get them, while others who should have powers don’t? She’s the reason why.”  
 
    When Sarah’s lip curled downward, Thellis nodded. Now they got it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How great is this?” Tgfhi said as he and Erfce walked towards the school’s portal room.  
 
    After Latsoh and Erfce had returned from their honeymoon, Rhen had given them both power balls. Latsoh now had the ability to fly, while Erfce could handle fire like the Fire Elves. They’d been truly grateful for Rhen’s gifts, although not necessarily surprised, since he’d given Tgfhi and Crystam the same thing.  
 
    What had surprised them, and the reason why Tgfhi and Erfce were now walking to the portal room, was the fact that Rhen had also given both couples houses on Crithnians. Ceceta had told them that they’d tried to purchase the homes next to theirs, but that the people who’d owned them had refused to sell. After Rhen had left the room, she’d then whispered to them that when she and Jet had visited her neighbors on Crithnians, they’d found televiews in all of their homes, pointing directly into her and Rhen’s backyard. It’d been very unnerving and she wasn’t even sure if she wanted to keep her own home on Crithnians or move into a new one. 
 
    Erfce fingered the pass card that Ceceta had given him. “I was floored when they told us.” He laughed. “Powers and a vacation home? Incredible.” 
 
    “You can hang Latsoh’s portrait of Thamber there,” Tgfhi said as they arrived at the portal. “Southwest Street, Crithnians.”  
 
    The portal flickered to life at Tgfhi’s command, turning blue before showing the street that Tgfhi had requested. It used to be that the portals would only open to other frames, but ever since they’d learned Rhen was Themrock, the portals had begun to open to any location they requested. No one knew why they were doing it but Thellis had mumbled something about Themrock needing to drop more power from his mortal shell. 
 
    Erfce hesitated, waiting for Tgfhi to follow him through the portal. When the frame closed behind them, he said, “About that. How did you get Charlie to give it to me?” 
 
    Tgfhi winced. “Rhen told him to give it to you. I asked Rhen for permission to steal it but he just told Charlie to hand it over. He did give it to you, right?” 
 
    Erfce blinked his large eyes. The Crithnian sun was right overhead, making it hard for him to see. He’d have to remember to bring sunglasses the next time he came.  
 
    “He gave it to me but he made me promise never to show it to Rhen.”  
 
    Glancing up, Erfce saw that the paved road they were standing on led to several large mansions, one of which was his. They were on one of Crithnian’s mountains, so they probably had beautiful views of the ocean.  
 
    “That’s a weird request,” Tgfhi said. 
 
    Erfce nodded. “I thought so too until after I gave it to Latsoh.” He glanced around them to make sure no one was nearby. Their wives had gone on ahead with Ceceta. “Latsoh was thrilled to see it again. She couldn’t thank me enough.” He blushed, remembering the afternoon he’d surprised her with the portrait. “I told her Charlie’s comment and we studied the picture to see if we could figure out why he didn’t want Rhen to see it.”  
 
    “And?” Tgfhi asked. 
 
    “To the left of Thamber’s head, through her hair, you can just make out a card table with three people sitting at it. It’s barely visible. You’d never see it if you weren’t looking for something. At the table were three Genisters. They appear to be waiting for Thamber to join them. One of them is that masked Genister, Thestrst.” 
 
    Tgfhi’s eyes widened. “Really? And how would you know that?” 
 
    “Because the man had an orange glow around him. Thestrst’s color is orange. The other two people at the card table were Themrock.” Now he had Tgfhi’s attention. “That’s right. You can see two Rhens at the table. If we hadn’t of been searching for Thestrst’s identity by looking for his color, we wouldn’t have realized that one of the Themrocks was glowing blue while the other one glowed… purple.” 
 
    “What?!” Tgfhi barked. He couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Erfce nodded. “You heard me. The second Themrock was Therol. They looked identical. We were shocked when we saw it.” 
 
    “Hell,” Tgfhi cursed. “Something’s seriously wrong about that. What are the Genisters not telling us?” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. Anyway, we wrapped up the portrait and put it in a closet on Ponto. Hopefully, Rhen will never see it. If he did, he’d become Themrock. There’s no hiding his face. It’s totally looking out at you from the portrait, only one of his bodies has a blue halo while the other one glows purple.” 
 
    They heard a shout and saw Ceceta and the others waving at them from the front walkway of one of the larger homes. Surprisingly, Rhen was standing with them. Erfce hadn’t realized he was there. He studied Rhen’s face as he jogged alongside Tgfhi towards them. It appeared he hadn’t heard them talking. Thank the Gods. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Academic Building – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    Rhen found his teacher’s voice grating. Normally, he had the patience to deal with it, but today, after having had a headache all break long, it was driving him nuts. He excused himself to go to the bathroom then left with his guards in tow. Instead of turning to go into the bathroom though, he walked towards the exit. “Is everything okay?” Jet asked, holding the door open for him. 
 
    “Yeah, I need some air.”  
 
    Outside, they walked down the brick path to the lake. Rhen picked a nice, grassy spot on the banks of the water and sat down, his guards encircling him protectively as they sat beside him.  
 
    They watched the wind as it made ripples on the water. “Beautiful,” Charlie murmured, his eyes scanning the distant shore and the reflections of the trees on the water. 
 
    Sarah was feeling restless, so she decided to work on her water skills. She moved over to the side of their group then raised and lowered her hands as she moved a stream of water up and down. She shook from the chill of her powers, but kept working, trying to hone her skills.  
 
    Rhen watched her practice. He smiled every time she accidentally dropped the water. When Sarah stomped her foot with frustration, he said, “You’d be better at it if you used the proper movements.” 
 
    Sarah paused. “There are movements?” 
 
    Rhen snorted. “Of course. Everything has a movement. Haven’t you ever watched the Thestran royals work their powers?” She had but it hadn’t occurred to her that the Water Elves would have specific movements too. “I’ll show you.” Rhen walked over and leaned down to tap the inside of Sarah’s thigh. Sarah laughed and jumped back from him.  
 
    “No, silly,” Rhen said, gesturing for her to return. “You have to open your legs more so you don’t lose your balance when you lean backwards.”  
 
    Sarah laughed again with embarrassment . Rhen had been trying to position her properly.  
 
    She stepped back into place and waited as Rhen circled her, inspecting her stance. When he was satisfied, he took the same stance in front of her. “Copy me.” He moved his arms in a wave-like fashion then brought them across his body. Sarah tried to follow his movements, but she was horrible at it. “You need more guidance.”  
 
    Rhen stepped behind her to match his body to hers. When Rhen dropped his head down over Sarah’s shoulder, to align their arms, Sarah caught a whiff of Giy flowers and her body became rigid. Themrock! Themrock was showing her how to use her powers. Sarah felt dizzy and leaned forward to step away from him, but Rhen grabbed her by the waist and pulled her back into his body. She felt his arms touching hers, his hair brushing against her cheek, the feel of his breath tickling her neck. Sarah gasped and pushed herself away from Rhen. Behind her she heard Rhen ask, “Don’t you want to learn?” 
 
    Sarah took a few deep breaths to steady herself. She was blushing and found it hard to look him in the eye. “Yes, I do want to learn, it’s just… I don’t know what to do,” she finished lamely. 
 
    “Come back here and I’ll show you.” Rhen stepped back into position but Sarah hesitated. 
 
    What’s up? Aaron thought. Sarah glanced at him. Why are you acting this way? 
 
    Sarah closed her eyes. It was hard to think of anything but Themrock. I’m sorry. I know it’s Rhen but I can’t stop remembering that he’s Themrock. Themrock is holding me. Themrock is showing me how to use my powers. I feel like throwing myself on the floor and worshiping him. What should I do? 
 
    Jack coughed. Sarah had been so caught up in Themrock that she’d accidentally sent her answer to all of them.  
 
    You’re freaking out too much. Aaron thought. Remember he’s just a goofy guy, who can’t ride his jetbike as well as you do and who wears a skirt. He’s not Themrock. He’s– 
 
    Charlie interrupted, chanting in his mind, Sarah’s in love with Themrock. He didn’t stop until Aaron reached over to hit him on the head. 
 
    Rhen cocked his head and gestured towards Sarah. “Come on. Let me show you.” 
 
    Sarah fit herself back into his stance. She felt the warmth of his skin on hers and bit her lip to try to keep calm. As Rhen moved their arms in a fluid motion, his body pressed against Sarah’s to guide her, Sarah realized she was about to lose it. 
 
    Dog Poop! Charlie yelled, interrupting everyone’s thoughts except for Rhen’s. They were all starting to feel Sarah’s loss of control. Her feelings for Rhen were seeping into their minds and they found themselves wanting to bow before him. Sarah glanced over at Charlie, who gave her a lazy smile. When you feel yourself losing control next to our Lord Themrock, think of something you hate. Dog poop smeared all over your shoe is what I think about. I find it very helpful. 
 
    Thanks, Charlie, Sarah thought. She closed her eyes and focused on poop while moving in tandem with Rhen’s body.  
 
    Charlie’s advice worked. When she felt she had the movements down, she opened her eyes and found she’d made a stream of water that reached several stories high. Rhen swirled their hands in a circle and the water turned. It dove and spun, copying their movements. When Rhen lifted their hands up, the water shot higher. After a few more minutes of guidance, Rhen stepped away from her.  
 
    Sarah’s lips thinned as she concentrated on the water. She moved it to the left and right, turned it in circles then pulled it towards her so that it was dangling over her head. As soon as the water was above her, she panicked, forgetting what to do. Sarah gasped as hundreds of gallons of water fell down toward her.  
 
    Before it crashed on top of her, the water froze into beautiful crystals that dangled in the air. Sarah reached up to touch one of the frozen droplets. 
 
    Rhen cleared his throat. “That’s the next step. First control, then freeze, then boil, then evaporate. You’ll get it.”  
 
    The water above Sarah disappeared. “Thanks, Rhen.” She wanted to hug him but paused when she saw Ceceta and her friends coming down the hill towards them.  
 
    “That was so cool!” Tgfhi yelled. “Did you do that, Sarah?” 
 
    Sarah blushed. “Some of it, but Rhen did the rest. He showed me how to work my powers.” 
 
    “Can you teach me how to use my fire powers?” Latsoh asked. 
 
    Rhen tilted his head. “When did you get powers?” 
 
    No one said anything. What could they say? Rhen didn’t remember what had happened at the Fire Elf castle and they couldn’t tell him.  
 
    Latsoh giggled as Charlie came to her aid. “Didn’t you know, little brother? The oracles have been predicting that Themrock’s coming back. As his time of arrival gets closer, more and more of our powers are materializing within us. If this keeps up, we should have our powers back by the end of the school year. Isn’t that great?” 
 
    Rhen’s brow furrowed. He needed to start looking for Themrock. If the elves were getting their powers then he must be close. “Sure, Latsoh. After dinner, I’ll show you some moves.”  
 
    Later that evening, a crowd had gathered by the University’s lake to watch Rhen teach Latsoh how to use her powers. As the number of people grew, Latsoh felt herself getting cold feet. She didn’t want everyone watching her. “Rhen, teach Aaron first and then me,” she pleaded, when Rhen arrived. 
 
    Rhen turned to Aaron. “Do you want to learn?” 
 
    Aaron snorted. Did he want to learn? Of course he wanted to learn! “Yes. Would you teach me?” 
 
    “Sure,” Rhen said. He moved Aaron into the proper stance then stepped forward to match his form, like he’d done with Sarah.  
 
    As soon as their bodies touched, Aaron had the same reaction that Sarah had had that afternoon. He couldn’t stop thinking of Rhen as Themrock. The desire to prostrate himself before Themrock in worship was overwhelming. He glanced towards his wife and saw her pointing at her shoe. Dog poop. That’s what Charlie had said. Dog poop. Smelly dog poop smeared all over his shoes. Instantly, he felt much better. 
 
    Rhen moved their arms to the right, making shapes in the air. Aaron concentrated on the movements as Rhen turned their arms again. When he swung their hands to the left, a strong blast of flames shot out of their hands. Aaron laughed. He’d never made a flame longer than his foot before. Rhen showed Aaron how to maintain the blast. When Aaron was ready, he moved on, showing Aaron how to make designs in the air with this flames. Aaron’s fingers were red from the flames, but they didn’t hurt. Rhen clapped their hands together and the flames disappeared. Then, he pulled their hands apart to reveal red-hot lava suspended in the air between them. The crowd gasped and clapped with delight. Moving quickly, Rhen swung Aaron’s hands upward and the lava flew into the air. He spun Aaron around and the lava burned so hot that it turned to ash. The crowd was cheering when Rhen stepped away from Aaron.  
 
    “Very good, Aaron. You got to step two.” 
 
    Aaron laughed and shook his head. “Thanks, Rhen. That was amazing! I hope I can remember all the moves. Is there a step three for Fire Elves?” 
 
    “You can change the temperature of the fire so it burns hotter or colder and you can make it implode if you want to.” 
 
    Aaron was stunned. “Seriously? I can blow things up? Will you teach that to me?”  
 
    Rhen pulled down on his tunic to straighten it then held his hand out to Aaron. “I will, but not tonight. Tonight I’ll show you something else. Take my hand.” Aaron reached out to grip Rhen’s fingers. “Close your eyes and concentrate on fire, and I mean really concentrate on fire.” Aaron closed his eyes and thought about the fire shooting out of the top of the Fire Elf temple. He could feel a pressure building within him as his mind focused on the flames. “Ready?” He heard Rhen ask. He was about to ask what was going to happen, when Rhen shouted, “Go!” and released his hand. 
 
    Flames burst out from underneath Aaron’s feet, rocketing him high into the air. Aaron screamed but Rhen flew up beside him and yelled, “Run with it!” When Aaron started to run, he felt the flames pushing him forward. He was flying through the air, running on flames. He laughed and shouted with victory as he ran out over the lake then headed back towards the shore. 
 
    Aaron sailed down towards the crowd on a stream of flames. Just before he touched down, he fell and bounced along the ground, the flames under his feet engulfed him. Rhen waved his hand to put them out and Aaron stood up laughing. “That was fantastic!” He grabbed Rhen and hugged him, pounding his back. “Thank you! I love you!” he shouted. The crowd laughed at his excitement. Aaron released Rhen and walked away yelling, “Yeah!” while pumping his fists into the air. 
 
    Rhen pointed at Latsoh. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Although she was afraid to learn her powers in front of everyone, her brother’s reaction was so overwhelming that it pushed her forward. Latsoh aligned her body with Rhen’s. Since she had already felt a passionate awe of Rhen, before she had even known he was Themrock, she recognized the sensation at once and clamped down on her emotions before they overwhelmed her.  
 
    Latsoh’s training was quick. She picked up on the movements in half the time that it had taken Aaron.  
 
    As she ended her lesson flying through the air on a burst of flames, Rhen called out, “Well done. You’re my star student today.”  
 
    Latsoh landed with grace on the ground beside him and laughed. “Thanks, Rhen.”  
 
    Rhen proceeded to teach some of the other elves how to use their powers. When the Water Elf beside him accidentally threw several tons of water into the flight path of a spacejet, he decided to call it a night. “I need some sleep,” he told the students. “Maybe tomorrow I can teach more of you.”  
 
    “We’ll see,” Ceceta said, looping her arm through his and pulling him towards their apartment. She was worried he might have overexerted himself. He’d only just gotten over his headache. 
 
    They entered their living room to find it decorated with balloons, ribbons, flowers and streamers.  
 
    “Surprise!” Lilly cried out, jumping up from behind their couch. “I thought we should have a party.” She gestured for Jet to hand Rhen the guitar he was holding.  
 
    Jet grimaced. “Sorry,” he whispered, when Lilly wasn’t looking. “She insisted.”  
 
    Rhen chuckled with sympathy. Surpens didn’t have parties for anything but weddings. “It’s fine,” he said, taking the guitar. He sat down on the couch and began to play as Lilly handed out refreshments.  
 
    Ceceta raised her glass. “A toast to new marriages, marriages soon to come, and new babies.” She winked at Jet and Lilly. Lilly blushed while Jet stood a little taller.  
 
    Crystam gasped. “Are you expecting another baby?”  
 
    Lilly nodded and cradled her stomach. “Yes,” she said, her face glowing, as everyone crowded around her and Jet to congratulate them. 
 
    Ceceta found she was having a lovely time. Lilly had planned some party games that had them all laughing late into the night. “I wish this evening would never end,” she said, leaning over to kiss Rhen, who was still playing the guitar Jet had given him. 
 
    Mary sighed at the love she could see in their eyes. “How did you two end up together?” she asked. She was sitting on Charlie’s lap as he tried to braid her hair and felt him kiss her softly on the back of her neck. Reaching back, she gave him a hug. 
 
    “It’s a lovely story, really,” Ceceta said, leaning back into the couch. 
 
    “Tell us,” Crystam insisted. She and Tgfhi were sitting next to the coffee table in Rhen’s usual spot. 
 
    “Well, as you all know by now, Yfetb broke off our engagement. My family and I were visiting the Neptian royal palace, because we were having some trouble in our hometown.” 
 
    Mary lifted her hand. “Um, excuse me, but didn’t you meet Rhen when you were eight years old? Why were you getting married at 8?” 
 
    “I know it sounds weird to you, Thestrans, but that’s what Neptians do. They get married at a young age. The girl lives with her husband’s family, helping them, but she doesn’t share a marital bed until she’s a teenager.” Rhen played something discordant on the guitar and Ceceta smacked him on the arm. “Anyway,” she continued, “my family went to the palace and by coincidence, Rhen and his parents just happened to be there at the same time. My parents went to stand in line to meet with the King and Queen and I went off with my brothers and sisters to explore. We heard some music coming from one of the rooms and went to investigate. There, sitting on a bench, with about thirty women at his feet–” 
 
    “It was more like seven women,” Rhen interrupted. 
 
    “No. It was thirty women. They were lying at your feet, looking up at you with love in their eyes.” 
 
    “You mistook indigestion for love, Cece. We’d just had a horrible lunch and we were all sick.”  
 
    Ceceta smacked Rhen on the arm again. “Who’s telling this story?”  
 
    “I’m just trying to get the facts straight,” Rhen said, starting a new song. 
 
    “I am getting the facts straight. There were at least forty women lying around at your feet. You had put a spell on them and they were looking up at you with love in their eyes.” She stared at Rhen waiting for him to contradict her. 
 
    Rhen snorted. “Oh, now we’re up to forty women? There were seven women sitting on the ground.” 
 
    “Forty,” Ceceta growled, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    Rhen tried not to laugh. Ceceta looked adorable. He loved the sparkle in her eyes. “Right. I must have forgotten. Forty women, sitting at my feet.” He dropped his gaze to the guitar as he continued to play. 
 
    Ceceta nodded. “Rhen had put a spell on them with his music. They all wanted to marry him.” 
 
    This time Rhen laughed. He couldn’t help it. “With what powers?”  
 
    “Be quiet and let me finish the story,” Ceceta barked. Rhen dropped his head again and Ceceta sighed. “Where were we?” 
 
    “Five hundred love-struck women were under my spell,” Rhen said. He peeked over at Ceceta to find her glaring at him then winked and lowered his head again. 
 
    Ceceta turned back to her audience. “My siblings and I sat down to listen to him play. It wasn’t long before we fell under his spell too.” Rhen laughed and Ceceta, without even looking, swung her hand back to hit him across the chest. He quieted down, so she continued. “He played for a couple of hours. By the end, there must have been about a hundred women sitting there listening to him. It was during his last song that I realized there might be a connection between us. He’d been keeping his eyes on the floor the whole time, but when he started his last song, he looked right at me. We stared at each other for a few seconds and I knew then that I was in love with him.” Rhen leaned over to kiss her and Ceceta patted his thigh. 
 
    “As soon as Rhen finished his last song, all of the women swooped down on him like bees on a flower. I wanted to go to him too, but my Mom and Dad appeared at the door. They took me to a separate room and told me the Neptian royals weren’t going to do anything for us. We were ruined, because Yfetb had refused to marry me. Their only option was to emancipate me. After I was disinherited, they could then plead for their lands back. If the royals returned our home to us, they promised they would take me back in. Before I could say anything, we heard someone in the doorway say, ‘I’ll marry her.’” Ceceta chuckled at the memory. “My Dad stared at Rhen. There he was, this skinny, tiny, Thestran elf standing in the doorway watching us. He had on a faded t-shirt and blue pants with holes in the knees. His eyes were black as night and his hair had blond streaks in it from all of the time he used to spend outside drawing dragons. We didn’t know who he was. He looked like a poor, traveling minstrel with his flute strapped across his chest. The only reason why we didn’t think he was a vagabond was because he had elfin ears. As you know, elves never leave their people. They stick together.”  
 
    “True,” Jack agreed. “We stay together. It’s one of the nice things about our people. An elf will always help an elf.” 
 
    “Not always,” Latsoh said under her breath, her mind on the EFT. 
 
    “Go on,” Sarah urged. She loved hearing about Rhen’s childhood, since so little was known of it. For someone as important as Rhen to have slipped through everyone’s fingers for so long was mind-boggling. Hearing about and seeing pictures of Rhen’s childhood helped fill in the blanks, so they could all understand him a little better. 
 
    “Well, my Dad got mad at Rhen. He was thinking, ‘Who is this dirty kid?’ So, he pointed at him and yelled, ‘This isn’t any of your business, boy. We’re having a private conversation. You need to leave at once.’ But Rhen didn’t leave. He walked into the room, took my hand and said, ‘I’ll marry her.’ He looked at me with his dark eyes and asked, ‘Will you marry me?’” 
 
    Ceceta sighed and leaned over to kiss Rhen. When they pulled apart, she continued, “My Dad lost his temper. He yelled, ‘We don’t need another mouth to feed. What are you, some sort of beggar? This isn’t a game. Leave this instant!’ He grabbed Rhen’s shoulder, dragged him out of the room then slammed the door in his face.”  
 
    “When Dad came back over to us, I told him I didn’t want to be set free. I wanted to marry the boy he’d just thrown out of the room. Dad almost blew up he was so angry, but Mom told him to stop. She said it was fine and I should bring him back into the room. I ran to the door and opened it. Rhen was standing right outside, smiling at me. He hadn’t left. I brought him back into the room and my Dad told him he could marry me, but we couldn’t live with them. Rhen told my Dad that was fine. He said we could live with his family instead. My Dad asked him where his family lived and he told us they lived on Thestran. My Mom was happy to hear that. She thought Thestran was a wonderful planet with a smashing royal family. Mom had always been a little bit in love with the Thestran royals.” Ceceta became quiet for a moment, as she thought about her Mom. She missed her family. Rhen reached over to hug her. She smiled up at him, then continued.  
 
    “So, my Dad asked Rhen what he was doing on Neptian and Rhen told him he was there visiting with his parents. ‘Oh, so you’re here on vacation?’ my Dad asked. Rhen said, ‘No, my Mom and Dad are here on business,’ then Dad asked, ‘What hotel are you staying in?’ and Rhen said…” Ceceta smiled. “Rhen said… ‘we’re staying in the palace.’ No one stays in the Neptian palace, unless they’re a relative of the Neptian royal family or fabulously rich, so Dad suddenly got excited, and asked…” In deep voices, Ceceta and Rhen both said, “‘Well, who the hell are you child?’”  
 
    Ceceta turned to Rhen. “And you said… ” She faltered, because she wasn’t sure what to say. Rhen still didn’t like it when people used his first name, the one he’d been born with.  
 
    Rhen thought she had stopped speaking because she wanted him to finish the story. “I said, my name is Max and I’m Kate and Henry’s child. We live on Thestran. Maybe you’ve heard of my parents?” 
 
    Ceceta laughed. “Maybe you’ve heard of my parents,” she repeated. “As if my Dad hadn’t heard of Kate and Henry from Thestran. That was it. Right after that my Dad had shaken Rhen’s hand and welcomed him into the family.” Her parents had been overjoyed. 
 
    Crystam seemed enamored by their story, but Tgfhi was still confused. “Why did you ask Ceceta to marry you when you were eight? That’s not an elfin custom.” 
 
    “True,” Rhen said, “but when you have foresight you get a certain feeling when you meet your mate. When I first saw Ceceta, I knew we were supposed to be together.” He gestured around the room. “I’m sure it was the same for you, Lilly, and Erfce?” They both nodded. They’d known their mates the moment they’d seen them. “It was probably the same for you too, Charlie, right?” 
 
    Ceceta and others laughed, thinking Rhen was joking, as Charlie shook his head. He really wished Rhen would stop alluding to the fact that he was a Genister. He knew Themrock was teasing him, but enough was enough. He liked the fact that everyone thought he was an idiot.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Great Lawn – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    “Who keeps calling you?” Latsoh pointed towards Ceceta’s bag, where she’d just tossed her communicator. 
 
    Ceceta waited for a spacejet to pass overhead before saying, “It was Te.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Latsoh stopped short and reached for Ceceta’s elbow. They’d been studying on the Great Lawn and were now heading in to join the others for lunch. “Explain.” 
 
    Ceceta sighed and shifted her bag to the other shoulder. “He’s been calling me to see if I will swing by Neptian. They’re dedicating a statue to Yfetb for his part in trying to stop the EFT and Te wants me to be there for it.” 
 
    Latsoh was appalled. “You aren’t going, are you?” 
 
    “No. But I do feel bad for him. Yfetb’s death must have been really hard on him. I can’t imagine what it would be like to lose my only child. He’s got no one left.” 
 
    Latsoh couldn’t believe her friend was feeling sorry for someone like Te. “Don’t you dare feel sorry for him, not after everything he did to you. You should never feel guilty for any of it. He’s a mean, vindictive man. He deserves what he got.” 
 
    “But it was his only–” 
 
    Latsoh cut her off. “Stop. Nothing you say will change my mind. Nor should it change yours.” She held her hand out. “Give me your communicator. I’m blocking his calls.” 
 
    Ceceta hesitated, considering Latsoh’s words. Maybe she was right. Searching through her book bag, she grabbed her communicator and handed it over.  
 
    Latsoh blocked all of Te’s numbers. She then proceeded to block all Neptian numbers, before handing Ceceta back her device. When Ceceta reached for it, Latsoh held it a moment longer. “Promise me you won’t go anywhere near Te.” 
 
    Ceceta felt Latsoh was being overprotective, but she said, “Okay. I promise.”  
 
    Latsoh leaned forward to give her a hug. She knew she’d done the right thing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Supreme rose from the floor. He’d been prostrating himself before a mural of Themrock for hours. His joints ached and his knees cracked as he stepped towards the altar before him. The room was cold, the stones he’d been resting on like ice. Fortunately, his long woolen robes were thick, so they’d kept the chill at bay.  
 
    “You are the chosen.” He turned towards the group of elves that had been praying beside him. “The few who Themrock counts on to maintain order in his Universe. Themrock’s mortal shell has become a hinderance. I’ve heard it from the God himself that he wishes to be free. To live among us in his purest form. He’s tired of the underformed mortal that remains by his side and he longs for Layla.” 
 
    “As it should be,” the elves said in unison. 
 
    “Rise,” The Supreme said while opening his arms wide in a welcoming gesture. “You will be rewarded for your loyalty by our Lord.” The elves formed a single line in front of him. The Supreme blessed each one in turn then bid them safe journey. “I will speak with Lord Themrock and tell you his wishes, when next we meet,” he added before they left his personal temple. 
 
    Once the elves had left, The Supreme marched through the door behind the altar into his private office in the Air Elf castle.  
 
    “What the Hell is the matter with you?” he barked. “You know damn well that this is when I meet with my purest disciples.”  
 
    He pulled his communicator out of his pocket and shook it in Te’s face. “I felt it vibrate the first time. You didn’t have to call me seven more times.” He tossed his communicator onto the desk and jerked at his ceremonial robe to remove it. 
 
    Te didn’t have time for this. “Just tell me, how many disciples do you have?” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    Te bristled. “I need the number.” 
 
    “Why? Why could it possibly matter?” The Supreme pulled off his outer robes and tossed them onto the back of his chair. “You have nothing to do with our work. I don’t even know why we meet anymore. Your son was useless and you’ve offered no one to take his place.” 
 
    “I fund you,” Te snapped. “I deserve to know where my money is going.”  
 
    The Supreme scoffed. Some of his newest recruits had pledged more money to his cause than Te ever had.  
 
    “Don’t you huff at me,” Te said. “Do you know who I know? I know Genisters. Now tell me how many disciples you have.” 
 
    “Which Genisters do you know?” 
 
    Te hesitated only a second before saying, “Themrock. I’m very close to him. He called me after Yfetb’s death.” 
 
    The Supreme wasn’t sure if he should believe Te, but the man had found a way to turn some of his recruits invisible when they’d gone after Ceceta. Perhaps he was working with the Genisters? “I have thirty committed to our cause with about fifteen more in the wings. I’m not actively recruiting anymore.” 
 
    Te was surprised. It was a greater number than he’d expected. “Excellent. Keep up the good work.” He opened the door to leave. “The next time I try to reach you, you better answer, no matter what you’re doing.” He slammed the door behind him.  
 
    The Supreme put his palms together in front of his face as he considered how hard it would be for him to convince his followers to kill Te. Maybe he’d mention that Lord Themrock wanted them to do it?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Academic Building – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    Jet pulled the guard elves aside before they entered Rhen’s history class. Rhen had been spending a great deal of time ‘spacing out,’ watching the devastation that was occurring in Solar System 12. “He’s more agitated than usual today,” Jet said. “That’s usually a precursor to war. Prepare yourselves.”  
 
    Aaron and the others were glad Jet had warned them, because they weren’t totally caught off guard when later that day Rhen stood up during his chemistry class, morphed his tunic into his military uniform, kissed Ceceta goodbye, then phased away. Jet had the presence of mind to grab Rhen’s arm as the guard elves grabbed him just in time to go with Rhen. 
 
    They arrived in a war-torn city on one of the planets in Solar System 4. Bosternd, Ngi and several battalions of Surpen soldiers were already there waiting for them on the city’s broken streets.  
 
    Bosternd saluted. “We have contained them to the city. I believe Nk’s men are in the process of rounding up the last of Loreth’s pawns. Regarding System 12, it’s a complete disaster. Loreth has demolished every major city in the system. There are billions of people who are hurt, hungry, and homeless. Not to mention the fact that civil war is still raging out of control on most of the inhabited planets."  
 
    Rhen nodded. "Understood. From what I can tell, Loreth has been messing with the minds of the soldiers on most of the planets in System 12. Tell our men to work to disarm them, without killing them, if possible." 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Bosternd turned to give the order. He was glad to be back in action. He’d been worried that Rhen might use his powers to stop the wars. He was looking forward to strategizing their battles and was pleased that their younger soldiers would finally be getting some battle experience. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I have received a report from Surpen that they have ended the wars in Solar System 12,” James told his Council Delegates during their meeting. “It appears Loreth was the cause for the System’s problems. He used a form of brain confusion to get the people in that System to attack each other.”  
 
    “Brain confusion?” one of the Delegates asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    James lifted his eyes from his computer. “Apparently, they thought they were being attacked by Rasacks. They could see and hear the Rasacks, so they bombed their homes and countryside to stop them but evidently the Rasacks were never there.”  
 
    “That’s horrible,” the Delegate next to Te said.  
 
    Te frowned at the woman. If you asked him, the horrible part was that Loreth had lost. Now he was going to have to help him come up with some new ideas on how to wake up Rhen.  
 
    He was tired of constantly having to provide Loreth with advice. It seemed the Genister couldn’t do anything without him. They’d had a fight right after Yfetb’s death, but then Loreth had seen the error in his ways. Te had explained to him that Rhen was the enemy. It was obvious that anyone who was a part of the Convention was their enemy. Te had tried to get to Rhen through Ceceta, but that hadn’t worked. The whore had never returned his messages, so instead Te was helping Loreth plan his battles on System 12. They were meeting regularly since Loreth needed his advice. 
 
    James raised his gavel to ring the bell to end their session when out of the corner of his eye he noticed a message pop up on his screen. “I’ve just received word that there is a new item on our docket for today.” The Delegates complained. They had hoped for a short session. “Emperor Rhen of Surpen has requested an immediate audience.” James glanced towards the double doors, expecting to see Rhen, but instead one of the many portals against the lower, back wall flared to life.  
 
    Bosternd, Jet, and several of Rhen’s servants entered the Council Chamber. They walked up onto the dais before James’ golden crescent desk and waited, their hands clasped behind their backs. The Delegates could hear men chanting Rhen’s name repeatedly on the other side of the portal. They leaned over their desks to see what was happening just as Rhen walked through the portal backwards with his swords held high in the air.  
 
    As soon as Rhen was in the room, he joined Bosternd on the dais.  
 
    Reed lowered his head to peer past the columns. He could still hear people chanting Rhen’s name. Why was the portal still open? A moment later, Rhen’s guard elves and Charlie stumbled into the room. They looked exhausted and practically collapsed onto the floor by the portal. It seemed they were having trouble keeping up with Rhen’s schedule. 
 
    Reed turned back to the dais to see that Rhen’s servants had jumped into action. As Rhen spoke softly with Bosternd, they took his swords and started to unbuckle his war outfit, pulling off his heavy metal breast plates. Rhen acted as if he didn’t even know they were there. He nodded to Bosternd then turned to face James. Rhen saluted James then dropped his hand so his servants could pull off his shoulder plates.  
 
    By now, Rhen was down to his basic linen tunic. The servants pulled a beautiful, blue tunic out of a box that they had brought with them and started to dress Rhen in it.  
 
    “Solar Systems 4 and 12 want to be Surpen,” Rhen told James, as a servant clipped a long black cape to his shoulders. “Do you have any objections to that?” 
 
    James was confused. Why would Rhen want his permission to adopt two new systems? He had just opened his mouth to ask, when Rhen continued.  
 
    “System 12 has a new spacehole to Rasack. As you know, their old spacehole to Thestran is still operative.” Rhen paused to take a quick drink from the goblet a servant was holding out to him. “Check with your oracles. Mine believe the new hole will bring the Rasacks to Thestran within the next four and half decades.” A servant crouched down in front of Rhen to attach his new weapons belt with System 12’s weapons on it. Rhen glanced down at the daggers he was wearing and then back up at James. “You need to move the spacehole before that time or…” A servant draped a second cape around Rhen’s shoulders, interrupting him. Rhen shifted his weapons belt until it felt more comfortable then glanced up at the Thestran Delegates. He had lost his train of thought. “Shouldn’t Thestran take System 12? Twelve means nothing to us, but it’s tied to you. It should be a part of your system.” 
 
    Now James understood. He hesitated, considering Rhen’s words. First of all, System 12 didn’t want to be a part of Thestran or else they would have asked; and secondly, even if they were a member of his Council, James didn’t have the ability to move the spacehole Rhen was talking about. “No,” he said. “I think we’d be happier if you took System 12. We don’t have anyone who can move the spacehole.” 
 
    One of the portals by the wall opened and they heard Bosternd mention to Rhen that they were late. As one of the servants handed Rhen a long black staff, Rhen said, “Okay. How about if I take twelve for a little until I can teach your people how to move the spacehole?”  
 
    James nodded. “Sounds good.” 
 
    Rhen saluted then turned towards the waiting portal. The Delegates could hear a raucous party coming from the other side. Wearily, Rhen’s guard elves climbed to their feet. They stepped through the portal, followed by Rhen’s servants. Bosternd reached for Rhen’s arm to stop him. “Your crown.” He handed Rhen a titanium crown that was marked with interlooping patterns made of diamonds. Rhen shook his head. Bosternd lifted the crown higher. “Rhen, you have to wear it. Protocol on System 12 dictates it.” When Rhen tried to step past Bosternd, he reached up and shoved the crown onto Rhen’s head. “I hate crowns,” Rhen growled. He tried to pull it off, but Bosternd caught his hand and again told him that he had to wear it. Rolling his eyes, Rhen stepped towards the portal. “And smile!” Bosternd snapped.  
 
    Rhen swung about, giving Bosternd a tight, pained looking smile, which had Bosternd laughing. Turning back around, he stepped through the portal.  
 
    As soon as he did, the people in System 12 went wild. Reed reached up to cover his ears. Their cheers were louder than a spacejet landing in the Council Chamber. Bosternd saluted James then stepped through the portal before it closed. 
 
    As soon as the portal frame cleared, the Delegates felt themselves relaxing. “I’m glad I’m not him,” Reed mumbled. James agreed. He’d always thought that he had it bad, but Rhen’s schedule was ten times more hectic than his. “I bet he wishes school would never end,” James said. 
 
    “Does anyone else feel tense?” Henry asked the room.  
 
    His family laughed. They all did.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Te waited for Loreth in his office in the Delegate wing of the Thestran royal palace. He had a new idea the Genister needed to hear. A purple swirling vortex of lights formed in the air in the middle of the room and Loreth flew out of it wearing typical Genister clothing: black pants, shirt, boots and cape.  
 
    “What do you want?” Loreth asked. He was only stopping by because he needed Te to stop contacting him. 
 
    Te bristled at his tone. “You should be glad that I called you. I have a new idea.” 
 
    Loreth scoffed. He hated spending time with Te. He’d tried torturing the man, but some latent mental illness of Te’s had made his efforts unsuccessful. Te had somehow convinced himself that he’d wanted the pain. No matter what Loreth did, Te’s mind made it fit into his own personal reality. “Really? You Gods-damned ass. What plan do you have?” 
 
    As usual, Te’s mind didn’t hear Loreth’s insult. “We should orchestrate an event so that we can get close enough to Rhen to kill him. All I need is the Supreme’s forces and then–” 
 
    “No!” Loreth barked. “We don’t want to kill Rhen. We just want to wake him up.” 
 
    Te was furious with Loreth for interrupting. “Exactly. That’s what I said.” 
 
    Loreth closed his eyes and groaned as Te went on to explain the people he knew in power who would help him with his plan. “…because everyone is willing to help me now that Yfetb’s dead. I’m the most popular person in the Universe.”  
 
    Loreth couldn’t take it anymore. He was busy working on his own plan that involved Thaster. The red Genister had been avoiding him, spending time with his new wife, but he’d finally agreed to meet.  
 
    “I’m going,” Loreth said, lifting off in flight. As he breached the ceiling, he heard Te say, “I told you it was time for you to leave. I’m expecting an important briefing from Lord Percy on System 12.” 
 
    Loreth landed on Neptian’s moon. Thaster’s red ghostly image was hovering in a seated position over a boulder, waiting. “You’re late,” he snapped, his thin mustache making his lips look narrower than usual.  
 
    “My apologies.”  
 
    Thaster tilted his head, his mismatched hair molecules jerking to the left.  
 
    Loreth dropped his gaze to the moon’s surface. He found Thaster’s imperfections hard on the eyes. “I wanted to talk to you about a new plan I have.” 
 
    “First of all, change back into Therol. I don’t like speaking with the shell you use on the mortals.” Thaster waited until Loreth changed into Therol. “And secondly, I’m not interested. I don’t like to leave Chisten alone for long periods of time, so count me out.” 
 
    Therol was surprised. Thaster had never shown any of his previous wives this much interest. Was it possible he loved Chisten? “It won’t take long, I promise. I’ll do all the leg work,” Therol added. “You just have to supply me with some extra muscle to finish the job.” When Thaster didn’t leave, Therol realized he was intrigued. He needed something from Themrock too. Only Themrock had the codes to unlock Hell.  
 
    “Our annual Arrival Day Party is coming up. Ever since Rhen got his powers, Thellis has been inviting him. Themrock usually relaxes during the party. He’s flipped forward a few times and I’ve almost caught him on several occasions. I’m planning on attending this year’s event.” 
 
    Thaster snorted, a red puff of his powers flew out of his nose. “They won’t let you.” 
 
    “Actually, they have to. It’s in the Code Book. You can come too, if you want. All Genisters are forgiven and welcome to attend the party. It’s a time of amnesty.” Thaster’s eyebrows raised. He clearly hadn’t known that. He stroked his pointy chin, considering Therol’s words.  
 
    “I’m going to drug them,” Therol said. Thaster laughed. “Seriously, I have about a pound of Ventarian delights. I’m going to put them in the punch when no one’s looking. Once they’re all high, I’ll convince Themrock to come forward and then I’ll talk him into returning to Genister.”  
 
    When the crooked edges around Thaster’s lips rose, Therol knew he liked his plan. “When’s the party?” 
 
    Therol smiled. He had him. “It just so happens that it’s tomorrow.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Rhen and Ceceta’s Apartment – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    Jet’s baby was teething so he wasn’t getting enough sleep. He was so exhausted that he’d stopped working out with Rhen in the mornings. “I’ll take your place, Jet,” Sarah said as Rhen hesitated in his bedroom door.  
 
    “You won’t be able to keep up,” Rhen told her. 
 
    Sarah disagreed. “Let me try.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    The next morning, just before dawn, Sarah met Rhen down by the lake. He was wearing his military shorts and a half tunic, which Charlie had told all of them should just be called a t-shirt. Rhen was stretching out before his run when Sarah walked up to him.  
 
    “You know you won’t be able to keep up with me,” he said, without looking up. 
 
    Absentmindedly, Sarah swirled a small stream of water into the air. “I still want to try.” 
 
    Rhen watched her. Sarah had been slow at learning her water skills. In fact, she was behind everyone else. “I have an idea.” He reached out for her hand. “You’ll be able to keep up with me if we run over the lake. This lake connects with several others all the way to the ocean. You’ll have plenty of water to draw from.” Rhen guided her out onto the water. As they stood on top of the water, Sarah laughed. She loved it when Rhen did this trick.  
 
    Rhen reached out to put his hands on either side of her face then pulled her head towards his. For a moment, Sarah thought he might kiss her, but he simply touched his forehead to hers then released her.  
 
    Sarah gasped as her powers came into focus. “Why didn’t you do that before? Why did you make me take lessons, when you could’ve just given me the knowledge?” 
 
    Rhen checked to make sure his running boots were properly tied. He was ready to start. “When you’re in battle, you’re less likely to panic if you’ve learned your skills by yourself.” 
 
    “But this is so much easier.” Sarah moved her hands and the water rose high into the air over their heads before turning to ice and then evaporating. Rhen shrugged then jogged out over the lake. Sarah twisted her hands, said a few words, and the water propelled her forward. She stood on the crest of a wave as it flowed beside Rhen, keeping up with him. 
 
    When they returned, Rhen’s fight class was in session on the University’s lawn. As they rounded the bend becoming visible, Ngi stopped his lesson to watch. It wasn’t every day that you saw a man running on water while, beside him, a woman was being propelled forward by a wave.  
 
    As they reached the shore, Rhen slowed down and bent over to catch his breath. He’d had a good work out. Running on water was harder than running on land. He’d pushed himself today.  
 
    Sarah had been working the water for so long that she ached. She stopped moving the water as soon as she reached the shore and tumbled onto the land when the water disappeared from underneath her.  
 
    Rhen laughed. “You can’t control land, silly. You have to stop the water, while you’re still on water.” 
 
    “Now you tell me,” Sarah groaned. She spit out some grass and lay back on the ground, feeling exhausted. “I didn’t think I would be tired just from moving the water.” 
 
    “Use of any power drains you. You’re strong, though. I didn’t think you’d last twenty minutes and you went the full two hours.” 
 
    Sarah smiled at his compliment. 
 
    The guard elves, Charlie and Jet arrived on the banks of the lake beside them. “Nice workout?” Jet asked. He was jealous of Sarah. He had always been the one to work out with Rhen. It was their quiet time to chat about life. He hoped Rhen wouldn’t let Sarah join him every morning from now on. Some of the things they used to discuss weren’t proper for a woman to hear. 
 
    “Yes,” Rhen said, stretching his back. “How many times were you up last night?” 
 
    Jet groaned. “Four.” He followed Rhen as he started walking across the lawn towards the Teacher’s Residence Hall. 
 
    “Why isn’t she sleeping through the night anymore?” Rhen asked. 
 
    Jet rubbed his eyes. “She’s teething.” 
 
    Rhen stopped short. “What kind of teeth keep you up at night? Vampire teeth?” 
 
    Jet laughed. “Yes, that’s right. I forgot to tell you the baby’s a vampire.”  
 
    When they mounted the stairs to the Teacher’s Residence Hall, Aaron put his arm around Sarah. “It looks like you’ve finally learned how to use your water skills.”  
 
    “She knows what to do now,” Rhen told him over his shoulder, “but I think I tired her out too much.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Sarah protested, her hand clutching tightly to the stair’s railing. “I’m totally ready to go again tomorrow.” Rhen gave her a thumbs up then disappeared into his apartment.  
 
    As soon as his door closed, Sarah collapsed. “Oh, Gods, kill me,” she croaked. “I’m dying. I’m so tired.” Jack and the others laughed as Aaron helped Sarah to their bedroom. Jet was relieved. He had nothing to worry about. Sarah wouldn’t be showing up for any more workouts, at least not for a while. He went into Rhen’s apartment with Shno and Jack and sat down on the couch to wait until Rhen was finished dressing. Ceceta and the others were at Surpen class. 
 
    When Rhen came out of his bedroom, he was dressed in a casual light green tunic and he wasn’t wearing any weapons. Jet felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. Rhen without weapons?  
 
    “Jet, I’ve got something to do this morning. Would you tell Bosternd that I’ll meet up with him tomorrow and let Ceceta know I’ll see her for dinner?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jet said, stepping around the coffee table to close the distance between them, but  he wasn’t quick enough. Rhen disappeared before he could reach him. “Gods damned!” he yelled. He was furious with himself for not moving faster. Jet pulled out his communicator. He had to let Bosternd know he’d lost Rhen. He hoped he wouldn’t lose his position. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Thestran royal family, elfin royals, and a battalion of Surpen soldiers waited in the University’s student common area for Rhen to return. There were too many people to fit in Ceceta’s apartment, so she’d decided they should wait in the common area. She’d figured Rhen wouldn’t have any trouble finding them when he returned. “Ceceta,” Bosternd said as a swirling vortex of turquoise flashing lights appeared near the student bookstore. Ceceta stood up just as Rhen was shoved through the vortex. He bounced twice and skidded across the floor, coming to a stop against one of the many couches in the room.  
 
    “Crap,” Ceceta said, running to his side. Rhen lay on the ground laughing. He didn’t respond when Ceceta tried talking to him. “Put him on the couch, please,” she told Bosternd and Jet. 
 
    “Rhen, what’s wrong with you?” Bosternd asked, as he helped Jet lift Rhen onto the couch. Laughing, Rhen fell forward over his knees. Bosternd and Jet caught him before he could land on the floor. Behind them they heard someone say, “He was with us at our annual party.” 
 
    Ceceta turned to see Theta’s turquoise form struggling to pull Thellis’ translucent body out of his green vortex. Thellis appeared to be as drunk as Rhen. He fell ungainly from the sky onto the ground, while laughing at nothing. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Charlie said as he approached Theta. He pointed at Rhen. “You took him away from us, got him drunk as a skunk, and now you’re dropping him back on us?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly,” Theta replied, while pulling Thestrst out of his orange vortex and Theta out of her pink one. Both Genisters were giggling as they floated down towards the floor. “You see, they aren’t drunk.” There was a roaring sound outside the building. It got increasingly louder until the ground beneath their feet started to shake. Theta’s turquoise powers shivered in the air around her as she turned to look out the front entrance through the building’s large windows. Two balls of flame were flying through the sky towards them. “Here come the others. I sent them on their way, but it looks like they can’t slow down.” 
 
    Ceceta ducked reflexively as Thamber crashed through the glass above the doors. She flailed about, her body on fire, as she spun into the students’ newsboxes, igniting everything and sending burning documents everywhere. Her golden powers were barely visible through the flames. The Water Elves in the room quickly extinguished the fires as Thamber climbed to her feet. She stumbled about drunkenly, her eyes lacking focus. 
 
    Thatch’s landing was worse. She smashed through the doors themselves then hit a pillar that sent her spinning right through the windows in the back of the room. Completely out of control, she bumped up and down along the school’s grounds, leaving deep gouges in the soil along with streaks of her silver powers. 
 
    “So,” Bosternd said, his voice calm as the school’s common area burned and fell down around him. “Care to tell us what happened?” 
 
    “Well,” Theta began. Using her turquoise powers she put out the remaining fires and restored the room to order. “See, we kind of had an unexpected situation.” 
 
    “Stop fooling around!” Ceceta yelled. She pointed at Rhen’s back. “What’s my husband on? What are they all on?”  
 
    Theta threw up her hands. “Don’t get mad at me. I didn’t do anything. In fact, you shouldn’t be yelling at me at all right now. You should be thanking me. I saved them from the TUB.” 
 
    The Ultimate Blackness or TUB, as many people called it, was the empty space between the Universes. It acted like a cushion, so the Universes could expand without bumping into each other. Everyone knew to keep away from the TUB because occasionally it would emit gravitational waves that would seep out into their Universe, sucking anything in its elliptical path back into the TUB.  
 
    “What were you doing near the TUB?” Bosternd asked.  
 
    “I’m an idiot,” Ceceta mumbled. She glanced up at Theta. “Arrival Day Party?” Theta nodded. Turning to Bosternd, Ceceta said, “Every year the Genisters hold an Arrival Day Party. It marks the day when Themrock brought them to our Universe. They have their party on the rim of the TUB. They find its emptiness peaceful.” She bent down to pull up on Rhen’s tunic, hoping to get him to stand. Jack and Aaron walked over to help her. 
 
    Well, that explained what they’d been doing. Now Bosternd just needed to know what was wrong with them. 
 
    “It was bad,” Theta told Ceceta. “When I showed up, there was a large wave on its way. If I hadn’t arrived in time, they’d all be in the TUB right now.” 
 
    “Thank you for saving them, Theta. Do you know what’s wrong with them?” Ceceta glanced over at Thellis to see he had removed his clothing. She winced when he looped his fingers into his underwear and pulled downward. 
 
    Theta zapped Thellis, putting his clothes back on. Thestrst was making out with a statue of the Headmaster that he’d found in the back of the room, Tharis was pulling on her hair so hard she was crying and Thamber was gnawing on a wall. None of them seemed to be in urgent danger, so she turned back to Ceceta. “Well, we kind of had a party crasher. I guess they didn’t know he was there until it was too late. He put something into their drinks and now everyone is a little out of it. But, we’re on Thestran now, so we should be safe. I think.” She tilted her head towards the ceiling. “I wonder if I should move them again? Would a different Universe be safer?” 
 
    Charlie swung his hand through Theta’s ethereal form. “Concentrate. Start by telling us what the party crasher put into their drinks.” 
 
    That was an easy one to answer. “Ventarian delights.”  
 
    Ceceta gasped and turned back to Rhen as Bosternd dropped his head into his hands. Ventarian delights were the strongest drug in the Universe. They were banned on every planet. If you were even caught with one, you could go to jail.  
 
    Theta checked the other Genisters to make sure they were safe then said, “He put Ventarian delights into their drinks. I saw at least eight of them in the punch bowl. There’s no way to tell how many he put into Rhen’s drink. You see, I was late to the party and by the time I had arrived, they were falling down, and well, doing what they’re doing now.”  
 
    They heard a roaring sound just before Thatch crashed back into the building. She bounced along the floor, then sailed right through the glass windows of the school store before turning herself into a paper magnet. Ceceta watched as every piece of paper in the store flew towards Thatch, covering her and turning her into a ball of colorful paper. 
 
    “Is Rhen brain damaged now?” Aaron asked. He’d heard that Ventarian delights ruined your mind. 
 
    “No,” Theta said. “He’s a Genister, so he should be okay.” 
 
    Bosternd stepped in front of Theta to get her attention. “I want to know who the party crasher was.” 
 
    “Uh,” Theta said, turning away from him. 
 
    “Therol?” Bosternd asked. Theta nodded, while floating away from him. Bosternd had expected as much. “Therol hasn’t attacked Rhen directly like this in–”  
 
    Ceceta interrupted him. “Who else, Theta?” She could tell from the way that Theta was distancing herself that there had been someone else at the party. Someone they wouldn’t approve of. 
 
    Theta covered her face with her hands. “I was shocked when I saw him.” She glanced at the other Genisters to make sure they were safe then dropped down in front of Ceceta. “I mean, I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t even realize he could leave his prison. You know? I always thought he was stuck there. But he told me that he’d recently learned the Code Book would allow him to leave his prison to attend our Arrival Day Party. He said Themrock made it a day of amnesty. I was stunned, you know?” 
 
    “Who was it?” Jet asked. 
 
    “Thaster,” Theta and Ceceta said at the same time. 
 
    “Thaster?” James asked. “The Thaster? Ruler of Hell?” 
 
    “Yes.” Theta zapped Thellis’ clothes back on again. “He’s never come to any of our functions before. I was shocked when I saw him.” 
 
    Ceceta cleared her throat. “He’s plotting something. We have to figure out what it is right now or we’ll all be in trouble.” 
 
    “You don’t think that they were delaying the Genisters until that wave could take them into the TUB?” Bosternd asked. 
 
    Ceceta eyes narrowed as she tried to figure out what Thaster was up to. “No. Thaster wouldn’t do that. If Themrock fell into the TUB, he’d be stuck in Hell forever.” She turned to Theta. “Tell us exactly what was happening at the party when you arrived. Don’t leave anything out. We need to know why he let you escape.” 
 
    Theta’s turquoise powers flared in protest. “He didn’t let me escape. He ran away before the wave hit. I barely had enough time to get the others out of there before the wave destroyed everything.” 
 
    “Theta, you arrived at the party to find…” Ceceta prompted. 
 
    Theta zapped Thellis, putting his clothes back on yet again. This time, instead of stripping, Thellis turned himself into a dog and started to hump the arm of the couch next to him. Theta checked on the other Genisters to make sure they were safe, then said, “I knew something wasn’t right when I rounded the black hole near the outer system. You know the one I’m talking about?” Ceceta nodded. Rhen had taken her there before. “You see, whenever Rhen goes to a party, there’s always music, but this time everything was quiet. I entered the platform past the silver arches and there was Thaster, sitting on a chair, with Rhen on his lap. Rhen’s head was bent down against Thaster’s chest and Thaster was whispering to him. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but it looked like Rhen was agreeing with him. Thaster welcomed me to the party as if it were his event. He asked me why I was late, then told me he had brought some Ventarian delights to the party that everyone was enjoying. At that moment, we felt the first warning ripple of the TUB’s wave. Thaster laughed and told me to go before the TUB ate me for dinner, then he and Therol disappeared.” 
 
    Ceceta bit her lip considering Theta’s words. “He told you about the Ventarian delights and he warned you to leave before the wave hit, then he left you with enough time to save everyone.” She closed her eyes. Thaster had wanted Theta to save the others. Why? 
 
    “He barely left me with enough time to save everyone. If I’d been a few minutes later, they all would have died.” 
 
    Ceceta disagreed. Thaster had been waiting for Theta.  
 
    “If Themrock is killed, what happens to this Universe?” Bosternd asked. He knew the answer, but wanted Theta to confirm it. Theta blinked and her eyes disappeared for a moment in her turquoise glow. “It ceases to exist. You can’t have any of the Universes without him. If Themrock dies, you die.” Themrock had told them the same thing when he’d visited from the future. 
 
    Ceceta thought she knew where Bosternd was going with his question. “And Hell, what happens to it?” She could see from Theta’s face that the Genister didn’t know what would happen to Hell. Perhaps it would remain intact or maybe it would open with Themrock’s death. Still, would Thaster chance killing Themrock and risk being trapped in Hell forever? Ceceta didn’t think so. It was too risky. “Is Themrock still the only one with the Codes to Hell?” 
 
    “Codes to Hell?” James asked. 
 
    “Themrock locked Hell. He’s the only one who knows the combination that will open that dimension,” Ceceta turned to Theta, “right?” Theta nodded. Ceceta rubbed her hands against her face. What was Thaster’s plan? Why had he given the Genisters delights then told Theta to save them? “Theta, could Rhen have unlocked Hell while he was on Thaster’s lap?”  
 
    “No. Only Themrock has that knowledge.” She pointed at Rhen, who was standing behind Sarah, eating the ends of her long black hair. Sarah turned around to see him chewing on her hair and jumped away. Rhen appeared confused. He turned, spotted Thatch, who had fallen to the ground from the weight of the paper that surrounded her then walked towards her, his hands forming scissors as he went. “He’s still Rhen,” Theta explained. “He’s not Themrock. He doesn’t know the codes.” 
 
    Ceceta stepped out of Rhen’s way. “It doesn’t add up. I’m missing a piece of the puzzle, and I’m worried that if we don’t get it soon, we could all be in danger.” 
 
    “He’s going to hurt her,” Sarah said, pointing at Rhen who was now slashing away at the papers around Thatch with his scissor-like hands. 
 
    “Let’s get the delights out of them and then the other Genisters can help us figure out what’s going on,” Theta suggested. “Does anyone know what to do?” 
 
    No one said anything. They glanced amongst themselves hoping someone might have some advice. Finally, Charlie cleared his throat. “We need to keep them moving and pour water into their mouths.” James gave him a look. Charlie grunted and scratched at his neck, the corner of his mouth quirking upward. “I may have taken a Ventarian delight before. From what I can remember, you need to move and you need to drink a lot of water.” He pointed at Rhen. “They’re in the hallucinogenic part of the trip, after that comes the slow part and then… well, it gets bad if you don’t hydrate. We need to make them exercise and drink. Everyone grab a Genister. We’ve got to get them moving and... oh crap,” he said when he spotted Thellis. “We’ve got a problem.” He turned towards Ceceta. “We need to make the ethereal Genisters solid. If a ghost takes a Ventarian delight, its molecules drift apart by the end of the trip.” 
 
    James closed his eyes. “I’m not even going to ask how you know that.”  
 
    Charlie shrugged impishly. He wasn’t going to tell if they didn’t ask. 
 
    Jet pulled on Rhen’s arm to get him off of Thatch. “That’s not a problem. All we have to do is change Rhen into Themrock then the other Genisters will turn solid.”  
 
    He stumbled back when Thellis’ dog form darted through his legs. Thellis’ lifted his front paws onto Rhen’s waist then began to hump Rhen’s leg. “Seriously?” Jet asked with a laugh. 
 
    “Okay, let’s turn Rhen into Themrock,” James said. He was happy to have a plan. 
 
    Theta snorted, her turquoise powers flaring. “I haven’t any idea how to do it. Ceceta, do you?”  
 
    Ceceta hesitated. She wasn’t sure if she should tell them. Would it put Themrock in more danger? She watched Thellis and the others for a moment then made up her mind. Themrock would want to save his Genisters. “Tickle him.” 
 
    Theta was stunned. “Seriously?”  
 
    Ceceta smiled sadly. “We spent years in a cell on Punishment Island and all Therol had to do was tickle him to get what he wanted. Funny, isn’t it?” 
 
    Jet stepped around Thellis’ dog form. “I got it.” He reached out to poke Rhen in the ribs, but hesitated when Ceceta, yelled, “Stop!” 
 
    “That’s it,” Ceceta said as she gestured towards the Genisters. “Thaster’s plan. He knows we’ll want to save the others. He’s counting on us to turn Rhen into Themrock. As soon as we do, he’ll attack and get the codes to unlock Hell from Themrock while he’s inebriated.  
 
    “So, what do we do?” James asked.  
 
    If they turned Rhen into Themrock to save the Genisters, he would be placed in danger. If they didn’t change him, the others would be gone forever. The choice seemed clear, but they weren’t willing to accept it. It seemed wrong to condemn the other Genisters to their deaths without even trying to save them. 
 
    “There must be something we can do?” Theta said. 
 
    “Do you want us to start walking them around?” Jet asked Ceceta. 
 
    “Yes. Let’s start the healing process while we try to think of a solution.” She motioned for the Surpen soldiers to move the furniture out of the way so they’d have more space while Rhen’s guard elves pulled Rhen, Thamber, and Thatch around the room, forcing them to walk. The Genisters weren’t very cooperative. At one point, Rhen went limp like a child. Jet pulled Rhen’s tunic off so Aaron and Shno could grab him by his shorts. They hoisted him up then dragged him forward. Thellis was still following Rhen around, humping his leg. 
 
    As Plos used his powers to force Rhen to drink, while the guards pulled him forward, Charlie positioned himself under Theta. “You’re doing a good job, Plos. I bet the Neptian tigers would be proud.” 
 
    A moment later, Theta yelled, “I’ve got it!” 
 
    Finally, Charlie thought, making his way over to help Jack and Shno with Thamber, who was dragging her feet. 
 
    “I can’t believe I didn’t think about it before,” Theta said, pointing at Plos’ shirt. He was wearing a Save the Neptian Tiger shirt from the Fair. It had a big picture of a Neptian tiger’s head on the front and a picture of the tiger’s tail on the back. “We’ll call the tigers for help.” When Ceceta just stared at her, she added, “The tigers are Themrock’s animal bodyguards. Their job is to protect him. Between our powers and theirs, we’ll be able to keep Themrock safe.”  
 
    “What’s the catch?” Ceceta asked. “There’s always a catch.” 
 
    Theta used a puff of her turquoise powers to push her hair back from her face. “The problem with involving them is that they always want to take Themrock away from us. They’ve never liked this dimension. You know, because of the fact that the mortals were always killing them. They’ll try to take Themrock to a different dimension. If Rhen wakes up in another dimension, he won’t be able to return to you. You’ll lose him. The only way he could return would be as Themrock.” 
 
    “Is that why Thellis is always telling Rhen to stay away from the tigers?” Ceceta asked. 
 
    Theta nodded. “Yes. We don’t want to lose him. We can’t travel between dimensions like he can.” 
 
    “The tigers won’t take him away from us,” Plos declared. “They’ll see we’ve changed. They’ll like us now.” Plos’ sentiments were sweet and innocent. Ceceta wondered if they’d be enough. 
 
    “Can the tigers defeat Thaster and Therol?” Bosternd asked. He didn’t want to call them if the only thing they did when they got there would be to work to remove Rhen. Then his troops would be battling the tigers as well as Thaster and Therol. 
 
    “They’re Themrock’s bodyguards. They can’t defeat Therol or Thaster, but they can keep them from killing him,” Theta explained. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Ceceta said, making the decision. She walked over towards Rhen. Sarah had just finished pouring some water down his throat. The tip of Rhen’s pink tongue stuck out from between his teeth and his eyes were still glazed. Ceceta ran her knuckles down his cheek, before telling Tgfhi and Jet to lay him down on the ground and take off his shoes. She sat down on top of Rhen’s chest, as he lay docilely on the floor. Thellis was still humping his leg. “Go away,” Ceceta told Thellis, waving her hand in his face. He sniffed, made a slight woofing sound then ran over to a purple armchair in the corner of the room. He growled at it, then started to hump it. 
 
    Ceceta looked up at Bosternd, who was standing nearby. “Would you tickle his feet while I get his ribs?” 
 
    “Of course.” As Bosternd sat down beside Rhen’s feet, he noticed Theta was now floating in circles. She was in a seated position with her legs crossed and her hands palm side up on her knees. Her eyes were closed as she chanted, calling the tigers to her. Bosternd shook his head and got to work on Rhen’s feet.  
 
    It wasn’t long before Rhen was laughing. He tried to crawl away from them and ended up rolling over onto his stomach. Tears were streaming down his face as Ceceta and Bosternd tickled him. They heard a hiccup in his laugh and then Rhen flipped into Themrock. His dark brown hair grew down to his shoulders, his cheeks sprouted a beard and his Genister tattoos came out. 
 
    A very drugged Layla crawled out of Themrock’s body. She was mumbling to herself as she bumped into the furniture. Ceceta wanted to kick her, but she held back. This wasn’t the time for revenge.  
 
    “Look at them,” Sarah said, pointing at the Genisters. It had been hard to tell what the Genisters looked like before in their ghostly forms. Now, though, they could see that Tharis had blue eyes and blond hair down to her waist. Her pale skin was soft and unblemished. She had a round face and a dimpled chin. She was also surprisingly short; the top of her head barely reached Shno and Reed’s shoulders as they walked her around the room. Her pink powers were puddling at her feet as she shuffled along in between them. 
 
    Thestrst’s curly hair was as orange as his powers. Behind his mask, he had sharp, green eyes that looked hawk like, even though they were currently staring at nothing. His tall, elfin body loped along, as the elves pulled him forward. 
 
    Theta was still floating in the air chanting. She had thick, lustrous, shoulder-length black hair, a broad nose and dark skin. She seemed to like jewelry. There were at least seven necklaces around her neck and her arms were filled with bracelets 
 
    Sarah and the others had seen Thellis’ mortal form before, so they weren’t surprised by his short jet-black hair, trimmed goatee and dark brown eyes.  
 
    “Wow. Those are some amazing tattoos,” Jet said by Ceceta’s shoulder. She glanced down at Themrock as he lay beneath her.  
 
    “He loved body art,” she told him. She pointed towards a bird as it flew from his waist up his back, disappearing into his hair. “There’s his Universal Eagle. Here are the symbols for each of the different Universes,” she touched the rotating shapes on his shoulders, then pointed towards his right arm. “There’s his elfin horse.” The large horse with big ears appeared to snort and then gallop in circles around Themrock’s arm. 
 
    “I thought elfin horses were a myth,” Plos said, crouching down to pour some water into Rhen’s mouth. 
 
    “They’re real,” Theta said. Her voice had a beautiful, lilting quality to it. She blinked her turquoise eyes as she walked gracefully towards Themrock then pointed one of her fingers, which had multiple rings on it, at Themrock’s dragon tattoo. “That’s my favorite. It’s a Universal Dragon.” The dragon on Themrock’s left upper arm swung its head around, shook out its wings then took off in flight. As it flew around his arm, Themrock’s skin darkened so it appeared as if the dragon was flying through space. They could just make out a glimmer of movement, as the all black dragon flew past them. When Themrock’s skin turned back to its original color, the dragon landed and tucked its wings into place. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Plos whispered. 
 
    Theta lifted her head and glanced about the room. “They’re here.” She rose to her feet. 
 
    “The tigers?” Plos asked excitedly. Theta nodded. “Where?” He couldn’t wait to meet them. 
 
    “They sense danger in the room,” Theta whispered. “They’re hiding, waiting for the danger to show itself.” Theta began to scan the room, searching for whatever trouble the tigers sensed, but she couldn’t seem to find it. “We need your help,” she said. “Therol and Thaster have given Themrock some Ventarian delights. They plan on hurting him. I can’t defend him alone. Will you help us?”  
 
    When nothing seemed to happen, Bosternd leaned over and asked, “Will they help?” Theta nodded.  
 
    Jet and Aaron lifted Rhen to his feet, then began to walk him around the room. A moment later, Latsoh burst through the front doors with Erfce. The two of them were breathing heavily. “There are hundreds of red people appearing on the lawn outside and they’re all coming this way. Tgfhi and Crystam are trying to stop them, but there are too many of them.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Ceceta groaned. She ran to the stairs to look out the front windows at the Great Lawn. Not far from the front doors, she could see Tgfhi using his water powers to try to beat back Thaster’s slaves while Crystam was sending waves of love towards them, but there were just too many of them. They kept coming and coming. Her friends were being forced backwards towards the building. “Latsoh, tell them to come in here now.” She turned to Theta. “Can you put a spell on the entrances to keep them out?” 
 
    “Too late,” Theta said as screams could be heard coming from the back of the room. “But I’ll keep Thaster out.” She said a spell, as James yelled at the elfin soldiers in the room to take the students and teachers to safety then he and his family ran towards the back of the room to try to stop Thaster’s slaves. 
 
    The front doors to the building opened and Tgfhi and Crystam ran in. They leapt up the stairs to the common area for safety. Right behind them were Thaster’s slaves. The slaves lifted their tiny black eyes up towards the common area, their red skin glowing brighter in the incandescent lights while their tails swished back and forth as they searched for Themrock. When they spotted him, they began to climb the stairs. The Surpen soldiers pulled their weapons and formed a barricade, but the slaves fought back with their three-clawed hands. 
 
    “Hello, brother.” A deep voice boomed below Ceceta. She glanced down to find Thaster’s glowing red image smiling up at her from the polished tiles on the floor. Theta had finished her spell in time. Thaster couldn’t enter the room. He could only project his image on shiny surfaces. Theta zapped the tiles, destroying their smooth appearance and making Thaster’s image vanish.  
 
    “That was clever of you,” Thaster said from his reflection on the newsboxes. “I hadn’t planned on your banning me from this adventure. But it doesn’t matter. I’m still going to win.” He laughed and addressed Themrock. “Brother? Are you ready to help me again?”  
 
    Theta blasted the newsboxes, destroying Thaster’s image, but he jumped over to the windows of the school store. “You were going to tell me the Codes. Do you remember?”  
 
    Themrock started to mumble something, so Aaron and Jet thrust their hands under his chin to close his mouth. Thaster growled and shot his red powers at them from the store’s windows. Sarah screamed, thinking Aaron was about to be hit, but the shadows in front of Themrock leapt forward as three Neptian tigers materialized in front of him, absorbing Thaster’s energy blasts with their black hides. The tigers didn’t look anything like the ones in the Neptian zoo. Those tigers had blue and black stripes, while these were all black.  
 
    “They’ve changed their appearance over the years,” Theta explained to Plos, when she noticed his questioning look. 
 
    The tigers growled at Thaster, the hair on their backs rising. “Oh,” Thaster said. “Nice touch with the tigers, Theta. I hadn’t thought of them either.” He began to shoot his powers around the room from every shiny surface that existed. The tigers reacted quickly, jumping out of the shadows to protect the mortals and Genisters, while Sarah used her new powers to fill the room with a fog, obscuring Thaster’s image and ending his barrage. 
 
    Bosternd grunted as he sliced the head off of the Hell slave in front of him. The slaves weren’t very strong. For the moment, he and his men were keeping them at bay, but he knew it wouldn’t last forever. The sheer number of them would ensure their victory.  
 
    The doors and windows to the common room burst open and a strong wind blew Sarah’s fog out of the room. “Brother,” Thaster said from the ceiling fan blades. “We had an agreement. You miss me. I miss you. We can be a family again if you give me the codes. What are they?” Themrock started to mumble something so Plos shot water into his mouth to shut him up. In retaliation, Thaster blasted at Plos with his red powers, but the tigers jumped forward to protect him.  
 
    “Brother,” Thaster said from the side of a large water bottle. “We’re so close to being together. Keep talking. Let me join you. You don’t need to be alone, ever again.” 
 
    One of the tigers knocked the water bottle onto the floor. They heard Thaster yelling with anger from the side of a lamp. “This isn’t working! I’m tired of waiting. Move it!”  
 
    Suddenly, Thaster’s slaves surged forward. They overwhelmed Bosternd and his men and then flowed into the room, climbing over the furniture in their quest to reach Themrock. 
 
    The purple chair that Thellis had been humping earlier morphed into Therol. He blasted at the elves around him, knocking them backwards, then marched towards Themrock, but the tigers leapt forward, blocking his path. Therol shot at them with his powers, but their fur absorbed his energy. The tigers growled and lunged for him but he escaped by flying up into the air.  
 
    Thaster’s slaves were now being attacked by the tigers. It seemed the tigers only had to bite a slave once to make it disappear. Unfortunately, there was no limit to Thaster’s slaves. They kept coming at an ever-increasing rate. 
 
    “Damn tigers,” Therol cursed. He flew over Themrock’s head, trying to reach down to grab him. 
 
    “Get him, Therol,” Thaster ordered from the shiny hinges on the school store’s door. “Bring him to me now.” 
 
    Thaster’s slaves focused their efforts on Aaron and Jet, who were holding Themrock. The tigers encircled Themrock protectively, their bodies keeping the slaves at bay. “Hold him tightly, Aaron,” Jet warned, when they felt Therol pulling up on Themrock with his powers. 
 
    “Hurry up,” Thaster yelled.  
 
    Suddenly, two of the tigers stood up on their back legs. Their bodies shifted and changed, evolving into giant men with tiger heads. They were all black and they towered over everyone else. They wore a strange, armored outfit that covered the bottom half of their body, but left their chests exposed. The tigermen leaned forward and licked at Rhen’s chest and back. His skin turned bright red and angry from the coarseness of their tongues.  
 
    Aaron began to worry that they were hurting him. “What are they doing?” he yelled, as the tigermen continued to lick Themrock. 
 
    Theta was under several of Thaster’s slaves. She blasted them off of her and flew up into the air, but before she could answer Aaron’s question, she was hit by a blast from Therol. She crashed into the wall and fell to the ground, becoming engulfed by Thaster’s slaves again. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jet told Aaron, “but whatever they’re doing it seems to be helping.” One of the tiger’s tongues had brushed against his arm. It had stung his skin, but he had felt strength flowing through him from the encounter.  
 
    Jet shifted his grasp on Themrock as Aaron moved his hands to get a better grip on Themrock’s arms. The tigers’ actions were putting a strain on them.  
 
    At that moment of weakness, Therol jerked up on Themrock with his powers. Themrock flew up into the air towards him. 
 
    “I have him!” Therol yelled in triumph. But before he could catch Themrock, a tigerman jumped forward and snatched Themrock into his arms. The tigerman held onto Themrock protectively, cradling his body as one would a child, while the other tigerman continued to lick his skin. 
 
    “Stop them,” Thaster screamed from the fan blades. “They’re removing the delight from his body.” Therol blasted the tigermen with his powers, but they absorbed his purple energy without flinching.  
 
    Two tigers jumped up and caught Therol by his legs. They dragged him down towards the floor screaming. The remaining tigers were running around the room biting Thaster’s slaves.  
 
    “You’ve lost, you idiot,” Thaster hissed. He swung his hand out and disappeared along with his slaves.  
 
    Moments later, when Therol realized he was suddenly alone, he phased himself out of the room to escape. 
 
    Theta rose from the floor and bowed to the tigers. As she opened her mouth to thank them for their help, a black rectangular shape the size of a doorway appeared on the wall next to the school store. “You’re leaving already?” she asked, when she saw it. The dark depth inside the dimensional opening raised the hair on her arms. “Thank you for your help. We’ll take Themrock. We can keep him safe.” 
 
    “No,” the largest tiger said, the tips of his ears flicking back and forth. “You’ve done a poor job. He will come with us.” 
 
    “He belongs with us,” Theta insisted.  
 
    “He belongs to all of us,” the tiger corrected.  
 
    “Noctav is right,” one of the other tigers said, his chin lifting towards the larger tiger. “Themrock is ours as much as he’s yours.”  
 
    “Correct,” Noctav said. He made a motion with his tail and several of the tigers in the room ran across the floor then jumped into the black rectangle. 
 
    Theta tried again. “He has a wife. He needs to stay here.” 
 
    Noctav snorted, while glancing over at Layla. “No, I don’t think so. Have you forgotten that we know Layla?” He turned to the tigerman that was holding Themrock. “It’s time. Take him.” The tigerman nodded to his leader then strode across the common room towards the dimensional gateway with Themrock sleeping in his arms. 
 
    “Crap,” Charlie hissed as Ceceta cried out, “No! You can’t take him from us. We need him.” 
 
    “Everyone needs him,” a tiger near Ceceta snapped. “Why are you so special?” 
 
    Ceceta spoke loudly so that Noctav would hear her. “I’m not. I’m nowhere near as special as you are. You’re amazing. You’re gods compared to me, but I do know one thing. I know he wants to stay here. He’s happy here.” 
 
    Noctav lifted up one of his paws. Ceceta swallowed. It was bigger than a dragon’s paw. “This dimension is dangerous. He will be happy and safe with us in the dimension that we have chosen for him.” 
 
    “You should want us to take him from you,” another tiger told Ceceta, as it walked towards her. “If we keep him safe, your Universe will continue to exist forever.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Ceceta agreed, “but I think he wants to stay with us.”  
 
    “Why would he?” Noctav asked. “What can you offer him? You have nothing.” 
 
    Ceceta held out her arms. “True. We haven’t anything to offer him. We take from him and give him nothing in return. We treat him like he’s our servant, but he’s happy here. He’s loved.”  
 
    Noctav huffed. “He can find love in our dimension.” He turned and walked towards the dimensional gateway, but paused by Plos. “Why do you wear our face?”  
 
    Plos brightened. “I want to help you. I’ve been raising money to make new habitats for you.” 
 
    The tigers in the room made a growling, hissing sound. “You’ve made new habitats for us?” Noctav asked, baring his black fangs. “You kill us for pleasure, slaughter us for clothing and now you think you can help us by making a new habitat? You’re a ridiculous creation.” He flicked his tail, telling the rest of his soldiers to leave. 
 
    “Wait!” Ceceta cried out. “Please. Ask Themrock. He will tell you he wants to stay.” 
 
    Noctav dipped his head. “He’s our Lord. We will see to his needs.” 
 
    Ceceta groaned. This wasn’t working. She needed to do something else or she’d lose Rhen.  
 
    She walked across the room towards the tigerman holding Themrock. “May I say goodbye to him?” 
 
    Noctav sniffed her then inclined his head. “Alright. Your scent is strong on him, as is his on you. You have mated with him. You may say goodbye to him if you wish.”  
 
    Theta flew over towards Noctav. “Before you leave, could you also help us with the others?” She pointed over at the Genisters, who were now standing as still as statues; even their breathing had slowed.  
 
    Noctav bristled. “Why should we help you? You should have told us Themrock was back.” 
 
    Theta lifted her hands defensively. “We only found out by accident. Thellis just happened to be flying by the Thestran palace, when he spotted a child petting an invisible Universal dragon. Since Themrock didn’t know who he was, we thought it best to wait until he remembered before telling you. Now, would you please help the others?”  
 
    After a pause, Noctav flicked his ear. The remaining tigers morphed into half-men, half-tiger form and began to lick the Ventarian delights out of the Genisters’ bodies. 
 
    Ceceta approached the tigerman who was holding Themrock. “You need to come down a little,” she told him. “I haven’t any powers. I can’t come up to you.” The tigerman checked with Noctav for confirmation before lowering Themrock.  
 
    Themrock was sleeping in the tiger’s arms. He looked peaceful. “Hey,” Ceceta said. He didn’t respond. Ceceta hesitated, considering the two paths that were open to her. She could let Themrock leave with the tigers, ensuring that he would lead a safe life, or she could wake him up and gamble that he’d turn back into Rhen. If he did, he would insist on staying behind with her. Ceceta pondered over which was the right decision. He would be safer somewhere else. It might be better for him to go. But, she thought, he loved adventure. He would be happier here. She looked down at the Universal Dragon tattoo on Themrock’s arm and made her decision. 
 
    Ceceta reached out towards Themrock’s face, as if she were going to stroke his cheek. Instead, she slapped him as hard as she could, screaming, “That’s for leaving me, you bastard–” 
 
    The tigers howled in protest while the tigerman holding Themrock kicked Ceceta across the room. She screamed as loudly as she could as her body flew over everyone’s heads and slammed into the wall above the newsboxes before tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “How dare you strike the creator!” Noctav yelled. He prowled towards her, intent on killing her for her crime. 
 
    As everyone’s attention was focused on Ceceta, Themrock opened his eyes. They glowed blue for a second, before turning black. Thestrst, Thellis, Tharis and Theta lost their solid bodies and floated up into the air as Layla disappeared in a swirl. 
 
    Ceceta tried to rise, but she was in too much pain. She lifted her eyes to see Noctav advancing on her. His head was lowered as his eyes sought her neck. Several people in the room screamed when he lunged for her, but Ceceta vanished before he could reach her. Noctav skidded into the wall, then turned, his eyes scanning the room for his prey. He spotted Ceceta on the far side of the room. She was standing behind Themrock. He had his left hand behind him, holding her, while his right hand held a white energy ball.  
 
    Rhen didn’t know where the Neptian tigers had come from, but they’d been trying to hurt Ceceta so, clearly, they were his enemy. When the tigerman beside him stepped closer, he backed away, keeping Ceceta against his body to protect her. “What’s going on? Why are they here?” He lifted his chin towards the tigers. “Is Themrock here?” He knew the tigers were Themrock’s bodyguards. Thellis had told him they would come back the Universe when Themrock returned.  
 
    Rhen tilted his head backwards towards Ceceta. “Why are they trying to hurt you?” 
 
    Ceceta and the others breathed a sigh of relief. Rhen was back. He wasn’t going anywhere. She watched Bosternd dip his head in her direction, honoring the sacrifice she’d been prepared to make as James held his hands out towards her, thanking her. They would forever be in her debt.  
 
    “It’s okay, love,” Ceceta said softly. She squeezed Rhen’s shoulder, thankful that he’d healed her. “The Neptian tigers saved you and the Genisters from Thaster. He tricked you this morning and gave you Ventarian delights. If it wasn’t for the tigers, you could all be dead right now.” 
 
    Rhen wasn’t sure what to make of Ceceta’s explanation. He watched the tigers warily as they approached. “But why are they trying to hurt you?”  
 
    “We had a misunderstanding that got a little out of control,” she said lightly. “Just a simple mistake. The tigers are our saviors.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Bosternd called out from across the room. He raised his sword to show the blood on it. “Thaster attacked us with his slaves. They overwhelmed us. The tigers saved us.” 
 
    By now, the tigers had lined up in front of Rhen. As they bowed, he asked, “Why did you come? Is Themrock here?”  
 
    “No,” Theta said floating towards Rhen. “I asked them to help us. They’re required to help all Genisters in trouble, not just Themrock.” 
 
    Rhen extinguished his power ball. “All Genisters?” Theta nodded.  
 
    Rhen seemed to believe her, because he relaxed his stance and released Ceceta. “Who’s in charge?” Noctav stepped closer. Rhen dipped his head. “Thank you for saving us from Thaster.”  
 
    Suddenly, Rhen jumped forward and slammed Noctav into the ground. He pressed a knife up under Noctav’s chin. “If you or your men ever harm my wife again, I will kill you,” Rhen hissed. His body was shaking with rage. It took everything he had to keep himself from killing the tiger that had injured Ceceta. 
 
    Rhen’s words caught the tigers by surprise. They stared at Ceceta with renewed interest. They hadn’t realized that Themrock had remarried.  
 
    “Understood,” Noctav said. As soon as Rhen released him, he lowered himself submissively. “I’m sorry, my Lord. We didn’t mean to hurt the female. It was, as she said, an accident.” His black eyes turned towards Ceceta with curiosity and he found her smiling at him. He huffed. He liked this woman. 
 
    Rhen took in the room. There were fires, broken glass and shredded pieces of furniture everywhere.  
 
    “Whoops,” Theta said. She waved her hand and her turquoise powers restored everything to the way it was. “See, all better.”  
 
    Rhen wanted to know what had happened, but for some reason he felt the Surpens and Thestrans wouldn’t give him an accurate account of the events. Turning towards Noctav, he asked, “Would you please take the time to fill me in on what just happened? I don’t remember much of this morning’s activities.” 
 
    Noctav closed its eyes, smiling. “I would be happy to tell you about today’s battle, but perhaps you would prefer to hear about it from one of the Genisters?” 
 
    “No. I’d prefer to hear about it from you.” He wanted an unbiased account. He also felt he should talk with the tigers in private about Themrock. He needed to know what their plans were for him when he returned. Since Rhen was supposed to find Themrock and protect him from Thaster, he needed to know what help he could expect from the tigers.  
 
    “Please,” Rhen said, gesturing to his right. He’d used his powers to take the tigers and Ceceta home to Surpen so they could talk in private. 
 
    Noctav lifted his nose to sniff the air. Rhen had transported them to a desert planet. The only other person he had included with them was his new wife. The elves and Genisters had been left on Thestran. Rhen indicated that they should enter what appeared to be a personal study. The tigers grunted with appreciation for Rhen’s powers, then followed Noctav and Rhen into the room. 
 
    When Rhen heard what Noctav had to say, he was relieved that the tigers had appeared in time to save them. He was also happy to hear that the tigers planned on helping him protect Themrock. Although, now that they knew Rhen would be the one to find Themrock, they had informed him that they would be stopping by regularly to check on his progress. Rhen didn’t like the idea, but he agreed to it.  
 
    After their meeting, Rhen phased himself and Ceceta into their bedroom at the Elfin University. Rhen pulled Ceceta into his arms and kissed her. “Thank the Gods you weren’t hurt.” He squeezed her until she squealed, “Too, tight, love.” Rhen released her, but kept his head against hers. “I’m just glad that you’re okay.”  
 
    Ceceta kissed him. “Me too. Those tigers were amazing. It’s too bad you didn’t see them in action against Thaster’s slaves. Incredible.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I missed it.” Rhen kissed her along the side of her cheek, working his way to her lips.  
 
    “What time is it?” Ceceta asked, glancing towards her night table where she had an old-fashioned time piece. 
 
    “Time for bed,” Rhen mumbled. He reached out to scoop her up in his arms.  
 
    Ceceta ducked out of the way and darted towards the door, grabbing her books as she passed by the closet. Without stopping, she called over her shoulder, “We can still catch our last class if we hurry. I’ll run ahead, while you wash off that tiger spit and get dressed, for goodness sake.” 
 
    Rhen sighed and dropped his head down. That wasn’t at all what he’d had in mind.  
 
    Ceceta bumped into Jet, Charlie and the guard elves in her living room. “You’re back?” Jet rose to his feet. “We weren’t sure where you went.” 
 
    Ceceta made her way to the door. “Sorry, we were on Surpen, but now we’re back. I’m going to try to catch our last class of the day and Rhen’s washing up.” She pulled open the door, but Jet stopped her. 
 
    “Thank you for what you did with the tigers.” He placed his hands over his heart. “We owe you.” The others murmured their agreement. 
 
    Ceceta waved their words away. She knew they would have done the same.  
 
    She ran down the stairs and out onto the pathway, heading for the academic building. If she was lucky, Latsoh was attending their class and she could copy her notes. As she rounded the bend in the empty hallway that led to her classroom door, Noctav stepped out of a shadow, blocking her path. Ceceta gasped and pulled up short, lifting her books to her chest in a protective gesture. Was he mad at her for tricking him? Was he going to finish what he’d started? 
 
    “Well, well, well, aren’t you a clever one,” Noctav said. He circled her with a leisurely gait. Ceceta tried to swallow, but found her throat was too dry.  
 
    The elfin royals and Thestran royal family had been waiting for Ceceta in her classroom. When they heard the rumble of Noctav's voice, they stepped out into the hallway to see what was happening. 
 
    “You could have told us that you were his female,” Noctav said. “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    Ceceta was relieved to see the others. Noctav sounded cross. Maybe he’d spare her now that there was an audience. “I didn’t think it would matter,” she confessed. She was turning around in circles, keeping him in her sight. 
 
    “You didn’t think it would matter?” Noctav laughed then shook his head and snorted. “Layla is a horrible wife. Are you any better?”  
 
    Ceceta bristled. How dare he compare her to Layla. “We’re very different. First–” 
 
    Noctav interrupted her. “Technically, Themrock is still married to Layla. You’re really nothing more than his mistress.”  
 
    Everything Ceceta had been about to say was gone. He was right. She’d always known it. Rhen loved her, but Themrock was Layla’s. Ceceta dropped her head. “I know my situation. When Themrock returns, he’ll take Layla as his wife, but,” she lifted her chin. “as long as he’s Rhen, he’s mine.” 
 
    Noctav stopped pacing to stare at her. He sniffed, his whiskers quivering. “You are brave and wise, two traits that Layla never possessed. You also smell like him. Layla smelled like many men. We accept you as the true wife of Themrock.” He bowed before her. “We will protect you, as well as Themrock.” Ceceta didn’t know what to say. Noctav rose and flicked his tail to seal his promise. 
 
    “Th… thank you,” Ceceta stuttered. 
 
    “No need to thank us. You’re his life. It’s our duty to protect you.” A black dimensional doorway appeared on the wall beside them. “By the way, you were right. He is happy here. It would have been wrong of us to take him.” Noctav turned to leave, but Plos cried out, “Wait!” 
 
    “Excuse me, your majesty?” Plos said, giving Noctav an extravagant bow. “But we have two female Neptian tigers in our zoo that need to go with you. I don’t think they want to be here. It would probably be better for them if they were with you.” 
 
    Noctav lifted his chin as he regarded Plos. “I know the females. My mate is one of them, my queen the other. You’re wrong. They want to stay. They are our liaison between this dimension and our new home. It was through them that Theta contacted us. Without them, you would never have been able to reach us. If my mate is unhappy, then I will visit her this evening. Our queen, unfortunately, is never content. Ever since her husband and children were killed by your kind, she’s never been quite the same. But I will visit her as well, to see if we can do anything to ease her pain.” Noctav inclined his head towards Plos, then jumped into the dimensional doorway as it began to close. 
 
    Ceceta turned to find her teacher and all of the students from her class crammed into the classroom doorway watching. She felt embarrassed and looked away from them. Unfortunately, there was no privacy in the other direction, because every classroom door was open and hundreds of eyes were trained on her. Ceceta lifted her books up higher and turned to go back to her apartment. 
 
    “Ceceta,” James called out, moving to intercept her. “Without you, we would be at a loss. Thank you for what you’ve done. Noctav is right. You are brave and wise. Rhen is lucky to have you.” 
 
    Ceceta laughed and pushed a lock of hair out of her face. “Thanks, but really, anyone would have done the same.”  
 
    “No, they wouldn’t have,” Plos said. He handed Ceceta a golden key. “This is a key to our castle. You will always find it open to you.” 
 
    “Ours too,” the other elfin kings said in unison as they handed her the keys to their castles.  
 
    Ceceta laughed at their attention and dropped her eyes to the floor. Usually, Rhen was the focal point, not her. “Thanks,” she told them, feeling rather uncomfortable.  
 
    She turned and rushed off to her apartment. 
 
    “Thank Themrock for Ceceta,” James said, as the others nodded in agreement. She had saved them yet again.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Nirs’ Castle – Planet of Vivist 
 
      
 
    Nirs scurried down the dirt tunnel towards Sinter. The Rasack King had arrived unannounced in the Vivist castle’s portal room. "What is it?" Nirs clicked when he reached the chamber. He snapped his front pincers with agitation. He had half a mind to declare war on the Rasacks just for Sinter’s barging in on him. 
 
    Sinter raised his serpentine head. "Therol made an attempt on Themrock." 
 
    "I know. My spies informed me about it," Nirs clicked. He lowered his tail eyes to inspect Sinter. It was dark in the underground chamber, lit only by the glow ticks that had been harvested. Even in the dim light, Nirs could see Sinter’s purple-tipped tail swishing back and forth at a rapid rate. He was excited. 
 
    "They almost had him. If we had been there, Therol would have succeeded. Why didn't he ask us to help him?" 
 
    Sinter’s excitement made it hard for Nirs to understand him. His words were being pronounced with a hissing sound. Nirs lowered his carapace to the ground to feel the vibrations coming from his hive. Everything was calm. There weren’t any other Rasacks in his home. Sinter wasn’t distracting him while the Rasacks invaded. The Rasack King was simply upset with Therol.  
 
    "My understanding was that they went after him through the Genisters,” Nirs clicked. “There was nothing we could do to help." 
 
    Sinter trotted back and forth in front of Nirs’ stone portal, his hooves gouging the dense dirt. "We should have been there," he hissed, his forked tongue darting out and back. 
 
    Nirs’ felt like spearing him with his stinger. He wanted to go. He’d been on a tour of the southern nursery when he’d received word of Sinter’s arrival. He needed to get back for the blessing before they sealed the eggs for incubation. “There was no way we could have assisted with this battle,” he clicked. “They did it through the Genisters.” 
 
    Sinter’s mind was elsewhere. He wasn’t listening Nirs. "I want in. Don't you? It would be fun to go after Themrock." 
 
    "Of course," Nirs clicked automatically, but in his thorax, he knew that his planet had been more prosperous since Themrock's return than ever before in recorded history. Rhen was good for the Vivists. Nirs had been contemplating the possibility of replacing Therol with Themrock as the Vivists’ God and he had heard a rumor that the Zorthans were considering the same thing. 
 
    "Good," Sinter said. He halted in front of the portal, the only human-made item in the room. "I'll contact Therol to let him know he can count on us. I know he’s got some elves working for him on Thestran. It’s time he included us in his plans." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    James sat down on the cushion next to Rhen and poured more blood into his glass. Sarah and Aaron’s wedding reception was in full swing in the Water Elf castle and Rhen had just finished singing four love songs to the newlyweds. “Thanks,” Rhen said as he reached for the drink. 
 
    James sniffed the pitcher and winced. “When are you going to start eating regular food? You don’t have bloodworms anymore, right?” 
 
    Rhen lowered his glass. “No, they’re gone.” He shrugged. “I guess I feel I should stick with traditional Surpen food, since I’m Emperor.”  
 
    James couldn’t understand his reasoning. “But haven’t you removed the bloodworms from all of your people? I heard they don’t eat a lot of meat these days. Why would you continue?” Rhen shrugged again. He didn’t feel like discussing it. 
 
    Reed sat down on the cushion to Rhen’s left. The merman who’d been sitting beside Rhen had gone off to play in the tubes. “Mom just told me that she’s set a date for our family Olympics.” 
 
    James was surprised to hear it. She’d been going back and forth about it forever. “When are they?” 
 
    “The first day of summer.” Reed picked up a spoon that had been left behind and tapped it absentmindedly against the table. “You’ll come, right?” he asked, his eyes on Rhen. “Mom has her heart set on everyone attending the event.” 
 
    Rhen glanced in Ceceta’s direction. She was standing with Latsoh and Crystam by the tubes. “Sure, if it’s okay with my boss.” 
 
    “It’s fine with me,” Jet said on the other side of the table, while mentally checking Rhen’s calendar in his head. Rhen laughed and Jet realized his mistake. He groaned and covered his eyes with his hand. “Sorry, Rhen. I was up a lot last night with the baby.” 
 
    “I remember those days,” Reed said. He was glad they were over. He’d been exhausted when his kids had been little. Speaking of children, he lifted the spoon he was holding and pointed it at Plos, who was dancing with his wife. “Did you hear that one of the female Neptian tigers in the zoo is pregnant?”  
 
    “Ah,” Rhen said with a smile. “Plos must be beside himself with joy.”  
 
    The music changed to a slow song. They watched as Sarah and Aaron kissed on the dance floor.  
 
    Reed yawned. “Out of curiosity, what are you giving the newlyweds for a present?” 
 
    “Power balls,” Rhen answered nonchalantly. 
 
    Reed snorted. Of course. That was Rhen’s trademark gift. “I wonder what they’ll choose.” 
 
    “They’re total love birds,” Rhen said, with a laugh. “Aaron has already asked for water powers and Sarah wants fire powers.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s so cute,” Crystam said, walking up to their table with Tgfhi by her side. Rhen rolled his eyes and opened his mouth as if he were going to throw up, while Tgfhi laughed. They planned on teasing Aaron about his decision for weeks to come. 
 
    Reed glanced up to find his wife beckoning to him. “Excuse me.” He weaved his way through the tables, until he reached her side. “What’s up?”  
 
    Lilo put her hand on Reed’s arm. “Dad’s upset. The Water and Fire Elf castles have been restored, but not ours. He’s asked Shno a million times to bring Rhen to our castle, but Shno keeps coming up with excuses. Will you help? You ride jetbikes with Rhen almost every day. Can you ask him to stop by?” 
 
    “Jetbikes are an outdoor sport. I’d have no reason to ask him inside.” 
 
    Lilo pouted. “What if you ask him in for a drink when you pass by the next time?” 
 
    Reed hesitated. Whenever he and Rhen got together, they were both focused on their bikes. Reed loved the fact that his little brother enjoyed his obsession as much as he did. They would spend hours trying out new trails, tinkering with their jetbike engines or discussing the latest jetbike designs. Their time together was always relaxing. Lilo was right, though. He should ask Rhen to visit. As the Wood Elf Prince, it was his duty to get Themrock to open their castle. “Okay, I’ll try to think of a way to get him to stop by tomorrow.” 
 
    Lilo leaned forward to kiss him. “Thanks, sweetie. I’ll let Dad know.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Reed entered the University’s student dining hall and approached Rhen’s table. “Hey, Rhen, would you be able to join us for lunch at the castle today? We’re setting up a picnic down by the lake.”  
 
    Rhen hesitated. Reed could tell he was trying to come up with a reason not to join them. “It’ll be fun,” Reed assured him.  
 
    “The thing is, Reed–” Rhen began.  
 
    Charlie interrupted him. “Down by the lake? Definitely! We haven’t had a picnic by the lake in ages. I bet the water is perfect for swimming now.” 
 
    “Oh!” Ceceta chimed in. She liked the idea of swimming in the Wood Elves’ lake. “That sounds like fun. Let’s do it.” She glanced up at Reed. “I mean, if the invitation was for all of us.” Reed scowled as if it were obvious they were included. Ceceta reached for Rhen’s arm. “This will be great. We can meet you and Reed there after our math class.”  
 
    Rhen realized Ceceta had made up her mind. “Okay.” 
 
    Reed closed his eyes and sent a silent thank you to the Gods that Ceceta had gotten involved. If she hadn’t, Rhen would have refused. Now the problem was going to be getting Rhen from the lake into his castle. He put his hand on Rhen’s shoulder. “If you finish early with Bosternd, why don’t you join me for a jetbike ride beforehand?” Rhen perked up at his suggestion. Reed waved goodbye and headed home. He had work to do to prepare for Rhen’s visit.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhen fell off his jetbike only twice on the Wood Elves’ paths, so he was in a good mood when he and Reed pulled up beside the picnic that had been arranged on the banks of the Wood Elf lake. He pulled off his helmet and gazed out over the crystal blue water. Birds were singing in the apple trees above him, as frogs provided an echoing chorus by the lake’s edge. Three busy dragonflies halted momentarily in front of him before hurrying off on their way. A mother duck and her babies paddled past them towards the distant water lilies. Rhen took a deep breath, smelling the fresh air. “It’s nice here,” he said, securing his helmet to the back of his bike. 
 
    “Thanks,” Reed said. He pointed at Rhen’s oil tank. “Like I mentioned by the caves, you should add more oil the next time we ride.” Rhen nodded. He tended to forget things like that. Reed was good about reminding him. 
 
    They walked over to join the others on the blankets that had been placed on the grass. Estan, the Wood Elf King, and his wife, Ralis, were seated beside Lilo. Rhen wondered if this was a formal gathering, but when Reed collapsed onto Lilo, making her laugh, he dismissed the idea. They were there to have fun.  
 
    Food was passed around and everyone began eating. Rhen watched the water as he listened to Ceceta chat about the movie club’s next film. When he brought his gaze back to the group, he noticed Estan was staring at him. He threw a meatball into his mouth and turned away, but a short while later he looked back to find Estan still staring at him. 
 
    Ceceta was talking with Latsoh and Crystam about one of their classes when she saw Rhen sign, Why is Estan staring at me? He’s been doing it the entire time we’ve been here. Do I have food on my face or something? 
 
    The elves were surprised to hear Lilly transmitting Rhen’s signs. They had forgotten that Mary was still working for the royal family. She and Charlie had been dating for so long now that they simply thought of her as Charlie’s girlfriend.  
 
    Ceceta shook her head, but Rhen rubbed his face with his hands anyway.  
 
    Estan dropped his gaze to his lap. The last thing he wanted to do was to make Themrock uncomfortable before taking him into his castle. 
 
    Charlie yawned and stretched. “Hey, when does the swimming portion of the day happen?” 
 
    Rhen had no interest in swimming. He didn’t mind sitting underneath the water to think, but swimming held no appeal to him. He glanced towards Ceceta, hoping to indicate to her that he didn’t want to go swimming, when Tgfhi cried out, ‘Yes!’ 
 
    Ceceta frowned and checked her communicator. “Tgfhi, I don’t think we have enough time to go swimming before our next class.”  
 
    Yeah! Rhen cheered to himself.  
 
    “Sure, you do,” Charlie said, standing up. “There’s plenty of time for a quick swim.” He glanced down at Reed. “Would you show us where the changing rooms are?” Reed was stunned. Was Charlie actually helping them, or was his behavior just a coincidence? A moment later, Charlie grabbed his crotch and danced around like a child. “I got to pee,” he sang out, making the others laugh.  
 
    Reed shook his head and rose to his feet. “Come on, I’ll show you where the bathrooms and changing rooms are. We have bathing suits that will fit everyone in the locker rooms.” 
 
    As Ceceta followed Reed towards his castle, she wondered where the elves were. Usually, you would see Wood Elves all over the place, but today, the paths leading up to the castle were barren. When she noticed Estan winking at Ralis, she realized what Reed was up to. He hadn’t simply invited Rhen to a picnic. He’d invited him in the hopes that Rhen would awaken his castle. The Wood Elves were probably hiding because Reed knew that Rhen didn’t like to be surrounded by crowds. Ceceta sighed. She didn’t blame Reed for wanting Rhen to open his castle, but there went the rest of her day. 
 
    When Rhen stepped onto the castle’s stone steps, he nearly lost his balance as the ground shook. He was about to retreat back to the lake, when Lilo slipped her hand through his arm and pulled him forward. “Don’t mind that. We’ve had a few minor quakes lately. It’s nothing.” With Lilo on his arm, Rhen had no choice but to continue up the steps to the entrance of the castle.  
 
    Estan was devastated. Their castle wasn’t showing any visible changes to Rhen’s presence. The towers, peaks, balconies and windows were all still the same. His castle hadn’t morphed into a natural phenomenon that would bring tourists and money. Was there some reason why his castle wasn’t improving? Was Themrock angry with him and his people? Rhen and the others had stopped short just inside the entranceway. Estan walked up the steps to join them.  
 
    “Holy powers,” he said when he saw his front hall. The Wood Elf castle had changed alright, just not on the outside. Instead of finding himself in a large white entrance hall, Estan was staring into a lush forest that smelled of Giy flowers. The room’s pillars had turned into trees, its chairs were now gentle mounds of grass, and flowers bloomed everywhere. Moss, ferns and polished stones formed walkways. There was a pond in the middle of the room with fish in it and birds flew back and forth, chirping as they played. Estan felt sunlight on his face. Looking up, he realized he could see the sky. He shook his head, baffled by the change. How was it possible to see the sun when there were another twelve stories above them?  
 
    Trying not to gaze at everything around him as if it were the first time he was seeing it, Reed walked across the room. He entered the hallway that led to their Ancestor Room then waited for the others to catch up, while breathing in the scent of sweet berries. The hallways in their castle were now woodsy passageways lined with trees, bushes and vines. The trees’ branches weaved together over their heads to make a ceiling. Fruits he didn’t recognize hung down from vines above. Reed reached up to pluck a round, bluish fruit from one of the vines. Thank Themrock, he thought, when a new one instantly grew in its place. It appeared they might never have to worry about food again. He took a bite from the fruit he was holding and smiled. Whatever it was, it was delicious. Lilo tugged on his arm, so he passed it over to her with a reassuring nod. 
 
    “Your home is magnificent,” Rhen said. “I never imagined that you could bring a forest inside. That trick with the sunlight in your front hall is spectacular.” Reed nodded. He totally agreed. 
 
    They passed a room that had once been a small conference room and Reed stopped short. He peered through the open doorway at a desert that stretched out as far as the eye could see. His skin prickled from the heat of the desert’s sun, forcing him to step back.  
 
    “What do you use this room for?” Rhen asked, stepping out of Reed’s way. He liked the room. It felt like home. 
 
    Charlie snorted as he hopped on one leg, pretending he had to go to the bathroom. “That’s where they put the guests they don’t like.” He slapped Rhen on the back. “Reed said you should wait here.” Rhen lunged for Charlie, but he danced out of the way, laughing.  
 
    “Hey, Reed! Could you hurry it up? I still have to go,” he whined. 
 
    Reed wanted to hug Charlie. He’d been totally caught off guard by Rhen’s comment. “This way.” He led them down the hall, a smile on his face as he waited to see what would happen next. 
 
    There was a different habitat, not only from their planet, but from other planets as well, in every room they passed: savannahs, tropical rain forests, deserts, underwater grottos, fire fields, temperate forests, beaches, glaciers, mountains and more. Reed laughed with delight when they passed a room that had a Ventarian plumb tree forest in it. He would have to talk to Chara to make sure they regulated wood production so there wouldn’t be a glut in the market. If they felled two acres of…  
 
    Reed paused in his thinking, his mouth dropping open. They had arrived at a window that looked out onto the inner courtyard of their castle. The courtyard had always been dark, so they’d had trouble growing things within it, but now… 
 
    “Wow,” Rhen said. “That’s some tree.” 
 
    Reed chuckled. The most enormous tree he had ever seen was now growing in the middle of their inner courtyard. Its limbs connected the left side of the castle with the right. The elves, who’d been hiding, were now walking across the tree’s limbs, while others swung about the courtyard on vines, screaming with delight. Wait, Reed thought, when he spotted some pink sneakers flying by. That’s my daughter! She shrieked and jumped from one vine to another, her brother in hot pursuit. Both of them were laughing with glee.  
 
    “Your children play nicely together,” Rhen said. He pointed to the sides of the castle that were visible from the courtyard window. “I like how everything grows on the stones so it looks like your home is alive.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Reed murmured. He hadn’t even noticed that plants and vines were now growing on every stone of the castle, turning it green with life. 
 
    They continued until they reached the Ancestor Room. Reed glanced over at the handprints on the stone structure as Rhen entered the room. “The changing rooms are here,” he said gesturing to two of the five doorways. “Men are on the left, women on the right. We have plenty of bathing suits. Change and we’ll meet back here before going to the lake.”  
 
    Rhen started to follow Charlie towards the men’s changing room, but stopped short. His head lifted and he stared at the paintings above him.  
 
    Ceceta stepped up to his side. “Can I hear them, too?” 
 
    “You might not want to,” Rhen whispered. Ceceta nudged his hand, so Rhen dipped his chin down to touch her head. Themrock’s songs sounded pensive and melancholic to her ear, as if he’d lost his way.  
 
    Ceceta was confused. “Why is he questioning himself?”  
 
    Rhen shrugged. “I don’t know, but he sounds almost resigned about something.” Rhen noticed that Reed was waiting for him by the changing room door. “We’d better move it if you still want to swim and make class.”  
 
    Ceceta was cornered the minute she entered the women’s changing room. “Okay, what were those pictures about? What did you learn from their songs?” Latsoh demanded. The elves wouldn’t be able to hear them until Rhen put his hands in the carvings.  
 
    “They sounded sad,” Ceceta explained. “It was as if Themrock was questioning the meaning of life.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” Crystam bawled, covering her face with a towel. 
 
    Ceceta muffled a laugh. She’d never seen Crystam act like that before. It was so unlike her. Lilly was also crying on the opposite side of the room. What had gotten into them? 
 
    “Sometimes it freaks me out that Themrock is here with us,” Latsoh admitted as she pulled on her suit.  
 
    Ceceta folded her robes. “He’s not really Themrock. Themrock’s different. He’s Rhen, a regular guy.” 
 
    Latsoh snorted. “Right. Emperor of 33 Solar Systems. He’s definitely just a regular guy.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ceceta insisted. She turned when Crystam started blowing her nose. “Are you okay?” Crystam nodded. She wiped at her eyes, then dropped her right hand to her belly. 
 
    “I knew it,” Lilly cried out from across the room as she wiped at the tears on her face. “When I saw you crying over the songs, like me, I knew you were pregnant.” 
 
    Ceceta and Latsoh rolled their eyes at her statement, but when Crystam didn’t deny it, Latsoh said, "Wait. Oh Gods, are you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Crystam admitted, her eyes tearing up again. “But please don’t tell anyone. We still haven’t told our parents yet.” Latsoh shrieked and hugged her as Ceceta did the same. “Your secret is safe with us,” Ceceta promised.  
 
    Outside, in the Ancestor Room, Tgfhi checked his communicator. “Where are the women?” They’d been waiting for longer than was necessary for any woman to put on a bathing suit. “Shouldn’t they be done by now?”  
 
    Rhen was sitting on the stone bench that circled the room. He leaned his head back against the wall. “Have patience, Tgfhi.” He watched as Charlie wandered around the pillar in the center of the room then stopped to put his hands in the carvings.  
 
    “Themrock’s hands were bigger than mine,” Charlie told them. 
 
    “Really?” Reed asked. He joined Charlie, putting his hands in the carvings next. “They’re bigger than mine too, but not by much. Rhen, do you want to compare your hands to Themrock’s?” 
 
    Rhen rocked his head back and forth against the wall. “I already know my hands fit. Remember, they fit at the Fire Elf castle.” 
 
    “Well, maybe these are different,” Aaron suggested. “Come see if they’re the same size.” 
 
    Rhen closed his eyes. “No. I’m not going to do that. The last time I put any of my body parts into one of your elfin carvings, I woke up later with a huge headache and nothing to show for it.”  
 
    When the women finally emerged, they headed down to the lake. With Ceceta’s coaxing, Rhen entered the water. They swam together for a while and Rhen found he was enjoying himself.  
 
    It wasn’t until later, when Reed walked up onto the shore and called back that he was going to check on his kids, that Ceceta remembered their class.  
 
    “Oh, no,” she said. “We’ve got to go. It’s late. I think we might have missed our history class.”  
 
    Rhen pulled her into him as they floated near the shore. He loved holding her in the water. “Let’s skip the rest of our classes for today.” 
 
    Ceceta pretended to struggle in his grasp. “No, we need to go to school.” Rhen wasn’t sure if she was serious or not, so he released her. Ceceta swam to the shore then turned back to face him. “If you can catch me and kiss me, without using your powers, before I get to the changing room, we can skip school today. Otherwise, we can’t skip school for the rest of this year.” Rhen’s eyes lit up, accepting her challenge. Ceceta shrieked with delight, grabbed her towel, and ran towards the castle laughing. 
 
    “She has a plan,” Latsoh whispered to Erfce. He thought the same thing and it seemed the others did too, because they were all making their way to the shore to follow. As they ran towards the castle, Reed yelled, “Wait! Just the guard elves. We don’t want it to look too obvious.”  
 
    Aaron and the others found Ceceta hiding from Rhen on the opposite side of the pillar in the Ancestor Room. When Rhen ran left, she would run right. They kept circling the pillar, laughing.  
 
    As soon as Ceceta spotted them, she paused by the handprints, pretending she didn’t hear Rhen sneaking up on her. “Got you,” Rhen called out, putting his right hand next to her head and swinging down to kiss her. He laughed with success. “No school today!” 
 
    Ceceta pouted. “I can’t believe you caught me. You must have used your powers.”  
 
    “I promise I didn’t.” He leaned down to kiss her again. “You taste good,” he whispered, rubbing his lips against hers. “Come on, let’s go back to the lake.”  
 
    Rhen stepped forward, but was jerked back to the pillar just as Ceceta cried out, “Oww!” She reached up find her hair was caught under Rhen’s hand. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Rhen groaned as he felt around the outside of his hand. “My hand is stuck in the carving.” He pulled on Ceceta’s hair to see if he could get it to slide out from under his palm, but it was completely stuck. Closing his eyes, he leaned his forehead against the pillar. “We’re stuck.” 
 
    Like a captured cat, Ceceta began to claw at the pillar while twisting and pulling on her hair. She was terrified. This hadn’t been a part of her plan. What was going to happen to her when Rhen put his other hand into the carving? Would she be killed from the power blast that he released if she was between him and the pillar?  
 
    Rhen couldn’t understand why she was panicking. “Ceceta, calm down. There’s no use in fighting it. We need Estan to say the magic words while I put my other hand into the second carving. That’s all. It worked at the Fire Elf castle, remember?” 
 
    “I know,” Ceceta grunted, fighting to free herself. Sarah and Jack tried to help, pulling on her hair from different angles but nothing worked.  
 
    “Do you want us to cut it?” Sarah offered. Ceceta groaned. She really didn’t want to cut her hair, but it might be her only option. 
 
    As Ceceta’s friends and the guard elves chatted about what they might do to release Ceceta’s hair without cutting it, Rhen squatted down against the pillar with his eyes closed. He was so quiet that Ceceta asked if he were sleeping. “Yes,” he said, softly.  
 
    Ceceta grunted and poked him on the shoulder. “What’s going on? Why aren’t you moving?”  
 
    “I thought I’d try holding still on the off chance that it would release me,” Rhen answered hopefully. He lifted his chin and stared up at her with such sad eyes that Ceceta’s heart went out to him. Before she could say anything, he added, “I’m trying to gain the strength to willingly put my hand into the other carving because the last time I did that I had an enormous, spine-tingling, three-day long headache.” 
 
    Ceceta reached out to stroke his cheek. “Take as long as you need.” 
 
    Rhen leaned his head into her hand. With a heavy sigh, he stood up and bent down to kiss her. “Do you want me to cut your hair?”  
 
    Ceceta closed her eyes. It was really her only option. She didn’t want to risk getting fried by Themrock’s power blast. “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Smart thinking. One of us needs to be able to function after we’re released, and it’s certainly not going to be me.” Scissors appeared in his hand. “I’ll do my best to give you a nice haircut.” 
 
    A little while later, Ceceta stepped away from the pillar smoothing her hair. She was free.  
 
    A mirror appeared in Rhen’s hand and he held it out to her. “Oh, Ceceta,” Crystam said. “You should have Rhen cut your hair more often. You look great.” Ceceta tugged on the ends of her short hair. She’d never had hair this short before. It felt light. Crystam was right. She did look good.  
 
    “Okay?” Rhen asked.  
 
    Ceceta hugged him then rose onto her toes to give him a kiss. “Marvelous. Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.”  
 
    She handed the mirror back and watched as it disappeared from his hand. One day she’d have to ask him where he sent the things he didn’t want. “Are you ready for Estan to say the magic words?”  
 
    He wasn’t, but Estan had been waiting quietly on the bench for them. He was sure the Wood Elf King wanted to move on.  
 
    When Rhen nodded, Ceceta gestured for Estan to approach. “Are you ready?” he asked as he stepped up beside them. 
 
    Rhen lifted his left hand to place it into the other carving. He hesitated, his eyes on Ceceta. “Ceceta, I…” He paused, shook his head then thrust his left hand into the carving.  
 
    Rhen jerked, his head fell forward and he began speaking in a different language as light poured out of his eyes, mouth and from the carvings around his hands. The floor of the castle shook, as the entire Wood Elf castle rose from beneath the ground. The elves felt a power surge hit their bodies. They gasped from the force of it. Just when it was becoming almost unbearable, the surge ended and Rhen tumbled to the ground, his eyes still glowing. 
 
    Reed used his new powers to raise the soil underneath Ceceta, forming a small chair for her as she cradled Rhen’s head.  
 
    Sarah shook her hands and glanced around the room. “What do you think our other power is?”  
 
    Charlie was lounging against the wall under a portrait of Thamber and Tharis. “We can heal ourselves and others.”  
 
    Reed’s eyebrows rose. “How do you know that?” 
 
    He pointed to the picture above him. “They’re singing about it.” 
 
    Aaron walked over to look at the portrait. “That’s weird,” he said to Latsoh, his eyes on the image of Thamber. “Why do you think Themrock painted Thamber with black hair? She has short blond hair in your portrait?” 
 
    Thellis had entered the room to answer any questions the elves might have. He frowned when he heard Aaron’s words. He’d thought that Thamber had already taken her portrait back. He’d have to tell her that Latsoh still had it.  
 
    “Quiet!” Jet barked, getting everyone’s attention. They turned to find Rhen bleeding from his nose, mouth and ears.  
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Reed asked, kneeling down by his brother. The blood had pooled in Rhen’s closed eyes. It streamed down his cheeks from his nose.  
 
    Ceceta was trembling with fear as she wiped at Rhen’s face. “This isn’t good.” 
 
    “You should prepare your people to black out,” Thellis told Reed. 
 
    Immediately, Reed sent a telepathic message to the elves in his castle as well as to the kings from the other three tribes to warn them. He watched with trepidation as Ceceta and Tgfhi worked to soak up Rhen’s blood.  
 
    “He’s stirring,” Ceceta told them a few minutes later. Rhen opened his eyes, groaned and passed out. The elves blacked out with him as Thellis disappeared in a puff of green smoke. 
 
    “What do we do?” Crystam asked Jet. She felt helpless. 
 
    Jet bent down beside Ceceta. “Let’s move Rhen into one of the bedrooms. Tgfhi, would you please make your water into ice? I want to ice his head to see if it will help.” 
 
    They carried Rhen through the castle until they found what they believed was a bedroom. The room resembled a forest scene, but it had a raised area of soft grasses and ferns that looked comfortable. Tgfhi wrapped ice into a towel and placed it on Rhen’s head. The ice seemed to help, because Rhen’s bleeding slowed. 
 
    Later, when Rhen regained consciousness. He curled his body up into a ball and lay motionless on his side. Ceceta sat beside him, wiping at the blood that still dripped occasionally from his nose. Their friends waited outside in the hallway for the elves to find them.  
 
    When Reed and the others arrived, Jet explained Rhen’s condition.  
 
    “Would drugs help?” Charlie asked. 
 
    “No,” Ceceta replied from the doorway. “Unfortunately, nothing helps. We just have to wait it out.” She glanced at Estan. “Would you mind if we stayed here until he’s able to move back to our place?” 
 
    “Good lord, no,” Estan assured her. “Move in forever if you wish. Our castle is yours.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Ceceta dipped her head towards them then stepped back into the room, closing the door behind her. She wanted to keep the noise in the room to a minimum. 
 
    Rhen’s guards were given rooms next to his and for the next four days, they took turns sitting outside his chamber.  
 
    On the fifth day, Rhen could tolerate some movement. By the weekend, he was well enough to go for a walk with Ceceta. They could see he still wasn’t himself, though, because his steps seemed sluggish.  
 
    Ceceta was worried that he was pushing himself. She begged him to return to bed, but he ignored her.  
 
    When they reached the Wood Elf lake, she insisted that they sit down to rest. Sitting on the lake’s grassy embankment, Rhen and Ceceta watched the Wood Elves as they practiced their powers. 
 
    “Shno,” Rhen called out, when he saw him drop a rock close enough to his foot that he almost crushed his toes. “Come here. Let me show you how to communicate with your world.” 
 
    “No, Rhen. Rest. We want you to get better. When you’re feeling like your old self again, I’d love a lesson.” 
 
    “Now,” Rhen insisted. He rose to his feet and opened his arms. 
 
    “Please, love,” Ceceta begged, “rest.” 
 
    Rhen waved her away. “I’m fine. Stop babying me.” Ceceta appeared hurt by his words so he turned back towards her. “I appreciate your concern, Cece, but I really am fine. My body is healing well. You don’t have to worry. I promise.”  
 
    Ceceta pursed her lips, considering his words then nodded. Rhen never broke his promises, which meant he really was feeling better.  
 
    Turning back to Shno, Rhen moved his body, matching it to Shno’s. Shno wasn’t surprised by the feelings of love and worship that he felt when Rhen touched him. He’d seen his friends experience the same thing in Rhen’s arms.  
 
    Rhen taught him the movements for working the land and plants. Shno laughed with joy when Rhen demonstrated how he could effortlessly toss boulders above his head. At the end of his lesson, Shno raised the ground underneath him high into the air then returned it to its natural state. 
 
    “You can make anything grow,” Rhen explained, releasing him. “You just need to know the proper movements.” 
 
    “Will you teach them to me?” 
 
    Rhen shook his head. “No.” He reached out for Ceceta’s hand so that they could continue their walk. 
 
    Shno’s brow furrowed. Why had Rhen said no? Had he done something to upset Rhen? 
 
    “They will,” Rhen added. He pointed towards the forest. Stepping out of the shadows were people made of plants. Shno gasped. Their priests had spoken of a Forest People, but he had always believed them to be a fable. 
 
    As Rhen and Ceceta walked on down the path, they could hear the Wood Elves’ celebrating behind them with the Forest People. Ceceta leaned her head against Rhen’s arm and Rhen kissed her. “I love you,” he whispered into her hair.  
 
    They headed up one of the jetbike paths into the woods, walking slowly enough to enjoy the scenery. Everything seemed to be in bloom. As they rounded a bend in the trail, they saw the entrance to one of the forest’s caves ahead of them. A person wearing a brown hooded cape was sitting on a rock outside the cave with their head in their hands. Something about the person bothered Rhen. He stopped short, but Ceceta kept walking. She approached the person to see if she could help them. “No, Ceceta wait,” Rhen called out. “Come back here.” She must not have heard him because she continued on.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ceceta asked when she neared the figure. Instead of responding, the person turned away from her, towards the cave’s entrance. 
 
    Rhen felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. They were in danger. He glanced behind him and was relieved to see Jet walking up the path towards them. Jet could see that Rhen was concerned about something. He pulled his sword out and began to jog towards Rhen just as Rhen reached out to pull Ceceta away from the person on the rock. 
 
    “Come, Ceceta,” Rhen said, putting his body between hers and the other persons.  
 
    Suddenly, Ceceta cried out. The cloaked person had lunged forward towards Rhen with a six-pronged claw strapped to their hand. The man swung the device over Rhen’s shoulder then jerked it upwards, cutting across Rhen’s neck and back. The force of his attack made Rhen stagger backwards and fall. 
 
    Jet yelled as he narrowed the distance between them. The man took one look at him and sprinted into the cave. Before Jet could follow, three more people wearing cloaks and carrying weapons emerged from the woods. Jet jumped forward into Ceceta, pushing her out of the way, while slicing at the attackers with his sword. Ceceta stumbled but caught herself. When she looked up, Jet was slicing off the head of the last attacker. She turned to check on Rhen. “Where is he?”  
 
    Jet jerked about, his eyes scanning the ground. There was blood on the grass. It led straight into the cave. “He’s following his attacker.”  
 
    “No!” Ceceta gasped.  
 
    Jet didn’t know what to do. He wanted to go after Rhen, but he couldn’t leave Ceceta alone outside the cave in case there were other attackers. He heard footsteps behind him and turned to fight. 
 
    “Whoa,” Charlie laughed, his hands in the air. “En garde?”  
 
    “Crap,” Jet swore. “Why did it have to be you?” He wasn’t sure if he could trust Charlie to keep Ceceta safe.  
 
    “What happened here?” Charlie asked, stumbling about. He sent his senses into the cave to check for Genisters. There weren’t any. Only mortals. Rhen would be fine.  
 
    Jet had no choice but to depend on Charlie. “Use your telepathy to tell the others Rhen’s been attacked. He just went into the cave after his assailant. I’m going after him. Stay here, Charlie. Keep Ceceta safe.” He grabbed Charlie’s chin, forcing their gazes to lock. “Do you understand? Keep Ceceta safe.” 
 
    Charlie smiled and shrugged. “Okay.” He nodded and waved at Ceceta. 
 
    “Rasack’s balls,” Jet cursed as he ran into the cave. He hoped Charlie was sober enough to send for help. He had no idea what he was going to find. 
 
    After Jet had disappeared into the cave, Charlie turned to Ceceta. “Are you okay?” She nodded. “Need anything?” Ceceta shook her head. Although she said she was fine, Charlie could see that she was scared. He reached out and pulled her into his arms. “Everything’s going to be fine. No need to worry. I promise.”  
 
    Ceceta gave him a look. He sounded just like Rhen. 
 
    When Rhen’s elfin guards arrived, Charlie entered the cave with them. They fanned out, taking different tunnels and calling out to each other when they spotted blood or footprints. “They went down this path,” Charlie said, sprinting forward. It was hard for him. He wanted to run straight there. He could see Jet fighting and wanted to help. They entered a chamber that broke into eight sections. Charlie had to hold himself back. How could he get the others to take the third path? He used his powers to put some blood on the ground inside it. Aaron was the one to spot it. “This way!” 
 
    They ran down the tunnel, through two more chambers, then came upon Jet. He was alive but wounded. There were at least a dozen dead elves lying on the ground around him.  
 
    Jack ran over to heal Jet. He found Jet’s left side was frozen solid while his right side was blistered with burns. Without hesitating, he dropped to the ground and placed his hands-on Jet, healing him.  
 
    Charlie breathed a sigh of relief. If they’d been a few minutes longer, Jet would have died.  
 
    “Which way, Jet?” Shno demanded. Jet was still a little dazed, but he pointed towards the tunnel on their left. 
 
    They found Rhen in a cavernous room full of stalactites and stalagmites. He was holding his attacker by the hair, having beaten the man into submission. When Rhen saw the others, he dropped his assailant to the ground and staggered backwards. “Poison.” He reached out towards them, then fell down onto cave’s rocky floor.  
 
    “Why isn’t he healing himself?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Charlie brushed past her. He placed his hands on Rhen and used his powers to heal him. What’s up? Why aren’t you healing yourself? he asked Rhen telepathically.  
 
    Rhen didn’t respond. He sat up and coughed. “Thanks, Charlie.”  
 
    Charlie cocked his head. Something seemed off, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He wondered where the other Genisters were and why they hadn’t been around to protect Rhen. 
 
    Rhen climbed to his feet and pointed at the man who’d attacked him. “He’s a Fire Elf.” 
 
    Charlie’s brow furrowed. Rhen was diverting their attention. Jack and the others had wanted to ask him why he hadn’t healed himself, but Rhen had focused their attention on the attackers instead. Why? 
 
    Rhen turned to Reed. “I would take them to Surpen for prosecution, but they’re your citizens. What do you want to do with them?”  
 
    As the others discussed how they should handle the elfin attackers, Charlie watched as Rhen carefully made his way out of the cave. He kept his eyes forward, stepping gingerly over the rocks. Strange, Charlie thought. Not typical behavior for Rhen.  
 
    They met the Thestran royal family at the cave’s entrance. “We came as fast as we could,” James told Rhen. “I am so sorry. I can’t understand why an elf would attack you. You have my word they will be severely punished.” 
 
    Rhen nodded and reached for Ceceta. “I will leave them in your hands then.” He tucked Ceceta’s arm in his then headed back down the path towards the Wood Elf castle. The guard elves glanced at each other. They had thought that Rhen would stay for a few minutes to explain what had happened and to find out why the elves had tried to hurt him, but instead he’d left.  
 
    “Excuse us,” Aaron said to James as he and the others ran off after Rhen. Jet was already a few yards ahead of them. 
 
    James grunted. Charlie was the only one left. He wondered if Charlie had any idea what had happened. “Charlie? Can you fill us in?”  
 
    Charlie bobbed his head then waved at some elves who hadn’t been involved. “They hurt Rhen. They attacked him with some sort of claw-like thing. We’re lucky he’s alive.” He burped before sauntering off down the path towards the castle. 
 
    “Well, that was useful,” James said making Reed laugh. They indicated to their soldiers that they should take the elves to Thestran’s palace. They couldn’t prove it yet, but they were sure The Supreme was involved in this attack, just as he’d been involved in the attacks on Ceceta. Hopefully, one of the elves would crack and give them the proof they needed to arrest him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Rhen and Ceceta’s Apartment – Elfin University 
 
      
 
    Ceceta’s friends were sitting around her coffee table talking about their upcoming final exams when Ceceta took a deep breath then cleared her throat. There was something she needed to discuss with them. She’d been putting it off for too long. “I, ah, I need to tell you something.” She glanced over at Rhen, who was lying next to the coffee table. He sat up and raised his eyebrows, as if he were surprised. “I know this is going to come as a shock to you, but, uh, I’ve asked the Headmaster to allow me to graduate after this semester.” 
 
    The room was silent. Jet stood up from his couch and approached their group as Latsoh said, “What?” She couldn’t believe it. Why would Ceceta leave early? She loved school.  
 
    The guard elves glanced at each other. They hadn’t realized that Rhen and Ceceta were leaving school early either. 
 
    Ceceta clasped her hands together in her lap and explained, “I have enough extra credit, with the class I teach, to graduate. Rhen’s fallen behind so much that he’s not actually taking classes any more. He attends them with us, but the Headmaster has informed our teachers that he’s no longer an enrolled student. So, we are going to head home after finals.”  
 
    “But…” Tgfhi didn’t know what to say. He thought they’d have another year together. How could Rhen and Ceceta abandon them? “You can’t go.” 
 
    Ceceta felt horrible. She could see how upset they were. “I know it’s hard. It’s hard for us, too. We’ve had an amazing time with you here at school. You’re our best friends and–” 
 
    “Then why are you leaving us?” Tgfhi demanded. 
 
    “It’s time,” Ceceta said softly. 
 
    “You can’t go,” Latsoh said while shaking her head. “You can’t.” She was dumbfounded. Never in a million years had she expected Ceceta to leave school early. 
 
    Ceceta reached out for Latsoh’s hand. “This isn’t goodbye. It’s just a change in our situation. We’ll still visit you and we expect you to stop by Surpen whenever you’re free.” 
 
    “No.” Tgfhi rose to his feet. “No,” he repeated. He marched towards the door to leave. 
 
    “Tgfhi,” Rhen barked. Tgfhi paused. His hand on the doorknob. “Don’t be rude. You’re leaving school early too. Your baby will be born at the beginning of first semester. There’s no way you and Crystam will stay here, carting your infant around to classes. Be realistic. You’ll want to raise your child at home.” Tgfhi’s head dropped. Rhen was right.  
 
    “So, what about us?” Latsoh asked as Erfce put his arm around her shoulders. “We’ll be here all alone?” 
 
    Ceceta felt horrible, tears welled up in her eyes. She released Latsoh’s hand to wipe at her face. “I’m sorry, Latsoh. I hope you understand.” She inclined her head towards Rhen, who was talking to the guard elves. He wanted to know if the elves planned on continuing their guard duty or if they’d return to their homes now that Rhen was leaving Thestran. 
 
    Latsoh watched Rhen for a moment then sighed. She understood. Rhen had never wanted to come to the University. He’d been a good sport and had attended three years at the school for Ceceta’s sake. If Ceceta could graduate early, then there was no reason for them to stay. “It’s all good,” she said, giving Ceceta a smile. “You have to do what’s right for you. We’ll miss you, though.” 
 
    “Us too,” Crystam added. “We’ll miss you a lot.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we only have a few weeks left together,” Tgfhi said, sitting back down next to Crystam. 
 
    “Less than that, really,” Erfce added. “We have to study for finals.” He reached for his book. “Thanks for telling us, Ceceta. Now, since you aren’t leaving tonight and there’s a major math quiz tomorrow, I suggest we get back to work.” Latsoh leaned down to kiss him. They’d be fine without the others. It might even be fun to have some time alone together without Rhen’s full entourage present. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t gotten anything out of the prisoners,” James told Reed after they’d finished laying out the agenda for the next Council session. “I know The Supreme is involved. I can feel it in my gut, but we don’t have any proof. Our hands are tied. We can’t arrest him.”  
 
    Reed rose from the comfortable leather chair in front of James’ desk. He walked over to the bar in the back of the room. He couldn’t stand The Supreme. The man preached nothing but hate in the guise of doing Layla’s work. “Do you want a drink?”  
 
    James grunted. He did. He needed one after today. They’d learned that Rhen and Ceceta were leaving the Elfin University early. The elfin royals had been devastated by the news. They’d hoped to have another year to connect with Rhen and befriend him. James felt sorry for them, but there was nothing he could do. Rhen had always said he was Surpen. It was time for him to go home. Reed handed him a glass. “Cheers,” he said.  
 
    Reed took a sip of his drink then lifted his glass to look at its contents. “That was really good. What is it? I thought it was Ventarian scotch but it’s much better. Where’s it from?”  
 
    James snorted. “You won’t believe me.” Reed waited. “Nirs sent it to me to apologize for attacking us.” 
 
    Reed laughed thinking that James was joking, but when James nodded, he said “No, way. The Vivist King apologized for attacking us?”  
 
    “He did.” James took a sip of his drink and rolled the liquor across his tongue before swallowing. It really was an excellent spirit. “Nirs is being careful,” he said. “He never would have apologized if it wasn’t for Rhen. He’s afraid of alienating Themrock. I wonder if he’d be willing to sell us some of his liquor, for Themrock’s sake?” 
 
    Reed laughed. “Knowing Nirs, he’d rather torture us than trade with us.” He hesitated. “Hey, we can’t get anywhere with the prisoners, right? But I bet Nirs could. Let’s offer him the chance to interrogate our prisoners in exchange for a cask of his spirits.” 
 
    James snorted. He knew Reed was joking, but it really wasn’t such a bad idea. Nirs needed Rhen just as much as they did. If any harm came to him, Nirs would be livid.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thamber flew into the Air Elf castle’s Ancestor Room through her golden vortex to show Thellis her prize. He was lounging about on the circular stone bench in the room, waiting for his turn to guard Rhen. “Look!” She held up a portrait of herself. “I finally got it. Those sneaky mortals had wrapped it in blankets and hidden it between the walls in the attic of the Pontoian castle.”  
 
    Thellis lifted his head. “That’s the Fire Elves’ painting?”  
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Thellis flew over to examine it. “Themrock did a good job. It looks just like…” Thellis narrowed his eyes. “Oh, my. Did you see that?” he asked, pointing towards the right side of the picture.  
 
    Thamber lifted the portrait to inspect it. In the shadow behind her hair, she could see Thestrst, Themrock and Therol, back when Themrock used to give Therol his powers and they looked like twins. “Holy black powers, we can’t let Rhen see this.” 
 
    “That’s for sure.” Thellis floated backwards on a green cloud. “Where should we put it?” 
 
    Thamber hadn’t any idea. Occasionally, Rhen would visit their homes on the other Universes, so they couldn’t put it there. She glanced around the room, trying to think of a place when she had an idea. “How about here? Rhen has no reason to come here. Jack’s certainly not going to ask him to visit his castle, not after what happened to Rhen when he put his hands into the carvings in the Wood Elf castle.” 
 
    Thellis considered it and decided she was right. One more Genister portrait would be lost on these walls. No one would even notice it. “Good idea. There’s no way they’re going to let Rhen visit the Air Elf castle. It should be safe if we keep it here.”  
 
    Thamber hung the portrait on the wall and laughed. “I stole it from Erfce and Latsoh so that future mortals wouldn’t know what I look like and now I’m hanging it in plain sight.” She shook her head. So be it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ceceta cringed when she saw her apartment door open. She’d told Rhen that she’d invited a few people over to celebrate their last night at the University, but word had gotten out that they were having a party and now, their apartment was packed. She excused herself from a conversation with students in her math class and squeezed by a group of teachers who were blocking her kitchen door. Taking tiny steps, she followed a group of larger elves as they wound their way through the partygoers down the hallway into the living room. When the first group of uninvited guests had entered, Rhen had asked Thellis to remove the furniture in their apartment to make more room, but the result was that more people had crammed into their apartment.  
 
    Someone tapped on her shoulder. Ceceta turned to find a friend from her history class. “How’d you do on the final?” the girl yelled. One of Rhen’s tapes was playing somewhere in the room. It was so loud that Ceceta could barely hear her. “I got a 98, you?” 
 
    “Wow,” the girl shouted. “That’s the highest grade in the class. Congratulations!” 
 
    Ceceta smiled and nodded. She leaned in towards the girl. “How did you do?” she yelled next to her ear. Whatever the girl said in response, Ceceta couldn’t hear. She shook her head and shrugged as the girl shouted again. Finally, the girl held up her fingers, making an 8 and then a 6. Ceceta congratulated her then turned to see if she could find her friends.  
 
    A platter with chips on it floated past her head. Ceceta reached up to take a handful. In order to make the food and drink more accessible to everyone, Rhen had asked Thellis to use his powers to make them float about the room. Thellis had also spelled the platters and pitchers to automatically replenish whenever something was taken. 
 
    Ceceta squeezed by a group of Fire Elves she didn’t recognize then found herself face to face with the Headmaster. “Wonderful party,” he yelled. “Thank you for inviting me.” 
 
    When she’d met with the Headmaster that afternoon to get her grades, she’d been so excited to see that she’d made the maximum honor roll that she’d invited him on a whim. Now she was feeling a little awkward about it. “Thank you for my diploma.” The Headmaster had had it delivered to her right before the party.  
 
    “You deserve it,” he yelled. “You worked harder than any other student I know.” 
 
    Ceceta knew he was just being nice. There were many other students who’d worked harder than her. “I’m going to see if I can find Rhen.” 
 
    The Headmaster nodded politely then lifted his glass for a refill. One of the spelled pitchers instantly flew towards him. 
 
    Ceceta squeezed past some students into Jet’s apartment. The party had spilled into his rooms. She was worried about the baby, so she peeked into Jet’s bedroom, but there were so many students in the room she couldn’t see anything. Pushing her way through the crowd, she headed towards the hallway hoping to get away from the music. Unfortunately, it was just as loud in the hallway. Her friends’ apartments were also filled with students now. Ceceta covered her ears and made her way through the crowd towards the stairs. She pushed past the flow of students coming up the stairs and squeezed through the main door, stepping out into the night air. 
 
    Once outside, she dropped her hands and took a deep breath. “Ceceta!” Tgfhi shouted. Ceceta turned and saw him waving at her, telling her to follow. “Come on,” he said, when she reached his side. “It was too loud in there so we’ve made our own party by the lake.” 
 
    “Thank the Gods. Is Rhen with you?” 
 
    “It was his idea.” 
 
    They walked across the Great Lawn, past the dormitories, and out onto the school’s dock. “Ceceta,” Rhen said with a smile when he saw her. She sighed and leaned against him. Rhen wrapped his hands protectively around her belly. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, it was just too much.” Rhen nodded and kissed her on the top of her head.  
 
    “Congratulations again, Ceceta,” Crystam said, lifting her glass in salute. “To the graduate!” The others joined in, toasting her success. 
 
    Ceceta flushed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Crystam was just telling me that she and Tgfhi will be staying at school over break,” Rhen said. “They’re going to be taking some intensive classes so they can graduate before next semester that way they can be at home when the baby arrives.” 
 
    “Great idea,” Ceceta said.  
 
    “For her,” Tgfhi grumbled. Crystam only had to take two classes over the break. He needed six classes in order to graduate. This break was going to be hell. 
 
    “Have you decided where you’re going to live or is it still up in the air?” Ceceta asked them. 
 
    Crystam reached for Tgfhi’s hand. “We have. We’ll be splitting our time equally between our two homes. The baby will be raised speaking both Ventarian and Tgarian.” 
 
    “Nice,” Ceceta said, although she was thinking that it sounded like a logistical nightmare. Hopefully, her friends would work it out. She turned towards Latsoh and Erfce, who were chatting with Thellis. The two of them had finished in the top of their class. They barely had any work to do to graduate next year.  
 
    “Hey, Rhen,” Aaron called out. He was sitting next to Sarah on the edge of the dock. Their feet were in the water. Lifting his cup, he asked, “Can I get a refill?” 
 
    Ceceta felt Rhen’s grip tighten. “Thellis, would you get that for me?” 
 
    “Seriously?” Thellis snapped, his green powers flaring. “Why are you making me do all the work for this party?” 
 
    “Because I feel like it,” Rhen sassed. He laughed when Thellis made a face at him. 
 
    Charlie chuckled as he lay on the dock next to Mary. It was about time Rhen made Thellis do some work. He felt Mary nudge his side. Rolling over, he peered into her eyes. Mary had agreed to join him on Surpen. She didn’t know it yet, but he was planning on asking her to marry him on her birthday. He could hardly wait.  
 
    There was a shout behind them. Ceceta and Rhen turned to see a crowd of students walking towards them. It appeared they’d been found. The party was now moving outside.  
 
    Jet stood up and brushed off his tunic then reached out to take his sleeping daughter from Lilly. “Since they’re leaving our apartment, we’ll head in now and put the baby to sleep.” 
 
    “Lucky,” Rhen whispered after they’d said goodnight.  
 
    Ceceta bumped her head back into his chest. “It’s our last night,” she reminded him. 
 
    “That’s right,” Tgfhi said standing up beside them. “So, let’s get his party started!” He turned to Thellis. “Music, please.” Thellis snarled, but a moment later music was playing all around them. The arriving students began to dance and Ceceta and her friends joined in.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lilly didn’t want to live on Surpen. She wanted to stay on Thestran near her family. She and Jet had put off talking about it for weeks now, but with Rhen and Ceceta leaving the next morning for Surpen, it was time to make a decision. “You could work for James,” Lilly said as Jet rocked their baby in his arms to keep her from waking. “He’d love to have you run his army.”  
 
    Jet rolled his eyes. “Lilly. We’ve discussed this. It’s not the same. Your armies fight differently. Unless James will let me retrain your forces, I won’t fit in. I can’t change the way I learned how to fight and there’s no way your Thestran forces would agree to the way I work. It’s not a good fit.” 
 
    Lilly pouted as she held open their apartment door. “I don’t want to leave my family.” 
 
    Jet couldn’t understand the problem. “You’re not leaving your family. You’re just one step through a portal away from them, just like you are now. Please, let’s go to Surpen.” 
 
    Lilly sighed as she followed Jet into their bedroom. It would be hot on Surpen, but that was the only complaint she could come up with. The Surpen people were friendly and there was a lot to do there. Not surprisingly, Surpen had the largest city in the Universe. It was also safe. Thestran’s Council and the Convention both considered Surpen their ally. Also, Lilly knew Jet would be happy there. He’d never done well in her family home. He needed to work.  
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled. Jet opened his mouth to thank her but she held up her hand. “This is a trial run only, okay?” Jet nodded, pleased that the matter was settled. He knew Lilly would fall in love with his planet. 
 
    Lilly bent over to pick up a bottle and her eyes landed on one of the parenting magazines that were on her night table. Recently, Ceceta had been asking her a lot of questions about raising a child. Come to think of it, she’d been gaining weight too. “Jet, is Ceceta pregnant? Is that why they’re leaving school early?” 
 
    Jet scoffed. “No. Rhen can’t have children. Genisters can’t reproduce with mortals.” 
 
    “But… ” Lilly hesitated. “I think she might be.” 
 
    Jet shook his head. “It’s impossible.”  
 
    Lilly knew he was right. She reached for her communicator. She had to tell her parents they were moving to Surpen with Rhen. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhen yawned as he stood beside the school’s portal. He was tired. They’d been up until the early hours of the morning with their friends.  
 
    When they’d finally decided to leave the party, their friends had followed them back to their apartment. They’d talked together for hours, planning vacations and other outings. Although he and Ceceta were leaving the school, they were still going to see their friends a lot. It seemed they would also be seeing a great deal of Jet and Lilly, since they’d decided to move to Surpen too. The four of them had scheduled lunch plans for later that day. The only loose end, with regards to their time on Thestran, was now standing in front of Rhen. “Are you absolutely sure that you want to come with us?” 
 
    “Of course,” Aaron said. “We’re your guards.” 
 
    “But you’re also the future rulers of your tribes. I’m perfectly safe on Surpen. I don’t need guards. I know your parents feel some sort of obligation to me, since I saved their lives, but really, you’ve done your duty. There’s no more debt to repay.”  
 
    Jack swung his bag onto his back. “We know. We made our decision. We want to do this. Don’t feel guilty. We enjoy protecting you.” 
 
    Rhen was about to protest when Ceceta said, “And we appreciate it. It’ll be fun having you with us. Come on, Rhen. You told your mother we would be there by now.” Rhen reached out for Ceceta’s bag as the portal opened to Surpen. He waited for her as she looked out the windows in the school’s portal room towards the Great Lawn one last time. Ceceta sighed and reached for his hand. “We had some fun times here. I’m going to miss it.”  
 
    Rhen squeezed her hand. “Yes. We did.”  
 
    Ceceta took a deep breath then sighed and stepped through the portal.  
 
    Rhen’s mother, Orpel, was waiting for them in Surpen’s portal room, along with Bosternd. The heat hit Rhen as soon as he followed Ceceta through the portal, bringing a smile to his face. He was home. He couldn’t be happier.  
 
    “Sweetie,” Orpel said, lifting her arms for a hug. Rhen released Ceceta’s hand and embraced his mother. “Hi, Mom.”  
 
    She patted his chest and asked, “Are you sure this is what you want? You could stay at that school for another year.” 
 
    Rhen shook his head. “We’ve made our decision. We’re here to stay.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Orpel kissed his cheek then turned towards Ceceta and gasped. “My word! You should have told me that Ceceta was pregnant.”  
 
    Bosternd and the guard elves were startled, their eyes landing on Ceceta. Ceceta was pregnant? She’d gained some weight, but… pregnant?  
 
    “When are you due?” Orpel asked. 
 
    Ceceta grinned, looking guilty, as Rhen lamely said, “Surprise?”  
 
    Orpel laughed and the room erupted as everyone congratulated them, but at the same time, no one could believe that Ceceta was pregnant. Had she cheated? If so, wouldn’t Rhen have known? Could she really be pregnant with Themrock’s child? If she was, then how? Everyone knew that Genisters and mortals couldn’t have children together. 
 
    "The baby's due this fall," Ceceta told them, rubbing her hand on the top of her stomach. 
 
    "But, that's when Crystam’s baby is due,” Sarah said. How long had Ceceta been pregnant? 
 
    “I know.” Ceceta noticed Sarah’s narrowed eyes and guessed her thoughts. “Neptians don't carry as long as other races. Our babies grow fast." 
 
    "Very fast," Noctav said, startling them. He stepped out of the room’s shadows with three other Neptian tigers. They bowed before Rhen. “My Lord. May we join your group?” Noctav indicated behind Rhen towards the guard elves.  
 
    Rhen hesitated before shrugging. “Sure. Why not? The more the merrier.” He wondered if the tigers were there because they knew something. Would he soon be meeting Themrock? He’d have to ask Noctav later. 
 
    From that moment on, Ceceta and Rhen were never alone. A Neptian tiger accompanied them wherever they went. They even slept on the floor beside Rhen and Ceceta’s bed.  
 
    At first, Rhen had been frustrated by their intrusion but when Noctav had explained to him that Themrock was nearby, he had accepted their presence, hoping they might be able help him when the time came for him to protect Themrock. 
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 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Sinter’s Office – Rasack Palace 
 
      
 
    “Dial the Vivist King, then get out,” Sinter told his slave. The human shivered as he worked Sinter’s computer. Once the call went through, he ran from the room, lest the Rasack King decided to bite him. Sinter sniffed as he waited for Nirs to answer. It seemed to be taking longer than usual. Finally, the screen went blue before showing Nirs’ front eyes. “Nirs, have you heard from Therol?” Nirs dipped his tail, which Sinter took to mean he hadn’t. “Listen, I’ve been trying to reach him for ages but he won’t return my calls. It’s like he’s disappeared.” 
 
    “He's a Genister,” Nirs clicked. “I’m sure he's busy.” 
 
    “I have some ideas on how to wake up Themrock,” Sinter said, but then he hesitated. He didn’t want to tell Nirs his plan to capture one of Rhen’s children to force Themrock into consciousness. He was worried Nirs would claim it as his own. “Just tell Therol, if you should see him, that he must contact me. It’s crucial.” 
 
    “I will. Computer, off.” Nirs wondered if Sinter had decided to install voice commands on his devices too or if he was still using his slaves.  
 
    Turning, Nirs looked towards the rock ledge, where he kept refreshments for his guests. Pada, the Zorthan King, was mixing himself a cocktail. It seemed that humans liked their spirits. “As I was just saying, our comrade doesn’t get it,” Nirs clicked.  
 
    Pada took a sip from his drink and sighed. “True.”  
 
    Rhen had shocked the Universe when he and Ceceta had given birth to a child. But he hadn’t stopped there. He and Ceceta, longing for a family for years, had gone on to have four more children. Surpen’s throne now had five heirs, all of whom would probably have amazing powers.  
 
    Therol and Thaster had been spotted nosing about Surpen while Ceceta had been pregnant with her first child, but once she’d given birth to a living mortal, they’d disappeared. No one had seen them since. The Universe was at peace.  
 
    Pada swirled his drink. “It’s like we’re living in the time after. Why stir the pot if everything’s going well?” 
 
    Nirs agreed, which was why he’d asked Pada to visit. “So you’ll join me?” 
 
    “Definitely. Therol’s dead to us. Themrock’s our man. He has our complete support. Zorthan will pledge itself to Themrock.” He shrugged. “It makes sense. As you put it, Themrock grew up with us. He understands us better than the Thestrans. When he returns, he’s going to be one of us. It’s the Thestrans who’ll have to worry.” 
 
    Nirs made a strange scratching sound. Pada looked away. He couldn’t stomach the sight of a Vivist laughing. They looked absolutely horrid. He downed his drink. “I’ll be going.”  
 
    “Remember, don't tell the Rasacks,” Nirs clicked. 
 
    Pada snorted. “Not a problem.” He hated the Rasacks and hoped Themrock would destroy them when he finally woke up. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure he's coming?" Reman asked Naci as they waited on the Fire Elf castle steps. 
 
    "He'll be here." Naci had never known Rhen to break a promise. 
 
    "But he hasn't left Surpen in five years. What makes you think he'll leave now?" 
 
    Naci grinned. "Because I invited him to a mock battle between our army and Surpen's soldiers, not some fancy dinner party or social gathering. Rhen loves his soldiers. He’ll want to show them off. He’ll be here." 
 
    Reman reached down to fix her belt. "I hope you are right."  
 
    “Crap,” Naci hissed beside her. 
 
    Lifting her head, Reman gazed out over the flowering courtyard towards the Fire Elf temple to see what had upset him, then laughed. “I guess you were right. He did come. Along with four Genisters, three Neptian tigers and a whole battalion of Zorthans." 
 
    Rhen was smiling as he mounted the stairs to the Fire Elf castle. “Naci!” He embraced Naci as if they were old friends then introduced him to Pada, the Genisters and his tigers. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought Pada. I mentioned your idea to him that we should create mock battles to keep our soldiers active and he thought it was a splendid suggestion.” 
 
    Naci was stunned. Rhen chatted amicably with him the entire visit. He laughed and joked and awarded the soldiers prizes in the various competitions they had won.  
 
    As Naci stood on the stairs and waved goodbye, while the Genisters returned Rhen and the Zorthans to their planets, he felt he might be in the time after. It had been a lovely afternoon and he now realized, for the first time, that Themrock wouldn’t abandon the elves. They had nothing to worry about from the Convention members. 
 
    Reman laughed. “I’ve never seen him so happy. He’s completely changed.” 
 
    Naci nodded. “I believe he finally grew up.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Noctav sat down beside Ceceta’s bed. They’d just been discussing the tiger soldiers that he’d assigned to her children when Ceceta had told him she was going to take a nap before Rhen returned from his tour of the new barracks. Noctav studied Ceceta. She was everything he had hoped for in a wife for his God. It was refreshing to deal with her. Ceceta was his ally–which meant he shouldn’t fear the topic he wanted to raise. Still, his time with Layla had left him skittish. Ceceta opened one eye. “You’re staring. Was there something else?” 
 
    Noctav shifted his paws, reminding himself that he could trust her. “Will Rhen fetch his powers back or do you plan on having more children?”. 
 
    Ceceta’s eyes flew open. She sat up and scanned the room.  
 
    There was no one else around. Noctav had made sure of it.  
 
    Leaning closer, Ceceta whispered, “You know that he doesn’t have any powers?” 
 
    Noctav was relieved. The truth. No lies, no threats: the truth. He shouldn’t have worried. Ceceta was nothing like Layla. “Since Genisters can’t have children and the only difference between mortals and Genisters are their powers, I assumed Rhen must have found a way to remove his powers so you could get pregnant. If this was your last child, he will want to get his powers back. Right?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t know how he did it, but he found a way to remove his powers while keeping his… err… soul still in his shell.” 
 
    “Does he know he’s Themrock? Did he take his memories out as well as his powers?” 
 
    Ceceta’s lips pursed. “I really have no idea and I’m afraid to broach the subject.”  
 
    Noctav huffed. That seemed fair. For the last five years, there’d been no sign of Themrock. Rhen had proceeded with his life as if nothing had changed. He was always finding ways to get around using his powers, whether it was by asking the Genisters or his guard elves to lend a hand or by deciding they didn’t need powers for something, he hadn’t used any powers in years. Noctav wondered why the others hadn’t noticed.  
 
    “And children?” Noctav asked. 
 
    “We’re finished. We’re very happy with five. Rhen hopes to get his powers back soon. He’s been worried that something will happen to him and he won’t be around to raise our children.” 
 
    “He needn’t worry,” Noctav assured her. “Why do you think we showed up? We’re here to protect him, you and your babies.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Ceceta lay down. “And the Genisters?”  
 
    The Genisters had been living in their palace ever since the birth of their first child. Noctav laughed. “They may be here to protect you, too, but they usually mess things up.” 
 
    Ceceta chuckled. She couldn’t agree more. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhen’s tiger guards stood up and sniffed the air. They’d seen Rhen enter his bedroom and had heard him getting into bed with his wife, but now his scent was missing. Padding softly into the room they looked around. Rhen was gone, and if their noses were right, he’d been gone since right after Surpen’s second moon had risen. They called Noctav, who immediately woke Ceceta. “Where’s Rhen?” 
 
    She yawned and rolled away from him. “You know. He went to look for his powers.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Bosternd asked from the doorway. Obviously, the tigers and Ceceta were in on something that had to do with Rhen. 
 
    Ceceta jerked upright and pulled the bed sheets up to cover herself. “Bosternd? What’re you doing here?”  
 
    Noctav huffed. “I thought his powers were here.” 
 
    “What?” Bosternd snapped. “You can be naked in front of them, but not me? You’ve known me much longer than you’ve known them.” He was angry at being kept out of the loop and was taking it out on Ceceta. 
 
    “Save your jealousies, Bosternd,” Noctav growled. “We have a bigger problem. What did you mean, Ceceta, when you said he went to look for his powers? I thought his powers were here in the palace.” 
 
    Ceceta felt the need to justify herself to Bosternd. “Bosternd, they’re tigers. They don’t look at me if I’m naked, because to them I’m nothing. But to you, you’re a man so…” she blushed. “It’s just different.” 
 
    Bosternd was being unprofessional and he knew it. “I’m sorry, Ceceta. I admit I’ve been feeling jealous that my position as yours and Rhen’s protector has been usurped by them.” He nodded towards the tigers. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Bosternd, no one could ever take your place in our lives. You know that. Rhen and I would be lost without you.” 
 
    He knew she was lying, but he appreciated the gesture. “Thanks, Ceceta.” 
 
    Suddenly, Noctav roared making Bosternd and Ceceta duck down and cover their ears. They’d never heard a Neptian tiger roar before. It was louder than a Thestran tiger’s roar. “Where’s Themrock?!”  
 
    Ceceta winced. Now she’d upset Noctav. “He left his powers on Thestran. When he went back to get them, he discovered that someone else was also searching for them. He doesn’t know who it is, but he did see multiple tracks. He told me he’s been spying on the area. He wants to know who is looking for his powers.” 
 
    Bosternd approached Ceceta’s bed. He couldn’t believe his ears. “Rhen doesn’t have powers?” Surely, he’d heard her wrong. Wouldn’t he have noticed if Rhen didn’t have powers? 
 
    “No.” Ceceta held up a hand. “I’ll explain it to you in a minute.” She turned back to Noctav. “Is there anything else you need to know? He’s safe, right?” 
 
    Noctav’s lips curled upward. Themrock was in danger. “No, he’s not safe. This is bad. This is really bad. Themrock’s alone, without any powers, and he’s trying to find out who his enemies are? Do you think he’ll just spy on them and move on? No, he’ll attack them and once he does, they’ll kill him.” Noctav snorted. He was furious. His job was to protect Themrock and he was helpless to do so. “Where is he on Thestran?” 
 
    Ceceta felt horrible. “I don’t know. He thought I’d be safer if I was ignorant as to where his powers were hidden.” 
 
    Of course. Themrock made sure his wife was safe, but not himself. Typical. “How does he get around my men?” 
 
    “He meets a Universal Dragon in the bathroom on set nights that they pick out in advance. The dragon takes him to Thestran.” Noctav’s tail swished violently. He was clearly upset. “Can you find him?” Ceceta asked. 
 
    “No. We can’t track Universal Dragons and since Rhen doesn’t have his powers, we can’t track him either.” 
 
    “What about the other Genisters?” Bosternd asked. Ceceta and Noctav gave him an incredulous look and he realized they probably didn’t even know that Rhen was powerless.  
 
    “Bosternd,” Noctav said, “I want you to alert the Thestrans that you trust. Tell them that Rhen is alone on their planet. Make it sound like the two of you are playing some sort of game and you want the upper hand. Do not inform them that he’s powerless. I don’t want that information to get out.”  
 
    “Right away,” he turned to go. Bosternd didn’t need an explanation from Ceceta. He’d figured it out on his own. Rhen had somehow gotten rid of his powers to have children. He was surprised he hadn’t thought of it before. He’d been wondering how Themrock had pulled it off. 
 
    Noctav settled down on the floor beside Ceceta’s bed to wait for Rhen. 
 
    As Surpen’s first moon dipped below the horizon, he heard movement in the bathroom. Rhen had returned. He watched as Rhen tiptoed across the stone floor, pulled off his tunic then settled down onto the bed beside Ceceta. He fell asleep quickly, obviously tired from his journey. Noctav padded over towards Rhen and sniffed. Thestran dirt. Rhen had it on his clothes and in his hair. There was also the unmistakable scent of Giy flowers. It overpowered everything else. Noctav growled. If it wasn’t for the Giy flower scent, he probably would have been able to figure out where Rhen was going on Thestran.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next evening, Ceceta asked Rhen to take the tigers with him when he searched for his powers. She was worried for his safety. Unfortunately, Rhen refused. Knowing his mind was made up, she told Noctav and Bosternd everything she could. They watched him leave at night, then searched Thestran when he was gone, hoping to find him. The Thestrans searched too, but none of them had any success.  
 
    “Tonight’s the night,” Ceceta whispered to Noctav outside her bedroom as Rhen bathed. “He doesn’t want to wait any longer to find out who’s trying to get his powers. He plans on picking them up tonight.” 
 
    Noctav bared his teeth. He couldn’t let Rhen leave Surpen. His enemies were probably waiting for him to make the first move. “I wish we’d had more time to figure out where he was going. Damn the Giy flowers for covering up the scent of dirt.” 
 
    “Giy flowers?” Ceceta asked. Noctav flicked his ear at her question, confirming it. “That’s the Wood Elf forest. They bloom all over the place when he’s around. The Fire Elf castle has them too, but not in such abundance.” Noctav huffed. Why hadn’t he asked Ceceta before? “And you mentioned dirt?” Ceceta added. “I bet Rhen’s powers are in the cave where he was attacked years ago. It was full of dirt. If he’s hiding outside in the woods, watching the cave’s entrance, he’d smell like Giy flowers and dirt. Now that I think about it, it makes perfect sense. Rhen didn’t want to ride his jetbike after he was attacked. He probably knew he’d be seriously injured since he no longer had the ability to heal.” 
 
    Noctav closed his eyes, smiling. Of course. Ceceta had to be right. “I wish you worked for me.” Ceceta laughed then rushed back into her bedroom, because she could hear Rhen getting out of his bath. 
 
    Noctav took his tigers to the Wood Elf forest. Bosternd insisted on joining them with his soldiers. They searched the forest in front of the cave’s entrance and found Giy flowers blooming everywhere. There was no question that this was where Rhen had been hiding.  
 
    Noctav padded towards the cave’s entrance and sniffed. There were multiple footprints in and out of the cave both old and new. Rhen was right. Someone was visiting the cave daily, searching for his powers. 
 
    Turning, Noctav saw Reed walking up the path towards them. He glanced at Bosternd and growled. “Sorry,” Bosternd said. “I felt we had to notify him. We are on his land. I don’t want there to be any incidents, you know?” Noctav shook his head. He hated mortal politics.  
 
    Reed asked a lot of questions about their “game” as they hid outside the cave. “Quiet,” Noctav snapped. He didn’t want anyone to hear them.  
 
    Reed gave him a look then turned back to watch the cave’s entrance. The tigers were taking this “game” way too seriously. Reed was beginning to wonder if there was something else going on. 
 
    Noctav’s eyes narrowed when a group of men in cloaks arrived just after moon rise. He sniffed the air. Elves. The men, who were searching for Rhen’s powers, were elves. Why? Noctav felt Bosternd nudge his shoulder. He turned to find Bosternd pointing up towards the sky. A Universal Dragon was heading for them. Its black body camouflaged against the night sky; only its glowing white eye could be seen as it flew. 
 
    “Looks like a falling star,” Reed whispered, when Bosternd showed him the dragon.  
 
    They watched as the dragon landed lightly on the ground in front of the cave. Rhen hopped off and patted its shoulder, telling it to go. Once it had left, Rhen walked towards the cave’s entrance, but he stopped a few feet away. Lowering his head, he said, “I know you’re there. Would you like to fight me outside or inside?”  
 
    Reed frowned. This was definitely more than just a game. He flexed his fingers to warm them in case he needed to use his powers to help Rhen. 
 
    Rhen laughed. “Idiots. You think I can’t hear you? There are four of you hiding on the right. Come on out.” 
 
    A group of elves stepped out from where they’d been hiding inside the cave. Noctav told his tigers to wait. They’d seen more men than that entering the cave. He wasn’t sure if the other elves were searching for Rhen’s powers or if they were waiting in ambush. Bosternd glanced at Noctav. He wanted to go to Rhen, but Noctav was calling the shots. 
 
    “You will die tonight to be free from the ties that bind you,” one of the men said. 
 
    Rhen laughed. “Yeah, that’s usually what happens when you die, but in this case, I think you’re talking about yourselves.” 
 
    “You think you can beat us?” a second man said. He threw back his cloak, revealing his Fire Elf jacket. “You have nothing to fight with. There’s no way we can lose. It’s time we help you reach your higher state. As it should be.”  
 
    Reed glanced at Bosternd. What the hell was going on?  
 
    Rhen pulled out his swords. “I have nothing to fight with? You’re not serious, are you? You call twenty years of experience in battle nothing? What do you have? Five years of practice with your new skills?” He laughed. “I’m so scared.”  
 
    Rhen’s attackers hesitated, considering his words. They hadn’t expected him to challenge them. The Supreme had said that Themrock wanted to be released.  
 
    Rhen took advantage of their indecision and darted past them into the cave. He figured if he could make it through the cave’s opening, he’d be able to lose them within the cave’s many tunnels.  
 
    “Get him,” one of the men yelled, while another said, “The Supreme wouldn’t lie. He has asked for release.”  
 
    The Fire Elf threw up his hands, but before he could blast Rhen in the back, he was lifted into the air and tossed aside by Noctav. Reed blasted another elf with his powers while Bosternd and his men finished off the others.  
 
    Rhen heard the blasts behind him and ran faster. He’d been lucky to escape. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Reed demanded.  
 
    “You heard them,” Bosternd hissed. “Your stupid elfin priest has convinced them that Themrock doesn’t want to be mortal anymore.” He watched Noctav and his tigers run into the cave. “There are more of them inside,” he told Reed before running off after the tigers with his men. 
 
    “Hell,” Reed swore as he ran into the cave after Bosternd. 
 
    The sounds of battle echoed throughout the tunnels. Noctav growled as he sniffed the air, trying to the find the path that Rhen had taken. “I smell blood,” one of the tigers said. Rhen had been hurt.  
 
    Bosternd and the others caught up to the tigers as they dashed down a tunnel on the left. They entered a cavern and found several elves lying dead on the floor. Rhen must have surprised them when he’d run into the chamber. Unfortunately, it appeared he’d been wounded in the process.  
 
    Noctav’s tigers raced off down a tunnel with Bosternd and his men following. Eventually, they found themselves in the same chamber where Rhen had been the last time he’d been attacked. Rhen was in the back of the cavern, deflecting the remaining elves’ power blasts with his sword. He was tired and each new blast forced him backwards towards a hole in the ground.  
 
    Noctav and his men lunged forward just as Rhen stumbled and fell onto the edge of the hole, losing his sword into darkness below. Rhen grabbed desperately for a piece of rock that was jutting out from the wall to stop himself from falling into the abyss as well.  
 
    As his tigers ripped the remaining elves to shreds, Noctav bit down on Rhen’s tunic and dragged him to safety. Rhen laughed with relief and wiped at the sweat on his forehead. “That was too close. Thanks.” He rolled over and peered down into the hole, looking for his sword. “I didn't hear it hit the bottom.” 
 
    “There's no end,” Noctav said. “It’s a bottomless pit. One of Themrock’s little mistakes.” 
 
    Rhen was surprised. “Themrock made mistakes? I thought he was perfect.” Noctav huffed.  
 
    “Reed, would you please heal Rhen?” Bosternd asked. When Reed hesitated, he added, “Don’t ask. Just do it.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Rhen said, after Reed had finished healing him. He took a deep breath and rolled his shoulders to relax them. 
 
    “Why did you want me to heal you?” Reed asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Rhen,” Bosternd asked pithily. “Why did Reed need to heal you?”  
 
    The glare on Bosternd’s face said it all. Rhen realized he knew his secret. Sighing, he said, “Because I am not the same man that I was before.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s descriptive,” Bosternd said sarcastically while Reed asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Rhen peered up at Bosternd. “How did you find out?”  
 
    Bosternd put his hands on his hips. “The tigers noticed you were missing and Ceceta filled us in.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Reed demanded. If Themrock was in trouble, he needed to know. 
 
    Rhen stood up and brushed off his tunic. There was no reason not to tell Reed. “I’m not the same man because when I was poisoned five years ago, an opportunity became available to me and I decided to take it. I relieved myself of my powers and tucked them away in this cave with the intention of getting them back at a later date.” Reed seemed confused. “I don’t have any powers.” 
 
    “What?” Reed said with a half laugh. He couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Rhen explained, “The poison the elves used in their attack had a gremlin spell in it that consolidated my powers within me. As I chased my attacker through the cave, I could feel my powers sliding down into my stomach. It suddenly occurred to me that maybe the reason why Ceceta and I couldn’t have any children was because Layla was living inside me. After I knocked out my attacker, I pulled Layla out of my body and asked her to stay in the cave. I promised I would come back later to pick her up or if I saw Themrock.” 
 
    Reed was shocked. So that’s how Themrock had been able to have children. “So, where is Layla now?” 
 
    “Here, somewhere,” Rhen said, his eyes scanning the cavern. “Although, I have no idea where she is. Layla?” he called out, his words echoing around him. 
 
    “Do you think she stayed here?” Bosternd asked. “Could she have gone somewhere else?” 
 
    “No, she’s here. I can feel it.” Rhen stared down into the black hole behind him. “Is there really no ending to this hole?” he asked. He threw himself into it before anyone could answer. 
 
    “No!” Bosternd screamed as Noctav roared. They ran towards the pit with the others behind them. “No.” Bosternd leaned down over the rock ledge, his eyes searching the blackness below.  
 
    “Noctav, do something!” Reed yelled, his own body braced against the edge as he swung a hand back and forth inside the pit, hoping desperately that he might find Rhen clinging to a lower piece of rock.  
 
    Noctav growled and threw himself into the pit. 
 
    “Noctav!” Bosternd shouted, reaching for him, his fingers just missing the tip of his tail. “Reed, why did you yell at him?”  
 
    Reed didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t expected Noctav to jump into the hole. 
 
    Suddenly, a black dimensional door opened on the wall of the cave beside them and Noctav tumbled out. He stumbled as if he couldn’t get his balance. His soldiers ran towards him, bolstering his body with their own. Once he was steady, Noctav shook his coat and walked back to the hole. “I couldn’t find him. I kept falling and falling but didn’t come into contact with anything. I called out to him, but I couldn’t see or hear anything.” 
 
    Bosternd stood up, his mind whirling with possibilities. “If you escaped, then he will too.”  
 
    Noctav’s whiskers twitched. “He can’t.” 
 
    “Yes,” Bosternd insisted, grabbing the fur on the sides of Noctav’s jowls. “He’s Themrock. He can transport himself through dimensions, just like you.” 
 
    Noctav knew that Bosternd was distressed so he didn’t bite him for grabbing his face, but he shook his head to free himself from Bosternd’s grip then sat down on his haunches, increasing the distance between them. “He’s not Themrock. He’s Rhen. He doesn’t know he has that ability.” Bosternd shook his head. He opened his mouth to protest when Noctav cut him off. “He’s dead, Bosternd. He killed himself.” 
 
    “But,” Bosternd said, shaking his head. “No. He’ll wake up. He has to. He’s Themrock. Right? He’ll save himself.” 
 
    Noctav closed his eyes. “He’ll fall until his mortal shell withers and dies. He’s gone. He isn’t coming back.” 
 
    Reed stood up and shook his aching hands. The skin had been rubbed off of them on the rocks. “Will he be reborn?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it seems unlikely. When his body dies, he’ll become disoriented. I’m not sure if he’ll know what to do.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Bosternd snapped. “He’s Themrock. He made all of this. He will–” 
 
    “What's that?” one of the tigers beside them growled. 
 
    Turning, they saw a small, glowing ball of white energy fly up out of the bottomless pit. It ricocheted off the ceiling then exploded between Reed and Bosternd. They jumped apart as pieces of rock and dust hit them, stinging their skin. Before anyone could say anything, another ball of light flew up out of the pit. It bounced off the ceiling and landed on the ground near one of the tigers before exploding, sending a cloud of dirt into the air.  
 
    More and more balls of energy were now bursting out of the hole into the air around them. The pit had started to glow white. It became brighter and brighter, until it was hard for them to look at it. Just as they were debating whether they should run for cover, the light lessened and Rhen rose up into the air. His arms and legs were outstretched and his fingers were spread apart. His head was back and he appeared to be laughing, although they couldn’t hear him. As Rhen hovered over the pit, energy balls swirled around him in elliptical patterns.  
 
    Bosternd started to laugh, as Reed cheered. Noctav huffed. He couldn’t believe it. Rhen was alive. He watched as Rhen floated into the center of the chamber, as if he were under someone else’s control. When his feet touched down, he opened his eyes. Bright flashes of blue light flickered within his eyes as Themrock worked to settle his powers down into his mortal shell. 
 
    The white balls of energy gathered above Rhen’s head, forming the shape of Layla. Her elfin body appeared to be sitting on a small cloud of white power. She stretched out her arms, then took off in flight, spinning about the chamber with her new freedom. For five years, she’d been holding onto Themrock’s powers in the bottomless pit, dangling from the rocks above by a small tendril of invisible power. She was thrilled to be free. She raced about the room, flying in loops and zigzags, as she exercised her powers. 
 
    A lightning bolt of blue energy shot down from the ceiling, striking Rhen’s chest. It was followed by another from the floor. Noctav told the others to back up as more bolts of lightning flew threw the cave from all directions, striking Rhen. Rhen opened his mouth, reveling from the feeling of power as his blue energy flowed around him, caressing him. “Now that feels more like it,” he said in a booming, otherworldly voice, as the lightning bolts continued to strike him. Rhen closed his hands and the elves gasped. He looked like his picture on the Fire Elf temple wall. His eyes and mouth were glowing blue while lightning bolts were hitting his hands so fast that it looked as if he were holding them. Rhen’s short hair was standing straight up as waves of energy radiated around his head. “Mm, that feels good,” he said, taking a deep breath. He pulled his arms in towards his body then flexed his hands. The blue lightning was slowing down. “There’s nothing like a good energy surge to make you feel alive again,” Rhen said, his voice slowly changing back to normal.  
 
    When the lightning stopped, Rhen lifted his hand up to Layla, who was hovering in the air above him. “Thank you, beautiful. You did well. That was an excellent hiding place, but I feel terrible. You must’ve been lonely down there. I’m sorry it took me so long to return.” Layla flew down to hover in front of Rhen. She smiled and kissed his cheek. Rhen reached out his hand to stroke the side of her face. Her wispy form shivered and her cheek lost its smooth appearance where his hand passed through it. “I definitely owe you one. What can I do to repay you?”  
 
    Layla zipped in and out of Rhen’s body repeatedly. “Stop, Layla,” Rhen laughed. “You know I’m ticklish. Cut it out.” The others realized that Layla wanted Rhen to turn into Themrock. She planned on asking Themrock for her reward, not Rhen. “Come on, Layla, stop. Please,” Rhen begged. He caught her ghost-like arm and held her. “Don’t tickle me anymore. Tell me what you want.” An instant later, they were both gone. 
 
    "Hell," Noctav snapped. Themrock owed Layla. That definitely wasn’t a good thing. He turned and ran towards the exit, followed by the others. 
 
    As they stepped out of the cave, they could see the first rays of sunshine striking the tops of the trees around them. They’d been gone longer than they’d realized. The Fire Elf that Noctav had thrown was just regaining consciousness. Bosternd ordered his soldiers to hold the man.  
 
    “Themrock speaks to The Supreme,” the Fire Elf told them, trying to explain. “He wants to return to us. He’s ready to shed his mortal shell, as it should be. We need to help him. It’s Themrock’s wish. The Supreme told us so.”  
 
    Finally, Reed thought. They had an elf who’d talk. James was going to be thrilled. They could go after The Supreme.  
 
    They made their way down a path lined with wood chips towards the Wood Elf castle. As they neared the castle’s front steps, they noticed groups of elves standing about. “What’s going on?” Reed asked a woman who was licking her fingers. 
 
    “Rhen just appeared in the dining room with Layla. She kicked us out as we were eating breakfast. I was lucky to grab a sweet roll before being shoved out the door.” 
 
    The tigers bolted for the dining room with Reed and Bosternd behind them. They found Rhen sitting at the head of the Wood Elves’ dining room table. Layla was flying about the table in a frenzy, shoving different foods into Rhen’s mouth then jumping into his body to taste what he was eating. “You don’t have to do it all at once, Layla,” Rhen scolded, after swallowing a large slice of spicebread that she’d shoved into his mouth. Layla laughed silently then jammed some black papaya into his mouth. 
 
    The tigers sat down in a semi-circle around Rhen’s chair while Bosternd and Reed took seats on either side of him at the table. Layla shoved an apple turnover into Rhen’s mouth. He inhaled the powdered sugar on top of it and coughed. “Too much,” he complained, his mouth full.  
 
    “Rhen, you’ve never had champagne before, right?” Reed asked, his eyes on the two empty bottles of Neptian champagne that were on the floor near his chair. 
 
    Rhen swallowed. “What’s champagne?”  
 
    “A bubbly drink,” Reed said, as Layla spooned oatmeal with berries into Rhen’s mouth.  
 
    “Oh, is that what that was? Layla wanted some. I agreed to be her shell for breakfast as repayment for holding my powers. She said she wanted to taste food again.”  
 
    Layla shoved some honey cake into his mouth and Rhen paused. When she lifted a forkful of eggs to his lips, Rhen turned away. “What was that last thing?” he mumbled, trying to keep everything in his mouth. “That was good.” 
 
    “That was Themrock’s favorite dessert,” Noctav said. “Honey cake.” 
 
    Reed added, “We serve it at every meal in Themrock’s honor.” 
 
    “I love it!” Rhen shouted, his voice sounding a tad too enthusiastic. He waved Layla away then grabbed the rest of the honey cake with his hands. Leaning back in his chair, he chewed slowly, savoring every bite. After a little while, he burped and frowned. “I feel… funny.” 
 
    Reed kicked one of the champagne bottles with the toe of his shoe. “Probably just the alcohol.” Layla appeared out of nowhere with a new bottle. “No.” Reed waved her away. “Stop. You’ll make him sick, if you haven’t already.” 
 
    Layla pushed Reed away from her with her powers then pulled down on Rhen’s chin, forcing his mouth open. When she lifted the bottle to pour its contents into Rhen’s mouth, someone barked, “That’s enough, Layla.” Reed turned to see Ceceta, Jet and Rhen’s guard elves standing by the door. Someone must have notified them that Rhen was in their castle.  
 
    Ceceta marched across the room and jerked the bottle out of Layla’s hands. “He’s had enough.”  
 
    “Ceceta!” Rhen cried out, raising his arms into the air in greeting. He laughed then fell sideways into the table. 
 
    “You’re drunk,” Charlie said. He grabbed a pitcher of water and handed it to Rhen. “Drink this.” Rhen drank some of the water but most of it spilled out down the sides of his mouth onto his tunic. When Rhen saw the mess he’d made, he started laughing. “Come on, let’s walk.” Charlie lifted Rhen out of his chair and pulled him forward, walking him around the room.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Ceceta demanded.  
 
    As Noctav filled her in, Charlie sat Rhen down onto a log so he could listen. When Rhen started laughing and pointing at his bare knee, Charlie rolled his eyes. He couldn’t believe Rhen was drunk. Rhen made a distinctive burping sound and Charlie pulled him back to his feet, wondering if he should take Rhen to the bathroom. 
 
    “I love you guys,” Rhen said, pointing generally around the room. “You’re the best.” Reed snickered. Never in a million years would he have thought to see Rhen drunk. “You’re all so… cute.” Rhen burped again and Charlie steered him towards the bathroom, but Rhen fought against him when he saw Lilly. “Big sister! Remember when I was little and you used to throw me up into the air? That was awesome. Then you hid me under your bed when that man came to visit.” 
 
    Lilly paled and looked at Jet. Maybe she shouldn’t have insisted on coming. “You remember that?” 
 
    “And the bed creaked…” Lilly shrieked and jumped forward to put her hands over Rhen’s mouth. 
 
    “Do tell, Lilly.” Charlie laughed out. 
 
    “It’s always the quiet ones,” Reed said. 
 
    Rhen shook off Lilly’s hand. “You were the best hugger. Remember that time when you took me into the apple orchard and that guy on a horse showed up…” Lilly put her hands back over Rhen’s mouth as everyone laughed. 
 
    “So, Lilly. You were using Rhen to get dates before Charlie even thought about using him,” Reed teased. 
 
    “Charlie!” Rhen yelled at the mention of his name. He laughed and leaned forward. Charlie hadn’t been expecting his sudden change in weight and struggled not to drop him. Aaron grabbed Rhen and lifted him up. Rhen’s face was now pressed against the side of Aaron’s chest. He looked up at Aaron and said, “Charlie’s Themrock but he doesn’t know it. It’s a secret. He glows… “ 
 
    “I got him,” Charlie said, jerking Rhen out of Aaron’s hands. Gods damn. Rhen was a terrible drunk. He blabbed all his secrets. How long would it be before Rhen realized he’d just said Themrock and not Theter? That had been too close. 
 
    Ceceta was giggling over Rhen calling Charlie Themrock. Rhen winked at her. “You’re hot,” he said, his body reacting in ways that Charlie was sure he wouldn’t want anyone to see. “I want to–”  
 
    “Okay,” Charlie said, spinning Rhen about. “I’m going to see if I can get him to throw up.” He hauled Rhen through a rock outcropping near the main door, stepping into the room on the left that had a Forest Man on the door frame. There were several toilets made of polished wood on one side of the room and a row of sinks on the other. Charlie leaned Rhen over the first toilet. Instead of throwing up, he started to laugh. His laughter jerked his body about, and Charlie lost his grip. Rhen fell towards the toilet, his hands landing in the toilet bowl.  
 
    “Nasty,” Jet said behind them.  
 
    Charlie turned to see that Ceceta and the others had followed them into the room. So much for using his powers to force Rhen to vomit. He’d have to sober Rhen up in a different way. 
 
    Ceceta scowled as Charlie pulled Rhen out of the toilet. “Rhen, your hands are disgusting, vibrate the germs off them.” 
 
    Rhen laughed and made a humming sound, like he was vibrating, but he didn’t actually do it. Perfect, Charlie thought. As Rhen continued to make the same vibrating sound over and over again, while laughing, Charlie used his powers to vibrate some of the alcohol out of Rhen’s system.  
 
    Ceceta sighed. “Just wash his hands in the sink, will you Charlie?” 
 
    “Sure.” Charlie hauled Rhen towards the sink. He had removed as much alcohol as he dared without Rhen being aware of it or the others noticing. He hoped it would be enough. He couldn’t afford to have Rhen comparing him to the Genisters again.  
 
    After Charlie helped Rhen wash his hands, he walked him back into the dining room. Rhen already seemed better. He was able to walk on his own and didn’t need Charlie’s support. He also wasn’t laughing at every little thing. Crap, Charlie thought. Now he was worried that he’d removed too much alcohol. He didn’t want the Thestrans to notice how quickly Rhen’s buzz had ended. Fortunately, Layla met them when they entered the room. She pointed over towards the brook, which ran behind the dining table, then used her powers to make a stage appear, complete with instruments. “You want some music?” Rhen asked. Layla nodded. “Okay.” Rhen wandered up onto the stage and sorted through the instruments, then lifted the microphone off its stand to sing.  
 
    As Rhen sang, Layla floated around the dining room, dancing in the air. During a love song, she flew into Ceceta’s body. “Now, that’s more like it,” she said with Ceceta’s voice, while grabbing Ceceta’s breasts and hoisting them higher to show off more cleavage. 
 
    “Get out of Ceceta,” Noctav growled. 
 
    Layla laughed. “No.” She reached down to feel Ceceta’s crotch.  
 
    “Get out of Ceceta’s body,” Noctav growled, baring his teeth. 
 
    Layla lifted her chin and sneered, making Bosternd wince. He’d never seen Ceceta make that face before. As he walked over to help Noctav, he heard Layla say, “Or what, white eyes? Are you going to make me?” 
 
    Noctav’s fur rose with anger. Layla knew that the tigers hated being called that. Animals who were afraid had white eyes. It was a huge insult. “If I have to, I will make you leave her body. You have no right to occupy her form.” 
 
    Layla tore the neckline on Ceceta’s robes. “Are you attacking me?” she asked Noctav, her voice rising. She made fang marks appear on Ceceta’s arm and claw-like scratches appear on her face. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Bosternd asked. 
 
    “Don’t,” Noctav growled. 
 
    Layla blew them an air kiss before saying, “Ready for the show?” She screamed and fell to the ground at Noctav’s feet.  
 
    Rhen had been singing with his eyes closed. As soon as he heard Ceceta scream, he opened his eyes, took one look at the claw marks and bites on her face, and assumed that Noctav had attacked her. His blue powers flared with anger as he flipped into Themrock, and he shot a blast of blue energy at Noctav, killing him. Bosternd shouted with surprise and backed up as Themrock phased over to pick Ceceta up in his arms before disappearing.  
 
    Nobody could believe how fast it had happened. One moment, things had seemed under control, and the next, Layla had caused Noctav’s death and was violating Ceceta’s body. For the first time, the Thestrans fully understood what the Genisters and Ceceta had been hinting at. Layla was not only a horrible person, but she was dangerous. The remaining Neptian tigers surrounded Noctav, howling in anguish over his passing. 
 
    “Did Layla trick him?” Thellis said quietly from the doorway, his green swirling vortex fading behind him. 
 
    Reed felt like throwing up. He’d never seen anything so horrible before in his life. As he tried to answer Thellis, he found his throat was too thick to talk. He cleared it several times, but it was Aaron who answered, “Yes. She made it look like Noctav had attacked Ceceta. Do you know where they went?” 
 
    Thellis focused on one spot in the air as he concentrated. “He’s still here, in the castle.” 
 
    Jack was kneeling beside Noctav. He looked up at Thellis and asked, “Can you bring him back to life?” He had tried to save Noctav with his powers, but it hadn’t worked. 
 
    Thellis shook his head. “No.” 
 
    The tigers morphed into their half-human, half-tiger form and lifted Noctav up into their arms to take him away.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    James’ Office – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
      
 
    When James sent his soldiers to arrest The Supreme, they discovered he was missing. They searched his belongings and found more than enough evidence to convict him of attempted murder. From the Fire Elf they had captured, they learned The Supreme had been telling his followers that Themrock was speaking to him in his dreams. Supposedly, Themrock had been asking The Supreme to help him shed his mortal body. The elves had believed The Supreme, since he was not only their highest religious leader, but also, after Layla, the next closest mortal to Themrock, at least according to their religion. James had also discovered some odd messages between The Supreme and Delegate Te. “Probably just a coincidence,” he told Reed. “But I put a call in to Te to ask him about it. How did your conference go?”  
 
    Reed had been meeting with the other elfin royals and priests to discuss The Supreme’s actions and Layla’s behavior. “They elected the Fire Elf Cardinal to be their new head priest. He will no longer be called, The Supreme. The priests were horrified when we told them what had been happening. None of them want to hear that title ever again.” Reed shook his head. He couldn’t understand why a priest, sworn to protect Lord Themrock, would actively work to destroy him. “Regarding Layla, the priests didn’t want to remove her as the focal point of our religion but once we had Lilly transmit her memory of what happened with Noctav, they did an about face. They are now more than willing to eliminate Layla from all sermons and to rewrite our holy scriptures. They’ll also stop telling our women to emulate her." 
 
    James sighed. “That’s a relief.” 
 
    “More than you realize. Removing Layla as the focal point of our religion, means there’s no longer any restrictions on elves marrying out. We are free to marry whomever we want, without feeling guilty about letting Themrock down.” Reed smiled and leaned forward in his chair to stand up. “There are going to be a lot of happy elves.” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad to hear it,” James said. “Are you off?”  
 
    Reed nodded. “I want to be home for lunch. I have a feeling Rhen might join us.” He chuckled as James jumped out of his chair to join him. If he had to guess, there were going to be a lot of people in the dining hall that afternoon. 
 
    Just as Reed had expected, his castle’s dining room was full of people. Reed weaved his way through the crowd towards the main table, where his father-in-law was talking to Thellis. “Where’s everyone going to sit?” he asked, when Estan turned towards him.  
 
    Thellis waved his hand dismissively. “That’s not a problem. Your room expands accordingly. When people start to take their seats, the table will split to allow for everyone. It’s kind of fun to watch actually. It splits and shifts into parallel tables, but never shrinks in size.” They could hear Ceceta yelling in the hallway. “Here they come,” Thellis said, as everyone took their seats. 
 
    “Oh, boy,” Bosternd groaned when Rhen stepped into the room. For some reason, Layla was still around. She was riding on Rhen, her ghostly body wrapped around his torso, as her head rested on top of his. Rhen had shaved off his beard, but his hair was still long. He was wearing a blue tunic and there were bags under his eyes. Ceceta was walking beside him, yelling at Layla. “You have to leave now. You can’t hang around him. He’s my husband, not yours.” Ceceta’s robes were disheveled and her hair stuck out in different directions.  
 
    Layla leaned over and stuck her tongue out at Ceceta. Ceceta slapped out at her, accidentally hitting Rhen’s face. Red fingerprints appeared on Rhen’s cheek.  
 
    “I told you, love. She’ll be gone soon. Just ignore her.” From the way Rhen was squinting in the room’s sunlight, they could see he was suffering from the aftereffects of the champagne. 
 
    Rhen and Ceceta nodded to the others as they took seats near Reed and Estan. Layla raised herself above Rhen’s head to inspect the food that had been set out. Using her powers, she filled Rhen’s plate with an assortment of items then poured champagne into his goblet. Ceceta glared at her. “He can pick out his own food and you shouldn’t give him any more alcohol, you imbecile.” 
 
    Layla responded by using her powers to raise Rhen’s goblet to his lips. She tried to pour the champagne into his mouth, but Rhen kept his lips sealed and reached up to take the glass. As Rhen was placing the glass back onto the table, Ceceta smiled victoriously at Layla. Layla’s temper flared. She jumped into Ceceta’s body, picked up a pitcher of iced tea then dumped its contents out onto Ceceta’s lap. As soon as the icy liquid hit Ceceta’s robes, Layla slipped out of Ceceta’s body. She howled silently with laughter as Ceceta screamed with rage. 
 
    Rhen used his powers to dry Ceceta’s robes while Layla hovered beside him, mocking Ceceta. Ceceta grabbed her plate and swung it at Layla’s ghostly form. The plate passed through Layla and slammed into the side of Rhen’s head. He jerked back from the blow then reached up to his forehead. Blood trickled down between his fingers. 
 
    Ignoring Rhen, Ceceta screamed at Layla, then jumped from her chair to chase Layla’s ethereal form about the room. 
 
    Rhen dropped his head to the table. “I have too much of a headache to deal with this right now,” he mumbled. “Something I ate made me sick.” 
 
    “Drank,” Charlie corrected him from across the table. “Something you drank is giving you a headache and a stomachache.” He took a small orange vial from his pocket and threw it to Rhen. “You have a hangover. Take one of these and you’ll feel better.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Rhen opened the bottle and poured the entire container of pills into his mouth. 
 
    Aaron, who was sitting to his left, reached over to stop him. “Just one, Rhen. Not the whole bottle.” Rhen spit out most of the pills into his napkin while Charlie said, “I would’ve taken the whole bottle too, if I had a bunch of women screaming obscenities around me after drinking as much as you did.” 
 
    Rhen laughed then winced in pain. Layla was now throwing sandwiches at Ceceta, who was blocking them with her plate, screaming that she hated Layla.  
 
    “Layla!” Rhen barked, startling everyone. “Leave now.” Layla flew over the table and plunged her ghostly form back into Rhen’s body. 
 
    Ceceta marched back to her seat and glared at Rhen. I’m furious with you, she signed. She was so angry, her hand motions were clipped, making it hard for Mary to understand them. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rhen said. 
 
    Ceceta straightened her robes. You should have known it wasn’t me. When was the last time I bit you while we were making love? 
 
    Charlie coughed and reached out to distract Mary so she couldn’t tell Lilly what Ceceta had signed. He didn’t think it was appropriate for everyone to hear the details of Rhen’s sex life. He hesitated, though, when he noticed that all of the Genisters were in the room. What was going on? Was Rhen in trouble? He hadn’t checked the future in a while, although in actuality none of them could see Themrock’s life clearly. But it seemed something was about to happen. Why else were the Genisters present?  
 
    I stopped as soon as you did. Even in my condition, it dawned on me that something wasn’t right. I’m sorry, Rhen signed. 
 
    Ceceta glared at Rhen. I think you want to have relations with her.  
 
    Rhen’s eyes widened. What? Are you crazy? What do you think Themrock’s going to do to me when he finds out that I’ve made love to his wife? I’m supposed to be protecting him, but the minute he finds out what I’ve done, he’s going to chop me up into tiny pieces. 
 
    Charlie could see some of the Genisters chuckling as they listened to Lilly’s transmission of Rhen’s signs. Again, he wondered if he should stop Mary. It didn’t seem right for them to be listening in on Rhen and Ceceta’s private conversation. 
 
    Ceceta felt like hitting Rhen. If I were you, I’d be more worried about your own wife right now. Who cares about Themrock and his cheating, nasty, evil wife? If you ask me, he gets what he deserves. If he was stupid enough to marry her, then it’s his own damn fault. I just don’t understand how you couldn’t tell that it wasn’t me. 
 
    Rhen sighed. Love. She’s studied you for years. She knows how you move and how you react to things. It’s almost impossible for me to know when she’s taken over you. Besides, last night I ate... I mean, drank something that totally caught me off guard. I didn’t know what was going on. It was very unpleasant to be so out of control. Believe me, I will never touch it again. 
 
    Ceceta turned her head away from him. I still think that deep down, you’re trying to get rid of me and this is your subconscious way of knocking me off. 
 
    Rhen reached out to turn her face towards him, then signed, Cece, I love you more than anything in the Universe. Except for the kids, of course. He grinned, but Ceceta continued to glare at him. You’re my life, he added, putting his hands over his heart. 
 
    Ceceta turned away again. She was too angry to forgive him just yet. 
 
    They ate in silence while the elves made small talk. “So, Rhen,” Reed said. “What are your plans?” 
 
    Rhen placed his napkin by his plate and leaned back in his chair. “Plans? Business as usual, I guess. Why?” 
 
    Reed had simply wanted to get him talking. The room’s atmosphere had been too gloomy. “I was just wondering if you’d be taking a vacation after everything you went through.” 
 
    Ceceta perked up. She loved the idea and jumped on it. “We haven’t had a vacation in ages. Let’s do it.” Rhen nodded. He was happy that she was talking to him again. “Two weeks?” Ceceta pushed. Rhen laughed at the twinkle in her eye.  
 
    “I don’t think you can be away from the kids for two weeks,” he said teasingly. 
 
    Ceceta snorted. “You want to bet?”  
 
    Rhen shifted his chair so he could face her. “Sure.” 
 
    Ceceta grinned. She knew she was going to win this one. “Good. If I have to see the kids first, you win… a Neptian backrub every night for three weeks.” 
 
    Rhen closed his eyes as a dreamy expression came over his face. Ceceta hadn’t given him a backrub since before the kids. In fact, they hadn’t been very intimate at all, since the kids had entered their lives. “Sounds good. And if I have to see the kids first, you win…. what do you want?”  
 
    Ceceta knew just what she wanted. “I want you to kill Layla.” 
 
    Rhen groaned. Just when things had been going so well. “I can’t do that. She’s Themrock’s wife.” 
 
    Ceceta put her hands on her hips. “Well, that’s the only thing I want.” 
 
    Rhen sighed. He had no idea how to kill Layla. In fact, he thought she was already dead. After all, her body was translucent. 
 
    Rhen sat staring at his plate, pondering what to do. He couldn’t remove Layla, but maybe there was something else he could give Ceceta instead. “You know, champagne is powerful stuff. Last night was like an awakening. Ideas that have been lurking around in the back of my mind became clear. Parts of my powers that were always a mystery, suddenly seemed simple. I was going to try this out in private, but maybe I’ll give it to you now as a gift.” 
 
    “Give what to me?” Ceceta asked hesitantly. His words had thrown up a red flag. Sirens were going off in her head. This was bad. 
 
    Charlie glanced at the Genisters. They were no longer floating in the air but standing by the babbling brook. Whatever was coming would be happening soon. He wondered if he should stop Rhen, but the others didn’t seem concerned, merely curious. 
 
    Rhen shook his finger at Ceceta. “I can’t tell you what. That’d be cheating. But it’s something you want. Something that’ll make you happy.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want it.” Ceceta was worried that whatever Rhen was about to do would make him remember he was Themrock. She didn’t like the fact that his powers didn’t seem so mysterious to him anymore. From the change in Bosternd’s posture, she could see he felt the same way. 
 
    “You do want it, and maybe, after I give it to you, you’ll forgive me for last night.” Rhen rose from his seat and stepped away from the table. 
 
    “Love, I forgive you. Please. I don’t want it. Please, sit down.” She reached out to stop him, but he evaded her grasp. 
 
    Bosternd tried to help. “Rhen, maybe this isn’t the time.” 
 
    Rhen waved a hand at him. “It’s fine. Ceceta’s going to love it.” He took a few steps away from the table and stretched out his arms, splaying his fingers. His actions were unusual and they scared Ceceta even more. Rhen didn’t need to use movements to work his powers. What was happening? Was Themrock tired of being Rhen? Was he going to bring his memories back? She wished she hadn’t been fighting with Layla. Maybe she’d pushed him to this point.  
 
    “Rhen, please, stop. I forgive you. Please, don’t do what you’re about to do,” she begged, terrified that she was about to lose him. 
 
    Layla must have thought the same thing, because she flew out of Rhen’s body and hovered by the table, looking excited. 
 
    Rhen ignored Ceceta. “Ready?”  
 
    “No!” Ceceta screamed. She stepped forward to stop him but Rhen used his powers to force her back into her seat.  
 
    “What’s the matter? I promise you’ll like it. Just watch.” He closed his eyes and swung his arms around in a circle then clapped his palms together in front of him and lowered his head. 
 
    “Please, Rhen! Don’t do it!” Ceceta tried to get out of her chair, but Rhen had used his powers to keep her glued to her seat. “I don’t want to lose you,” she begged. “Please, stop!” 
 
    “Rhen, this is a bad idea,” Bosternd said as Charlie rose from his seat.  
 
    “Hush,” Rhen barked at Bosternd before forcing Charlie back into his seat with his powers. 
 
    A white light had begun to appear between Rhen’s palms. Rhen lifted his head, when a humming sound filled the room. “Here it goes.” There was a change in pressure, then Rhen opened his hands. At once a flash of blue light filled the room, blinding everyone. It was over in seconds.  
 
    When Bosternd regained his vision, he saw Rhen helping Ceceta up off her chair. He didn’t look like Themrock, other than his long hair, but he had gotten that this morning. There was movement behind Rhen. Bosternd shifted in his seat and gasped. A large group of Neptians, wearing dated clothing, were looking around the room curiously. Bosternd recognized them at once. They were Ceceta’s family. The same one’s who’d been killed trying to rescue her from Punishment Island when she was a girl. There was a huffing sound. Bosternd leaned over farther and his jaw dropped as Noctav stepped into view. Rhen had brought them all back from the time after. “Holy dristar beast,” Bosternd said to himself.  
 
    Ceceta pushed her blond hair out of her eyes and lunged herself at Rhen, breathing in his sweet Giy flower scent. He was still there. He hadn’t turned into Themrock. Thank the Gods. “Do you like my gift?” Ceceta nodded, her face plastered to his chest. Rhen chuckled. “You didn’t see it. Open your eyes.”  
 
    Ceceta did as he asked and felt a pain in her chest. No. It wasn’t possible. 
 
    “Surprise,” Rhen said, his arms wide. “I told you you’d like it.” 
 
    “Ceceta? Rhen?” an older Neptian man asked, stepping towards them.  
 
    Ceceta started to shake. “You’re dead. You’ve been dead for years.” 
 
    “What?” Charlie asked, as the skin on the back of his neck prickled. No Genister, not even Themrock, could bring someone back from the time after. He sniffed the air. Tetong. The strangers smelled like Themrock’s palace, Tetong. They’d never been killed. Themrock had whisked them into Tetong instead of letting them die, holding them there while allowing everyone here to think they were dead. Clever. Very clever.  
 
    Ceceta started to cry. Her parents rushed forward to comfort her. As they soothed her, Rhen’s face dropped. He’d thought she’d be happy with his present, but instead she was crying. 
 
    Charlie rubbed his temple. How the hell had he done it? Somehow Themrock had used his full powers without tapping into his memories. Charlie was at a loss. Did Rhen really think he was bringing people back from the time after? From the looks on the faces of the others Genisters, Charlie could see that they’d thought Rhen would be turning into Themrock today. That’s why they’d landed on the ground. They’d guessed wrong. Themrock had outsmarted all of them. 
 
    By now, most of Ceceta’s family was crying. Rhen stepped away from them looking horrified. When Ceceta’s father called out to him, Charlie realized he’d better do something. He couldn’t let Ceceta’s dad tell Rhen that they’d been in Tetong or it might bring Themrock forward. He jumped to his feet and ran around the table just as Ceceta’s father said, “I had hoped you’d bring us–”  
 
    Charlie barged between them. “Hey, wow! You’re Ceceta’s family? That’s amazing. We have so much to tell you about your wonderful daughter.” He threw his arm around Ceceta’s dad and smiled as Bosternd appeared by Ceceta’s mom. Good thing Bosternd was quick on the uptake. Together, they escorted Ceceta and her family out of the room. 
 
    Rhen’s eyes fell on Noctav, who’d been left standing alone. He stepped forward, inclining his head. “I’m sorry, Noctav. I was wrong. I made a decision with my eyes and not my mind. By order of the Code, my actions have put my fate in your hands.” 
 
    Noctav closed his eyes, his whiskers quivering. He was glad to see Rhen obeying the Code Book. Themrock wasn’t always so obedient. “Bend over and lower your tunic from your left shoulder.” Rhen did as he was told. Noctav bit him on the shoulder, drawing blood, then licked the wound twice, so it would heal, leaving a scar. When he pulled back, he was grinning like he was proud of something. “You will wear this mark in memory of your mistake, so you will not repeat your actions.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Rhen rose and slipped his tunic back over his shoulder. “I will wear your scar in memory.” He was pleased to have gotten off so easily and wanted to get away from Noctav, in case he changed his mind. 
 
    Ceceta ran back into the room. She spotted Rhen and rushed forward, jumping into his arms. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I love you so much. You’re amazing.” 
 
    “So, you’re happy?” Rhen asked, feeling relieved, as Ceceta kissed him repeatedly. 
 
    Ceceta laughed. “Yes! I’m ecstatic! Oh, and my parents were thrilled to learn that they still had their home. I told them you had bought it and kept it in good condition.” 
 
    “That’s great. Are they going there now?” 
 
    “No. They’re going to stay here for the night to celebrate. They’ll return home tomorrow.” She squealed and squeezed him again. “This is so exciting. Are you coming?” She turned and raced towards the door to go on the tour of the Wood Elf castle that Charlie had arranged for her family.  
 
    “No,” Rhen called out. “I’ll wait for you here.” Ceceta blew him a kiss then disappeared. 
 
    Layla flew back into Rhen’s body as he returned to his seat. Smiling at Aaron, Rhen said, “I think she likes–” 
 
    A black whip lashed out from above, wrapping itself around Rhen’s wrist and jerking him out of his chair. Rhen flew across the table like a rag doll into a rocky outcropping near the brook. Before anyone could react, someone screamed, “You think you can use your powers and just fade away.” Aaron watched in horror as Therol turned visible. He was floating in the air by the other Genisters. It appeared he’d been watching Rhen this whole time.  
 
    Therol swung Rhen backwards into the wall by the bathrooms. Thellis and the others threw powerballs at Therol, but he dodged them. “You can’t keep doing that. It’s not right. You’re breaking the rules.” Therol swung Rhen back over the Thestrans’ heads into a tree on the opposite side of the table.  
 
    The tigers leapt into the air to try to grab Therol, but he flew higher to escape. Their efforts paid off, though, because they distracted Therol long enough for Rhen to free himself from the whip. “What are you talking about? What do you want?” Rhen asked, while clenching and unclenching his right hand to get the feeling to return to his fingers. His eyes scanned the room. The last time he’d met Therol, Thaster hadn’t been far behind.  
 
    “What do I want? What do I want!?” Therol yelled. “Don’t tell me this is going to keep running the same course. You must have broken the rules just now. You can’t keep hiding.” The tigers were getting desperate. It looked like Therol was about to tell Rhen the truth. “I’m so damned tired of this!” Therol flew at Rhen in a rage. Just as he was about to hit Rhen in the stomach, Thaster’s red ghostly image appeared next to Rhen. “Stop!” he bellowed. 
 
    Instantly, Therol changed form, becoming ethereal. Instead of striking Rhen, he flew through him instead. He ended up knocking Layla out of Rhen’s body. She hit the ground, gasping for air. Therol’s focus changed immediately. As Thaster rose higher to escape the tigers, Therol flew around Layla in his ethereal form. “If it isn’t Themrock’s beautiful wife,” he mocked. Layla scrambled back and forth, trying to avoid him, her body leaving a ghostly residue of glowing white mist behind her. She was clearly still stunned. Rhen didn’t know what to do. He had no argument with Therol that he knew of, and it was the Genisters’ duty to protect Themrock’s wife, not his.  
 
    “I’ve been wondering where you were all these years,” Therol said. “Can’t get enough of this guy, huh?” He nodded his head towards Rhen. “So, how are you gorgeous?” Layla dodged Therol’s hand as he reached for her. “Still playing hard to get?” Layla snarled, making Therol laugh. “I don’t understand what you see in him. What has Themrock given you? Nothing. Years of loneliness and neglect. Is that how a husband should behave? You can’t still prefer him to me, can you?” 
 
    Bosternd grunted. So that was it. Therol’s fight with Themrock was over Layla. By the Gods, he couldn’t believe it. It was no wonder the Genisters hadn’t told him. They were probably embarrassed that two of their own were battling over a mere mortal woman. And for centuries! 
 
    “Do you?” Therol asked again, his voice sounding hopeful. It suddenly occurred to everyone watching that if Layla accepted Therol, his fight with Themrock would be over. They held their breath, hoping she’d choose him, but instead Layla stuck her tongue out at Therol then zipped back into Rhen’s body.  
 
    Therol shook with rage. He turned on Rhen, prepared to fight, but he’d been so distracted by Layla that he hadn’t noticed Noctav sneaking up on him. Before he could move, Noctav lunged. 
 
    Noctav grabbed Therol’s ghostly body up into his mouth. He couldn’t kill Therol in this state, but he could detain him while his men got Rhen to safety. 
 
    “Wait,” Rhen said, struggling against the tigers, who were pushing him towards the door. “What are you doing? I have to stay. I have to protect everyone. Stop!” Rhen’s protests halted abruptly when a blue helmet appeared on his head. It was the same helmet Thestrst had put on Rhen and the Black Angel when their ankle bracelet had been sounding off. Rhen struggled to take the helmet off while the tigers circled him, keeping him safe.  
 
    Charlie entered the room behind them. “Looks like I might have missed some stuff.” 
 
    Thaster flew over towards Noctav, his red powers swirling in the air. “You can release Therol. I won’t let him kill Rhen.” Noctav gave Thaster an incredulous look. Thaster shrugged. He understood the tiger’s hesitancy. Glancing at Therol, he said, “You can’t hurt Rhen. I need him.” 
 
    Therol struggled in Noctav’s grasp, hoping to break free. Glaring up at Thaster, he hissed, “I can and I will. He broke the rules. He used Themrock’s memories and powers to bring back Ceceta’s family.” 
 
    Thaster shook his ghostly red head. “He didn’t break the rules. He… bent them a little, just like you did when you created Loreth to go after him. The Code Book still stands.” 
 
    “The book’s a farce. It needs to be burned.”  
 
    “It holds true and you will follow it,” Thaster barked, his red powers flaring around him. 
 
    “I don’t believe in it anymore,” Therol snapped. 
 
    Thaster wanted to strike Therol, but if he did, he might hurt Noctav and he needed Noctav to protect Rhen. “It doesn’t matter if you believe it. You read it and you signed it. Just like the rest of us. It’s law.”  
 
    Charlie was stunned. Thaster was fighting for them? What had happened to the man who enjoyed torturing innocent creatures? 
 
    Therol growled and fought against Noctav. “I never should have signed that book.” 
 
    “You never should have attacked Themrock,” Thamber yelled. “How could you turn against one of us over a stupid mortal?” Therol laughed and Thamber’s temper flared. She used her golden powers to form knives, which she threw at Therol. 
 
    “Look out!” Thaster warned Noctav. 
 
    Noctav dodged Thamber’s knives just in time, but he lost his grip on Therol. 
 
    As soon as Therol broke free, he flew up into the air and launched a purple powerball at Rhen. The energy blast was absorbed by the tigers surrounding him. 
 
    “Enough,” Thaster barked using his powers to amplify his voice. The mortals winced. “Therol, you can’t kill Rhen. I won’t let you. Not until I find out how he had children.” 
 
    Therol snorted. “I can’t believe it. You actually love your wife, don’t you.”  
 
    Thaster didn’t need to reply. It was obvious. When Therol threw another powerball towards Rhen, Thaster’s red form began to expand, his powers swelling around him. “You need to leave,” he told Therol, as he pulled more and more power from Hell. It hurt, but he was determined to protect Themrock. 
 
    “No,” Therol snapped.  
 
    Thaster thrust his powers forward. They descended on Therol like an angry roiling wave. Instantly, Therol disappeared. 
 
    “Where did he go?” Bosternd asked. 
 
    “Universe 11,” Thamber said.  
 
    They heard Thaster sigh with relief. He’d returned his powers to Hell as soon as Therol had left. Noctav took a step towards him and Thaster raised his hand. “I’m going. I won’t hurt Rhen.” A moment later, he disappeared through a vortex of swirling red lights. 
 
    “Holy Gods,” Thellis said. “That was unusual.” Charlie laughed in agreement. Who would have thought that Thaster would be on their side? 
 
    Rhen was still struggling to remove the helmet on his head. Noctav growled at Thestrst, “You can take it off him now.”  
 
    Thestrst’s orange powers reached out and pulled the helmet from Rhen. As soon as it came off, Rhen dropped to the floor. “I put him to sleep and erased this part of his memory. I think it’s for the best,” Thestrst told the tigers as they glared at him. Noctav’s tail swished. Clearly, he disagreed.  
 
    When Charlie and Bosternd picked up Rhen to put him in one of the bedrooms, they saw Ceceta watching from the doorway. Her face looked drained. “I guess he shouldn’t have brought my parents back.”  
 
    Charlie was about to tell her it was fine, but Noctav answered. “Perhaps, but his actions showed us that Themrock is going to let Rhen use his full powers before he restores his memory.” 
 
    “I just hope that Rhen doesn’t notice it when his powers glow blue,” she said.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Delegate Te’s Office – Thestran Royal Palace 
 
      
 
    Loreth flew into Te’s study in the Thestran royal palace. “There you are,” Te said, rising to his feet. “We’ve got a problem. James has been leaving me messages, asking me about my connection to The Supreme. I don’t know why he would do that since I have no connection to The Supreme.” 
 
    Loreth glanced at the man sitting in casual clothes to the right of Te’s desk. The Supreme looked younger out of his robes. His eyes were closed as if he were sleeping, but Loreth could hear his heart racing. He peeked into The Supreme’s mind and saw that the man was barely holding himself back from killing Te. Loreth chuckled. He felt the same way. It was extremely difficult to spend any time in Te’s presence these days. 
 
    “Rhen has his powers back,” Loreth said.  
 
    The Supreme opened his eyes. Loreth had forced him to send his disciples into the cave in the Wood Elf forest to search for Rhen’s powers. He’d been convinced that while Themrock had hidden his powers from the Genisters, he had probably left them visible to mere mortals. Loreth had been wrong. He’d lost not only his disciples but his position as well. 
 
    “I don’t know who this Supreme is,” Te repeated. 
 
    Loreth stepped back from Te. The man was standing too close. “I understand, Te.” He wondered briefly if Te had ever been sane. He’d seemed it, when they’d first met. It didn’t matter now, however. He would use Te’s mental illness to his benefit. “I need you for a special mission that’s very important. Only you can do it.” He watched Te’s chest rise with pride. “I need you to take…” Loreth pointed at The Supreme. 
 
    “My son, Yfetb?” Te asked. 
 
    Loreth nodded. He wondered if Te had changed The Supreme into Yfetb in his mind because he missed his son or if he’d done it because Yfetb was something from his past. “Take Yfetb to the Wood Elf castle. Find out where they put Rhen. I understand he’s sleeping–” 
 
    Te interrupted. “Right now? He’s sleeping? But it’s just after lunch.” 
 
    “He’s lazy, Te,” Loreth said. “Nothing like you, a hardworking, important person.”  
 
    Te nodded vigorously. “I always thought the Surpen King was lazy.” 
 
    “Right.” Loreth waved for The Supreme to approach. “Take Yfetb to Rhen. Yfetb has a vital mission that he must perform. Do you understand?” Te nodded and turned to get his jacket. Loreth pulled The Supreme towards him and whispered, “Te is above suspicion. He will get you through the guards surrounding Rhen. Once you kill Rhen, Themrock will be able to return and he will bless you for coming to his aid.” 
 
    “As it should be,” The Supreme whispered. 
 
    Loreth patted the man on his shoulder. “We’re counting on you.”  
 
    “Shall we go, Yfetb?” Te asked walking up to them.  
 
    Loreth held out his hand. “Your mission is so important Te that it’d be wrong of me not to use my powers to send you to the castle.” 
 
    “Right,” Te said. He blinked and noticed he was now standing in one of the hallways inside the Wood Elf castle. Reaching out, he caught the sleeve of an elf who was just passing by. “Where is Rhen? It’s very important that I find him. I’ve been sent on a crucial mission.” 
 
    The elf had seen Te and the cloaked man beside him arrive in the hallway. He assumed Te was speaking the truth, since only the Genisters could move people that way. “He’s upstairs in the fifth bedroom past the zip-line room. 
 
    “Zip-line room?” 
 
    The elf nodded. “You can’t miss it. There are harnesses on racks outside it.” 
 
    Te snorted and marched off. He had places to be.  
 
    The Supreme followed Te up the stairs. He was careful to keep his hood lowered so no one would recognize him. Te marched past the Wood Elf soldiers at the entrance to the hall, then bluffed his way past two Genisters. He was stopped, though, at the entrance to Rhen’s room. As Te spoke with Rhen’s guard elves and a few Surpens, The Supreme backed quietly into Rhen’s room. He shut the door behind him and turned around. Rhen lay on a bed of ferns in the center of the room. His Neptian whore was sitting beside him reading a book. She lifted her head and frowned at the sight of him. “Who are you?” 
 
    The Supreme walked towards her. “I’ve been sent by Estan. He wants to be sure that you are comfortable.” When the woman opened her mouth to take a breath to respond, he slammed his hand under her chin. Her jaw snapped shut and she lost consciousness. Blood dripped down the sides of her mouth as she slumped backwards on her chair. She’d probably bitten off part of her tongue. 
 
    The Supreme stepped forward, towards Rhen. He pulled a blue dagger out of his inner pocket. Loreth had told him it was Genister steel which meant Rhen couldn’t heal from it. He placed the dagger on the far side of Rhen’s throat. “For Themrock,” he whispered, before jerking his hand towards him. For some reason though, he couldn’t move his hand. He tried again and again to slice Rhen’s neck with the dagger, but his hand wouldn’t move. Gods, he thought, what’s happening? 
 
    “You didn’t really think that I believed it when you left, did you?”  
 
    The Supreme looked up and gasped as Thaster’s red form floated down beside Rhen’s bed. “Come on out, Therol. I know you’re there.” 
 
    “Therol?” The Supreme repeated. 
 
    Therol screamed and flew out of The Supreme’s pocket.  
 
    At once the door to the bedroom opened as the tigers rushed in. “How did you get in here?” Noctav growled. “We sealed this room.” 
 
    “When all of the Genisters in the Universe gather together, Themrock provides amnesty so that even Genisters, like me, can attend,” Thaster said. “Therol was kind enough to show me that part of the Code Book. You can’t seal us out of the Wood Elf castle, unless some of the other Genisters leave. The mortal was able to enter the room because he was carrying Therol.” 
 
    “Kill him!” Therol yelled at The Supreme. 
 
    The Supreme struggled to break free from whatever was holding him. “I can’t move my hand.” 
 
    Thaster grunted. “Of course not.” A thin tendril of Thaster’s red powers flowed out from his body towards The Supreme, piercing his stomach. The Supreme screamed as his body morphed into that of a hell slave. “This one’s mine,” Thaster told the tigers, before disappearing with his new slave.  
 
    “He saved Themrock?” Therol was incredulous. “How could he do that?” He glanced at the tigers, who were standing beneath him then disappeared as well. 
 
    “Heal Ceceta,” Bosternd yelled. Jack got to her first. He used his powers to heal her then woke her up. As Bosternd told her what had happened, the others surrounded Te. “I have an important task,” Te told them. “Yfetb needs to help Rhen.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Sarah asked.  
 
    “His mind is all over the place,” Thellis said. “I think he might be insane.” 
 
    “Do you know who I know?” Te said. “I’m friends with Themrock. He calls me to ask for advice.” 
 
    “Take him away,” Noctav said. 
 
    Reed reached for Te’s arm. He’d notify the Neptian royal family to see if they had a hospital that might hold Te. The man shouldn’t be left alone. He was obviously a danger to himself and others. He’d have to be confined for the rest of his life.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhen woke up to find himself lying on a bed of ferns in one of the Wood Elves’ bedrooms. He was groggy and his body felt heavy. He heard a page turn and looked to his right. Ceceta was sitting beside him, reading a magazine. “Is that one of Crystam’s?” he asked with concern. 
 
    Ceceta lifted her head and smiled. “No.” She put the magazine down and leaned over onto the fern bed. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Tired.” He lifted his right arm, inviting her to join him. Ceceta crawled up onto the bed and snuggled in beside him. She kissed his neck and rubbed her hand on his chest. “What happened to me? The last thing I remember, we were greeting your family.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Ceceta lifted herself up on one elbow to kiss his nose. “Nothing happened to you. You were still tired from the champagne but didn’t realize it. When you brought my family back, it exhausted you so you decided to take a nap. You barely made it here before passing out.” 
 
    Rhen didn’t know why, but he didn’t believe her. Something about her story didn’t make sense. “No, Cece.” He sat up and swung his legs off the other side of the bed. “I don’t remember that. I think I would have remembered that.” 
 
    Ceceta felt a prickle of fear in her chest. Rhen had never doubted her in the past. Why was he questioning her now? She reached out to stroke his back, feeling his muscles tighten from her contact. “I don’t know why you don’t remember. Maybe because you were so exhausted?” 
 
    Rhen turned back to stare at her. Why was she lying to him? He was tempted to read her mind, but a voice inside his head told him to accept Ceceta’s story. He shook his head to clear it then stood up to put on his weapons belt. Ceceta chatted behind him about irrelevant issues, until he was ready to go. They stepped out of the room to find the guard elves, tigers and Genisters waiting for them. “Are you feeling better after your nap?” Thellis asked. Rhen frowned. Thellis’ tone made it sound like he was lying, too.  
 
    “Shall we head to dinner?” Bosternd asked.  
 
    They passed a group of Wood Elves in the hallway, who stopped to ask him if he was feeling more rested now. Rhen growled at them and they moved on. 
 
    Bosternd gave Ceceta a look. She shook her head. Something was off. Rhen wasn’t acting right. 
 
    When they arrived in the dining hall, a different set of elves asked Rhen if he had slept well. That’s it, Rhen thought. Everyone was asking him the same question, as if they’d been briefed. Rhen grabbed Jack and phased the two of them to another planet. 
 
    “Hell,” Bosternd said.  
 
    Noctav sat down on his haunches with his eyes closed, smiling. “When I bit Rhen, I put a locating device under his skin. I knew it would be useful, but I hadn’t realized how soon we were going to need it.” He focused his mind on the device in Rhen’s shoulder. “Where are you going?” he mumbled to himself, while watching the solar systems pass by. “Ha.” He opened his eyes and turned to the others. “They’re on Tholus in System 38.” 
 
    “Should we go to him?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “No. Let him be. He’ll be fine there,” Noctav said. 
 
    Jack stared at his surroundings. He’d never been to this place before. They were standing on a lush tropical island with two suns. The ocean water before them was blue but the sand under their feet was an off-green color. It was warm and the air smelled like Crithnian coconuts. “This is nice. Do you come here often?” He wasn’t sure why Rhen had taken him away from the others, but he knew he would tell him when he was ready. 
 
    “Sometimes.” Rhen sat down on the beach. “I like it.” 
 
    “I guess we’re not in System 3 anymore?” 
 
    Rhen snorted. “No. Somewhere else.” 
 
    Jack sat down next to Rhen on the sand. They watched the waves in silence for a while. He could tell Rhen was thinking, so he lay down to wait. Within a matter of minutes, he was asleep. Rhen lowered himself down onto the sand beside Jack to watch the clouds. When a gull screeched over their heads, Jack jerked awake. “Oh, sorry.” He sat up and rubbed his eyes, yawning. “How long was I out?” 
 
    Rhen shrugged. “I’m not sure, but dinner is definitely over by now.” 
 
    Jack stood up to stretch. He was ready to get back to Thestran. Maybe Rhen needed an invitation to begin. “So, why did you bring me here?”  
 
    Studying the waves, Rhen said, “For the truth.” 
 
    Jack smiled, although he wasn’t at all at ease. Gods. What truth did Rhen want from him? What if he said the wrong thing and messed everything up? Why had Rhen picked him and not Bosternd or Ceceta? Trying to make light of the situation, he asked, “Truth or dare?”  
 
    Rhen’s eyes narrowed as he looked up at Jack. “What?” 
 
    “Truth or dare. You ask a question of someone and then, if they don’t want to tell you the truth, you make them do a dare, something they don’t want to do, because it will embarrass them.”  
 
    Rhen shook his head. “You have the weirdest elfin games.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “So, do you want to play?”  
 
    “No. Not today.” After a brief pause, Rhen asked, “What happened to me after lunch?” He’d chosen Jack, because the boy was young and out of all of his friends, he thought Jack would be the most likely to crack and tell him the truth, even if he’d been counseled not to.  
 
    Jack had been expecting this question, so without hesitation, he said, “You were tired so you went to sleep.” 
 
    “The truth,” Rhen said. 
 
    Jack’s smile looked painful. He clearly wasn’t comfortable with the conversation. “You were really, really tired so you went to sleep?” 
 
    Rhen waited. 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said with a sigh, his mind had been running through different explanations until he’d reached one he thought Rhen would accept. “You passed out.” Rhen remained silent, so Jack continued, “We didn’t want to tell you, because you’ve been doing it a lot lately and we don’t want you to worry. We’re trying to find out what’s wrong with you.”  
 
    When Rhen relaxed, Jack realized he believed it. Thank the Gods. 
 
    Rhen grabbed a handful of sand and tossed it towards the water. “How are you trying to figure out what’s wrong with me?” 
 
    Jack bit his lip, frowning, as if he didn’t want to tell Rhen. “We’ve been keeping track of when you pass out to see if something is triggering it.” 
 
    Rhen realized that that would explain why Ceceta had seemed worried. “So, do you know what’s causing it?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re a pain in the ass.” Rhen reached out to smack Jack on the leg. He laughed and danced away from him. “No, we don’t know why you passed out today or why you passed out in the elfin castles or why you passed out after…”  There was a sound behind them. Jack turned to investigate and found that Rhen had returned them to the Wood Elf castle. “We’re back?” 
 
    “Yes. Ceceta’s family has decided to spend the night. The elves have arranged a massive party for them. I figured you’d want to come back to celebrate.” 
 
    “Absolutely. Which way to the party?” Rhen pointed down the hallway. Jack hesitated. It looked like Rhen was planning on going the opposite direction. He opened his mouth to see what Rhen’s plans were when Rhen disappeared.  
 
    With a shake of his head, Jack ran off towards the party to tell everyone what had happened. 
 
    Rhen returned to the Wood Elf castle later that night. He appeared beside Ceceta, startling her. Noctav had told everyone that Rhen had been sitting alone in Surpen’s desert. The afternoon’s activities had upset him. Ceceta and the others had gone over everything in their minds, but they couldn’t figure out why he was fighting against their explanations. Perhaps Thestrst hadn’t removed enough of his memory? Whatever it was, Rhen’s behavior was unsettling. 
 
    When Ceceta reached out to dust some of Surpen’s brown sand off her husband’s disheveled blue tunic, Rhen used his powers to change into his formal attire for the party. “Thanks,” she said, giving him a kiss. She hoped he was over whatever it was that had been upsetting him.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Ceceta put her arm around Rhen’s waist. “We’re ready.” Her family was lined up in front of them in the Wood Elves’ front hall, waiting for Rhen to use his powers to send them home to Neptian.  
 
    “Ah… Ceceta,” Rhen said, removing her arm. “There’s something I need to do. I’ll follow you later.” Without waiting for a response, he sent her and her family to Neptian. He smiled, imagining her cursing him out. Sometimes it was fun to make her angry. Rhen pointed at Jack. “Can I visit your castle now?”  
 
    Jack paled. He didn’t want Rhen to visit his home, not after how sick Rhen had been after opening the Wood Elf castle. “It’s… well. It’s not really a good day to visit.” 
 
    Rhen raised one eyebrow. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because we need to… clean the castle.”  
 
    Charlie dropped his head into his hands, when he heard Jack’s answer. He should have spoken up first.  
 
    “Right.” Rhen crossed his arms in front of his chest and waited. 
 
    “You see, we have a really dirty castle and if you show up now, you won’t be able to appreciate it,” Jack added. 
 
    Rhen grunted, then turned around to look at the Air Elf castle behind him. “It doesn’t look dirty to me,” he said as the castle lurched from his presence. 
 
    “Ha, ha… ha,” Jack laughed falsely. “Well, will you look at that. They cleaned it up fast.” 
 
    The Air Elf castle was located on the top of Mount Celestial, the tallest mountain on Thestran. It was a gorgeous, albeit, cold setting and the Air Elves had mixed emotions about their home. During the day, the sun warmed the stones that comprised the castle’s walls, keeping the elves warm, but at night that heat dissipated and the wind beat against them without mercy. Most of the Air Elves had reddish, wind-burnt skin. They wore layers of clothing at night and wind jackets during the day. The Air Elves had no form of agriculture but relied on trade with their neighbors to get the goods they needed to survive. Like the other elfin tribes, they had sold off the artifacts and antiques that Themrock had given them in order to pay for their food and supplies. Their castle’s walls and chambers, once decorated with elaborate paintings and furnishings, were for the most part bare. 
 
    The Air Elf castle shuddered again, as Rhen took a step up the wide, white, marble stairs that led to the front entrance. “Is it safe?” Rhen asked Jack, catching himself. 
 
    “Yes,” Jack said with a nod. He noticed that Rhen hadn’t brought the tigers with them. “It’s just an earthquake.” 
 
    Rhen squinted at him. “You mean… windshake? Is that common? How do you steady your castle during storms if tiny gusts cause you to shake?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Jack had no idea what he was talking about. Someone tugged on his white and blue cape. “What?” he snapped. Turning around, he saw Sarah pointing out into the distance. Jack’s mouth dropped open. Mount Celestial was gone. Everything was gone. His home was no longer on the ground, but seemed to be floating on clouds. “Oh,” Jack breathed out. “Yes, windshake, right.” 
 
    They stumbled again as the castle lurched to the right, moving eastward through the sky. 
 
    The Air Elves were now flocking out of their home, gathering in groups around the edges of their cloud. They stared down at the ground with awe, while their castle flew through the air. The sun felt warmer and the winds were less fierce now that their home was moving in conjunction with them. 
 
    Jack’s parents, Chaster and Din, arrived in a tizzy. It seemed that Rhen’s arrival had coincided with their getting dressed. Chaster had shaved only half of his face and his short, graying brown hair was standing straight up, while Din’s brown hair was soaking wet, as if she’d run out of the shower and hadn’t even had a chance to towel dry it. 
 
    Rhen raised his eyebrow at the royal couple’s appearance but kept his mouth shut. He knew he was intruding. 
 
    "Rhen," Chaster exclaimed, rushing up to him. "How are you? What a surprise. You remember my wife, Din?" 
 
    "Of course." Rhen bowed in greeting. "It's nice to see both of you. I'm sorry for my intrusion." 
 
    Chaster shook a hand at Rhen. "No intrusion at all. Please, do come in. Have you had breakfast?" 
 
    As they turned to walk up the stairs, the white marble stone walls of the Air Elf castle began to shimmer, as if they were a mirage, then disappeared. Even the steps under their feet had become invisible. The elves could feel the stone underneath them, but it appeared as if they were standing on a cloud. “Uh,” Chaster grunted, while squinting towards where his castle used to be. He didn’t know what to do. Where had his castle gone? What was he supposed to say now? 
 
    Rhen thought Chaster was waiting for his response. "Yes, we had breakfast. Thank you for asking." He pointed over towards where the castle had been a moment ago, and added, “Thellis told me you could turn invisible, but I didn’t know your castle could too. That’s fantastic. What a great way to protect your people.” Chaster bit his lower lip and stumbled on the stairs. Rhen caught him, steadying him, before they moved on. “How do you know where to go in?” he asked, when they neared where he thought the castle’s entrance would be located. 
 
    “Years of practice,” Jack said with a smile. This lie was at least better than his last one. He glanced over at Charlie, who winked at him with approval, before he stepped past Rhen into his castle, disappearing. 
 
    “Amazing!” Rhen couldn’t see Jack at all. He gestured towards the door, his eyes on Chaster and Din. “Please, after you.” 
 
    Holding hands, they followed in Jack’s footsteps. Once they passed through the stone entranceway into their home, they found they could see it again. The inside of the castle was visible. “Wow,” Chaster whispered. The floors were made out of what could only be firm clouds, the walls were clear stones and the ceilings were invisible. Din raised an arm to shade her eyes from the sun. “It’s bright.”  
 
    Rhen appeared beside them. “Oh, look.” He bent down and picked up a silver coin then tossed it to Chaster. “I’d heard that happens a lot.” 
 
    “What happens?” Sarah asked.  
 
    “Dragons roost on the outer part of the Air Elf castle. They like to collect shiny objects for their nests. Occasionally, the birds that live here will steal some of their loot, play with it, then drop it. Thellis said that that is why the Air Elves are the wealthiest elfin tribe, because they have dragons who steal for them.” He turned to Chaster. “Do you ever return the stuff they steal?” 
 
    Charlie could see Chaster was in trouble. He glanced at Jack, but he looked equally tongue-tied, as did Din. Jumping in, he said, “First of all, Chaster has told us a thousand times that the dragons aren’t ‘stealing’ for them. It’s just a coincidence that they bring their loot to the castle. And yes, they return any objects they can identify, such as the Crown of Mencuri, which happens to be hanging from that crystal lamp over there. They’ll send that back to the Mencurians later today.”  
 
    Jack laughed incredulously. He had no idea how Charlie could lie so smoothly.  
 
    “Ready for a tour?” Chaster asked Rhen.  
 
    During the tour they gave Rhen, Chaster and Din discovered that the furniture in their castle had turned into firm, but soft, clouds. There were rooms with convex glass walls that acted like telescopes, allowing them to see far into the distance. There were also steam cloud rooms, thunder cloud rooms, rooms with wind tunnels and anti-gravity rooms. When they reached the upper tier of the castle, they saw thousands of platforms, attached to their roof. Just as Rhen had told them, dragons were roosting on many of the ledges. Mixed in between the sticks and mud that comprised the dragons’ nests, where shiny objects: necklaces, clocks, bikes, mirrors; on and on it went. Of course, there were also coins, so many coins, it was impossible to count them all. They watched as a red-headed flickernut hopped onto the branch of one of the nests. It lunged for a gold bracelet dangling from one of the twigs then flew off at a great rate of speed as the dragon it’d stolen from roared in protest.  
 
    “I love it when the birds try to fool the dragons,” Rhen said. He watched as a golden-footed swimmer bird waddled along the edge of a dragon’s nest, its eyes on a shiny mug. The dragon sitting on the nest swung its head towards the bird to stop it, but the swimmer dove down and caught the cup with its bill. The dragon tried to get its prize back by reaching for the bird with its mouth. It clipped the edge of the swimmer’s wing. The swimmer flew unsteadily for a minute before dropping the cup into the Air Elf castle and flying on. “It’s better than watching a movie.”  
 
    Rhen pointed towards a large green dragon. “That one has an egg.” 
 
    “Wow,” Sarah said. She’d never seen a dragon egg before. Its iridescent shell glowed in the light. She glanced over at Chaster and Din. They looked like they wanted to scream and jump about. It was nice to see them so happy.  
 
    Rhen leaned out over the castle’s clear stone wall as they flew over a city. He could see the Thestrans below, gazing up at them. “That’s great,” he said with a laugh, before continuing on down the hall. Pausing in front of a double door made of clouds, he asked, "What's in here?"  
 
    Chaster pushed open the door and found himself in a room that was larger than fifteen Thestran stadiums combined. Square boxes made of clouds hovered at varying heights. Growing within each box was a different species of plant. The roots for the plants hung down into irrigated troughs that remained moist from tiny rain clouds. Chaster nearly cried with relief when he saw it. At last, his dreams had been answered. The Air Elves were finally self-sufficient. 
 
    “You sure are a bunch of happy elves,” Rhen said, while watching an Air Elf sing to a bird that was sitting on her shoulder. 
 
    The one room that Chaster and Din skipped on their tour was the Ancestor Room, where Themrock’s paintings and handprints were located. They didn’t want Rhen to put his hands in the prints. It had caused him too much pain.  
 
    They ended their tour in the outdoor garden. As they chatted about their castle’s architecture, Rhen watched a tiny, multi-colored dragon land on one of the garden’s many fountains to rest its wings. Rhen thanked Chaster and Din for the tour and told them they had a lovely home. When Chaster stepped away to watch two dragons, who were performing a mating dance, Rhen turned on Jack with his arms crossed.  
 
    “Do you want something to drink?” Jack asked. For some reason, Rhen seemed angry. 
 
    “No. Your father missed something on our tour. Perhaps you could take me to your Ancestor Room?”  
 
    Jack looked panicked.  
 
    What’s going on? Rhen thought. Why don’t they want me to see it? Jack’s reaction furthered his growing suspicion and made him determined to get what he wanted. 
 
    “Sorry,” Jack said, shaking his head. “We don’t have one,” 
 
    Rhen frowned. “Yes, you do. Latsoh mentioned that all of the elfin castles have one.”  
 
    Jack’s dad was refusing to look their way, so he asked his mom. “Do we have an Ancestor Room?”  
 
    Din shook her head slowly then glanced towards Chaster for support.  
 
    Rhen laughed. It was obvious they were lying. “Okay, what’s going on? Why won’t you take me to your Ancestor Room?” 
 
    “Nothing’s going on,” Jack protested. 
 
    “You have an Ancestor Room. Themrock gave all of you one. Where’s yours?” Rhen stepped towards Jack, who gulped and backed away as if he were afraid Rhen might hit him. His actions infuriated Rhen. Why would Jack be scared? He’d never threatened Jack before.  
 
    Just as Rhen was about to yell at Jack, Layla floated out of his body and pointed towards Rhen’s left. Rhen turned on his heel and followed her ghostly form to the Air Elves’ Ancestor Room.  
 
    “Thank you, Layla,” he said as he approached the handprints in the center column of stone. Layla zipped back and forth in front of him, indicating that he should look up at the pictures, but Rhen didn’t want to. He kept his eyes on the handprints. He had a weird nagging suspicion that… well. It’d be best to try it first. Closing his eyes, he begged the Gods for strength, then thrust his hands into the carvings. 
 
    “Damn!” Thellis said appearing in the room a second too late. He watched as Rhen jerked. White light poured out of his eyes and mouth as well as the hand carvings and cracks between the stones in the room. “Why didn’t any of you stop him? You do realize his memories could come back now.” 
 
    “We couldn’t stop him,” Aaron yelled as the clouds beneath them shifted, the Air Elf castle tripling in size. “He wouldn’t pay any attention to us.” 
 
    More Genisters appeared in the room. They cursed when they saw Rhen stuck to the pillar. “Who let him in here?” Thamber demanded, her golden powers flaring around her. “Where are the tigers?” 
 
    “Layla brought him here,” Jack told her.  
 
    “Rhen did something to the tigers,” Thellis added. “They can’t seem to leave the Wood Elf castle.” When Thamber started to chase Layla around the room, Thellis yelled, “Stop! Let’s keep calm. This may mean nothing.” 
 
    The pressure in the room increased, hurting their ears. Suddenly, there was a power surge. The elves’ hair rose, their skin tingled and they gasped as Themrock’s powers filled their bodies.  
 
    A second later, it was over. The pillar released Rhen and he fell to the floor, his eyes glowing white. “That’s a good sign,” Thellis said, floating over towards him. “His powers remained white. We may be okay.” 
 
    “He isn’t bleeding,” Jack said. 
 
    “No. With Layla outside his body, he was able to give you his powers without hurting his mortal form.” Thellis jumped when the stone structure beside him began to change shape. The stones twisted and turned until they formed a massive, blue metallic door. Genister carvings were etched into the door frame on all sides. Thellis laughed and was about to comment on the door, when Chaster asked, “What power did Themrock give us?”  
 
    Jack knew. “We can fly now. That’s our power.” His Dad gave him a look, so he added, “My dragons told me.” 
 
    “And your combined elfin power is the ability to control the weather,” Thellis added. 
 
    Sarah wasn’t sure she’d heard him right. “We can control the weather?” 
 
    Thellis nodded. “Yes, only in small areas though. The Air Elves can control it planet wide.” 
 
    Rhen moaned. “I’m exhausted.” He rubbed his eyes with both hands. 
 
    Aaron crouched down beside him on the floor. “Would you like me to help you to a bedroom?” 
 
    “Yes. I’d like to rest before going to Neptian.” Rhen struggled with Aaron’s help to sit up. He blinked a few times, his eyes adjusting to the light. Reaching up, he felt his hair. It hadn’t grown. He glanced down to see he was still wearing a tunic. Rhen shook his head. “I had thought.” He chuckled. “You’re going to think I’m crazy, but I had thought… oh, this is embarrassing.” He covered his face with his hands and groaned. 
 
    “Thought what?’ Sarah asked. 
 
    “I’m almost too embarrassed to tell you.” Rhen dropped his hands down from his face and said, “I had thought that I might be Themrock. I had a feeling that if I put my hands in the last carving, I would become a Genister.”  
 
    Thellis floated down towards him. “Seriously? You thought you were one of us?” He rolled his eyes. “Moron. I can’t believe you’re the person who will find Themrock.” 
 
    It had seemed logical to him at the time. Rhen tried to explain. “I thought because Layla won’t leave me and my powers–” 
 
    Thamber interrupted him. “Layla’s lazy. She won’t leave you because she wants you to do the work of finding Themrock for her.” 
 
    Rhen wanted to continue. “When we were at the Wood Elf castle, one of you Genisters put a helmet on my head and then everyone pretended I had passed out. Why would you do that? It made me start to think that maybe I was Themrock.”  
 
    Thellis was speechless. He couldn’t think of anything to say.  
 
    Rhen continued, “And then there’s the fact that the elves are always acting so weird around me. They’re always asking me to come to their events. Why? They don’t ask James, their King, to everything. Also, I always seem to pass out when my hands touch Themrock’s handprints but nobody else does. How come I–” 
 
    “Okay,” Charlie called out. “You got us. I’ll tell you what’s going on.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Thellis barked. 
 
    “Trust me,” Charlie said to Thellis, his hand out, telling him to stop. “I understand where you’re coming from, but eventually someone has to tell Rhen that he has Theofayophobia.”  
 
    Thellis hesitated, digesting Charlie’s words, then his green form started to shake. He wanted to laugh. It was the perfect response to Rhen’s questions. 
 
    “What?” Rhen asked. 
 
    Charlie squatted down beside Rhen, his face looking sad. “Theofayophobia. We think you have it. It’s a fear of the God of elves. Rachel thought that if you visited the elfin castles, it might help your phobia, so the elves have been working to get you into their homes.” 
 
    Rhen was dumbfounded. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Theofayophobia,” Charlie repeated, his hands waving about in the air for emphasis. “You’re afraid of Themrock. That’s why you pass out after putting your hands in his carvings. You’re terrified of him. It’s a hell of a thing, considering you’re supposed to find him and then work to protect him from Thaster. If you pass out when you see Themrock, where does that leave him?” 
 
    Rhen had never heard of it before. “I don’t know. Why would I be afraid of Themrock?” 
 
    “Well,” Charlie said. He stood up and began to pace in front of Rhen. “First of all, phobias are irrational. They never make sense. Secondly, you didn’t always have it. We think you’ve been developing it because Layla’s been inside you too long. There’s some chemical imbalance that she’s causing.” Charlie paused. “The changes in your body are making you afraid of Themrock.” He sighed and shook his head. “You’d have to see Rachel to have her check you out to confirm this but that’s what we think. Ceceta said you hate doctors, so we can’t talk about it in front of you. We haven’t wanted to alarm you, you know? We didn’t want to put any more pressure on you. If you’re up for it though, you might want to stop by Rachel’s office to have her examine you so she can confirm it.” 
 
    Rhen was stunned. He had a disease? “Theofay… scared of the God of elves?” Rhen glanced up at Charlie. “Wouldn’t I be afraid of all Genisters then?” 
 
    “No.” Charlie waved his hand at Thellis and the others. “You’re around them all the time. They don’t seem like Gods, do they? But Themrock? Now, he’s a God. Everyone’s always worshiping him and talking about him, right? It never ends.” 
 
    Charlie’s reasoning made sense. “Rachel can tell me if I have this illness?” 
 
    “Phobia,” Charlie said. “You’re not physically sick, although if we don’t try to limit the amount of time Layla spends in your body, you might become ill. Yes, Rachel will be able to tell you if that’s what’s causing your blackouts.” 
 
    Rhen liked that idea. “I definitely need to stop passing out when I get near things that remind me of Themrock. I don’t want to be useless when it’s time to protect him.” He leaned forward, putting his hands on the clear stones to get up. Aaron and Jack helped him rise, while the Genisters blocked his view of the portraits on the wall with their bodies. “Thanks for trying to help me with my illness,” he told the elves. “Ceceta’s right. I do hate doctors, but I’ll go to Rachel after resting for a bit. It’d be nice to get rid of my Theo… you know.” 
 
    “That would be great, Rhen,” Charlie said, putting his hand on Rhen’s shoulder. “The Genisters will continue to try to get Layla out of your body so the phobia doesn’t worsen. Maybe, now that you know about it, you can help them?” 
 
    “That’s why they’ve been hanging around me lately?” Rhen asked. He’d wondered why the Genisters seemed to want to be with him all the time. 
 
    “For sure,” Charlie said. 
 
    Rhen paused. “And the tigers?” 
 
    Charlie looked surprised. “Can’t you guess why they’re following you?” 
 
    Rhen was thoughtful for a moment. “Yes. If I pass out, then someone needs to be there to protect Themrock. I’m glad they came back to help.” He yawned. He needed some sleep.  
 
    As Aaron and Jack walked Rhen to one of the castle’s bedrooms, Thellis flew around Charlie in circles. “You’re a genius! Theofayophobia! Where the hell did you come up with that? It’s amazing. If I were mortal, I’d kiss you. Thank you!” 
 
    Thamber flew down and hugged Charlie. “You saved the day. For a mortal, you’re pretty smart.” 
 
    Crap. They thought he was smart. What was he going to do? He didn’t want them focusing on him. If they learned he was Theter, they’d make his life miserable. Charlie noticed Layla pouting by Thamber’s portrait. He pointed at her. “Stop giving Rhen Theofayophobia. It’s a serious illness. You need to stay out of his body from now on.”  
 
    Thamber stepped back from Charlie. His face was screwed up with anger as he yelled at Layla. Oh, Gods, she thought. Charlie actually believed Rhen was sick. He wasn’t a genius, he was insane. Charlie pointed his finger at her next. “We’ve done everything we can to help Rhen. You should do more to keep Layla away from him. Maybe then he could conquer his phobia.” 
 
    “Right,” Thamber said as Thellis snickered. Together, they flew out of the room with the other Genisters. Charlie waited until Layla had slipped away too before relaxing. That had been too close. 
 
    Rhen woke up to find the sun directly overhead. “Oh, no.” He jumped out of the cloud-like bed he’d been sleeping on and threw open the bedroom door. Ceceta was going to be furious. “What time is it?” he asked. Jack was floating upside down in the hallway. He flipped around and landed on the clear-stone floor. “What time is it?” Rhen repeated. Something caught Rhen’s eye. He turned and yelled out towards the empty space in front of a mirror further down the hall, “Excuse me, do you know what time it is?” 
 
    Sarah stepped forward. “Rhen, who are you talking to?” 
 
    “One of the Aiir People, who live in the castle.” Rhen turned back towards the mirror, “Sorry, is that high-sun: night sun or day sun?” He didn’t think it was night, but who knew where the Air Elf castle had ended up while he’d slept. Maybe it was over one of the planet’s poles. 
 
    Jack realized his mouth was hanging open. What had Rhen said earlier? Something about Air Elves turning invisible? He focused his mind on becoming invisible and watched as his body disappeared. Before he could laugh at his new skill, he noticed five people, made of shimmering water molecules and pulsing currents of air, standing before the mirror. They were beautiful. Jack heard one of them speaking with his mind, telling Rhen that it was high sun day time. Jack sent a mind message to his father to tell him that the castle had Aiir People living in it. They were only visible, when the Air Elves turned invisible.  
 
    “Really?” Rhen asked the person. “But we got here… wait. What time did we get here?”  
 
    “Two hours ago,” Sarah said, her eyes watching the spot where Jack had disappeared.  
 
    Rhen covered his eyes with his hand. He’d forgotten. He’d thought they’d arrived last night. Charlie was sitting on the floor by the door. Rhen plopped down beside him. “I think that Theofa… thing is really messing with me.” Charlie smiled sympathetically. Rhen sighed and leaned his head against the door frame. “Let’s go to Rachel. I need to fix this problem.” 
 
    Charlie reached out to pat his brother on the arm. “That’s a good idea.”  
 
    Rhen transported them to the Thestran royal family’s private hospital. The tigers were waiting for them outside Rachel’s office door. “Don’t do that again,” Noctav growled, his tail flicking back and forth with irritation. 
 
    Rhen felt bad about using his powers to force them to stay in the Wood Elf castle. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I was sick. I won’t do it again. You should stay near me. It’s safer for Themrock if you do.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Noctav huffed.  
 
    While Rhen had been sleeping, his guard elves had alerted the elfin royals, Ceceta, Bosternd, and the Thestran royal family about what had happened in the Air Elf castle. Rachel wasn’t surprised when Rhen walked into her office. She performed a series of tests, recording Themrock’s physical traits for future reference.  
 
    When she was done, she put down her tablet and said, “I’m sorry. You have Theofayophobia. The best thing to do is to face your fears. You need to try to desensitize yourself to Themrock. Visiting the elfin castles is one way. You could also try reading a book about Themrock or talking about him with the elves. You should also ask the Genisters to keep Layla out of your body as much as possible. Eventually, your phobia should pass.” 
 
    Rhen pulled on his tunic. Charlie had been right. “It’ll pass on its own?” Rachel nodded. “Well, that’s good news at least. Thanks.” Before Rachel could say “You’re welcome,” Rhen and his guards were gone. 
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 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Elfin University 
 
      
 
    Rhen phased into the Headmaster’s office at the Elfin University. It was the third time that month that he’d had to meet with the Headmaster about his youngest son, Slate. Slate was always getting into trouble. His personality was magnetic. He never had any trouble getting the other students to go along with his crazy ideas. Rhen wondered what he was going to do about Slate. Could he give him his inheritance of seven solar systems upon graduation or was Slate too immature to handle it? As the Headmaster’s secretary showed him into the inner office, Rhen shook his head and wondered if this was what Kate used to go through with Charlie.  
 
    After speaking with the Headmaster for close to an hour, Rhen stepped out into the waiting room and glared at his son. Slate was lounging on a chair across from the Headmaster’s secretary. Like Rhen, he was dressed in a traditional Surpen tunic. Rhen’s other children followed the Universe’s trends, dressing like Thestrans for the most part, but Slate refused to conform to Universal styles. Rhen wasn’t sure why Slate wanted to dress traditionally, but he guessed it was to tease the female students. Slate refused to wear his military shorts, even when he was flying. The lack of modesty in that boy. Rhen rubbed his eyes. He hoped the secretary’s bent head meant she was focused on her work and not his son’s genitalia, which were visible from the angle in which he was sitting. 
 
    Slate grinned at his dad, daring Rhen to accuse him of today’s crime. He had an extensive arsenal of excuses, one of which would be bound to work. 
 
    “We need to talk.” Rhen looked up as Layla flew through the ceiling and entered his body.  
 
    Slate grumbled. "Where did she come from?" His mom hated Layla, so he did too. 
 
    Rhen shrugged. He was pleased that Layla wasn’t living inside him all the time. His anxiety disorder seemed to be gone and he didn’t want it coming back. “She's been going off on her own a lot lately. We need to talk.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Slate said, his hands on his chest. “I didn’t mean to blow up the cafeteria. It was an accident. Who knew you couldn’t radiate metal beyond a certain temperature?” 
 
    Rhen held up a finger, telling Slate to be quiet. “Let’s go somewhere quiet to talk.” He glanced out the window and saw the Air Elf castle floating past them on the horizon. Turning to the two Neptian tigers in the room, he said, "Wait here. We'll be right back." 
 
    "No, we–"  
 
    Rhen interrupted them. "We’re just going to the Air Elf castle and back. Please. Wait here. I want to talk to Slate alone." The tigers hesitated then nodded their assent.  
 
    Rhen phased himself and Slate into the Ancestor Room of the Air Elf castle. He hadn’t been back to the room, since he’d left it twenty-years ago. Every time he’d mentioned visiting, Ceceta had come up with some reason not to. Secretly, he thought she might have developed a fear of heights. Rhen ran his hand along the symbols carved into the magnificent blue door that stood in the middle of the room, where the column had once been. 
 
    Slate was mumbling something that sounded like an apology. Rhen shut him up with a wave of his hand. “Sit down.” He followed his son to the clear, stone bench that circled the room then glanced about for the tigers. He had the strangest feeling that someone had followed them. Slate started to talk again so Rhen turned towards him, shaking his head. “What have I told you over and over again?” 
 
    “Listen, follow the rules, behave, honesty counts, um…” Slate hesitated, wondering if any of those would do the trick. 
 
    “It’s not funny anymore, Slate. You know you have a personality that people are attracted to. You know they’ll do anything you tell them to. You have to stop taking advantage of them. They might love you now, but if you keep this up, one day, they’ll hate you.”  
 
    “No,” Slate said, giving his dad one of his best grins. “No one’s ever going to hate me. I’ve got the stuff.” Out of all of Rhen’s children, Slate was the only one to be born a Genister. 
 
    Rhen shook his head. “Don’t count on your powers for everything. They can take you only so far. You still need to be a well-educated and considerate man for your solar systems to run smoothly and for your life to work out.” 
 
    Slate leaned back against the wall. “Well, I am educated.” 
 
    Rhen snorted. He knew Slate took after Charlie. Neither of them had studied a day in their life. “Yeah? How well educated?” 
 
    “Better educated than you are. I can read and write,” Slate snapped. He couldn’t believe his father was questioning him about education. 
 
    Rhen put his hand on Slate’s shoulder. He didn’t want to fight. “You need to be better than me. I regret not taking my education seriously. Slate, it’s time you grow up. You need to start acting more mature.” He stood up to continue his lecture, but the picture of Thamber above Slate’s head caught his eye and brought his speech to an end. 
 
    Rhen narrowed his eyes, as he studied the painting. Could it be? Was that Thestrst without his mask on behind Thamber’s hair. He and Ceceta had always wondered what the man looked like, but the face staring back at him was not what Rhen had expected. The mysterious orange Genister looked familiar. Rhen focused on Thestrst's eyes and mouth. They resembled someone's. Someone he knew.  
 
    With a gasp, he realized he had known Thestrst as a mortal. Thestrst had relived his life as Trst, Rhen’s childhood friend on Surpen, the boy that Loreth had forced him to kill in hand-to-hand combat. It hurt Rhen to look at Thestrst. He still felt guilty about killing his friend. He glanced to the left and saw himself in the painting. No, there were two pictures of him in the painting. One of his bodies had a blue glow to it, the other purple. Why was his face in a painting done by Themrock? He focused on Thestrst again and found himself getting angry. How dare Thestrst do that to him? As a Genister, Thestrst could have avoided him. He could have saved his life by flying away. Why had Thestrst deceived him? Why had he allowed Rhen to kill him? Rhen’s hands clenched and unclenched, as he tried to calm his growing anger. He was furious with Thestrst for making him feel guilty all his life. 
 
    “Dad?” Slate asked. 
 
    Layla slipped out of Rhen's body to hover near some pictures on the right. Rhen ignored her. He focused on his image again. He seemed to be playing cards with himself and Thestrst. Why was he glowing blue and purple? Wait. Therol glowed purple and Themrock glowed blue. What was going on?  
 
    Layla zipped in front of him blocking his view, then gestured to his right. Rhen followed her to a picture of herself and Themrock. He couldn’t quite make out Themrock’s face. Layla pointed at Themrock repeatedly. Rhen stepped closer to try to see Themrock’s features. He felt a sharp pain in his neck that made him want to turn away, but he fought against it. Again, Layla pointed at Themrock. Rhen’s eyes began to water as he focused in on Themrock’s face. Through bleary, tearing eyes, Rhen finally saw Themrock. Themrock’s face was his. Why had his picture been used for Themrock’s image?  
 
    Layla pointed at the picture of Themrock and then at him before blowing him a kiss.  
 
    “What?” Rhen was having trouble comprehending what she was doing. Layla pointed at Themrock again and then at him before blowing him another kiss. Rhen’s head suddenly felt thick as if it contained too much. He blinked as Layla pointed at him and Themrock. “I’m… no.” He shook his head while Layla nodded. She pointed to two other pictures of Themrock. In each one Themrock had his face. Now that Rhen thought about it, he vaguely recalled that the portraits of Themrock that he’d seen in the other castles had also looked like him.  
 
    Layla popped in front of him and kissed him. “No, stop.” Rhen protested. He couldn’t kiss Themrock’s wife… unless. “No.” Rhen shook his head as Layla zipped back up to the portrait of herself and Themrock. Again, she pointed at Themrock and then at him. She finished by lifting her hand and wiggling her fingers, showing him her wedding ring, then she pointed at Rhen.  
 
    I’m… Themrock? As soon as Rhen thought it, he realized it was true. He collapsed to the floor as pain seared through every cell in his body, his powers filling his form. Themrock’s past memories flooded forward into his mind with such force that he had to cradle his head. Rhen curled himself up into a fetal position to try to alleviate the pain as his full powers settled into place. 
 
    “Dad!” Slate yelled to his left. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Mm-hm,” Rhen mumbled. It was clear now. He was Themrock. How clever he had been to lock away his memories, so he could relive his life in peace. Rhen reached up to feel his hair, checking to make sure it hadn't grown. It was still short, which meant he was now completely Themrock. He couldn’t wait to get back to Ceceta and tell her. She’d been masterful at handling him all these years. As he thought about Ceceta, he realized he should reward her. Maybe he’d give her the powers of a Genister. Rhen hesitated. No, she wouldn’t want that. Knowing Ceceta, she’d want him to move with her into their house in Crithnians so they could live a quiet, peaceful life. Rhen smiled. He liked that idea. He couldn’t think of anything better. If everyone would just leave them alone, he and Ceceta could… Rhen frowned. What was he thinking? Therol would never leave him alone. He was still furious about the fact that Layla hadn’t chosen him for her husband.  
 
    Rhen hit the stone floor with his hand. Gods damn Therol! Why wouldn’t he accept that Layla didn’t want him? Why had he ruined their friendship over it? He and Therol had been best friends. It wasn’t until Therol had decided that Themrock had stolen Layla away from him that they’d begun to fight. Rhen knew he hadn’t stolen Layla. She’d come to him. He had never pursued her. She’d ruined everything.  
 
    He clenched his hands in anger. The more he thought about it, the more he wanted to punish both Layla and Therol. Not only had they both been breaking the Code Book’s rules for centuries now, but they’d also pitted the Genisters against each other. 
 
    "Dad!" Slate yelled, before screaming in pain. 
 
    Rhen jerked upward. A Rasack stood in the room with Slate’s limp body dangling from its mouth. It wasn’t the Rasack’s poison that was killing his son, but the purple powers that were wrapped around his neck. Therol stepped out from behind the Rasack. His eyes glowing purple. Rhen realized he’d been right. Someone had followed them into the room. Therol. He kicked himself for trusting his eyes and not scanning the room with his powers.  
 
    Therol grinned at Layla. "Well done, gorgeous. I appreciate your help." 
 
    "You told me you wouldn't hurt the boy," Layla snapped. With Themrock back, she finally had her body. She was leaning against the door frame in the center of the room, her hands on her hips. 
 
    Therol shrugged. "I lied." 
 
    "Release him!" Rhen yelled. 
 
    Therol smiled. "No, Themrock. I don't think so." 
 
    "Release him, now!" Rhen yelled, his hands filling with blue energy. 
 
    Therol laughed at the sight. "Ah, so you really are back for good. Excellent." 
 
    Rhen floated to his feet. "Let him go, Therol, or so help me–" 
 
    "You'll what? You’ll kill me? Then where would you be? You can't heal him of the Rasack’s poison. Only the Genister who made the Rasacks can do that.” 
 
    Rhen stepped forward towards Therol. "What do you want? You want Layla? She’s yours." 
 
    “Hey,” Layla shouted. 
 
    Therol took a deep breath. With his child in danger, Themrock was powerless. Therol had finally won. “First, I want to fight you. I want to hurt you so much you can’t even breathe. You deserve it. It was wrong of you to bend the rules, allowing your mortal body to use your full powers. Then, after you’re wishing you’d never taken a mortal shell, I want you to turn Layla into a Genister. After that, you will open a door back home to our dimension, so the two of us can leave this gods-damned place.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you,” Layla hissed.  
 
    “Agreed,” Rhen said, ignoring Layla. The only thing he cared about was saving Slate. 
 
    Therol pursed his lips and waved a finger at him. “Not so fast. You aren’t allowed to slip back into Rhen, ever again. You have to remain a Genister.” 
 
    “Fine. I agree.” Rhen pointed at Slate. “Save him.” 
 
    Therol waved his hand and the Rasack lowered Slate's body to the stone floor. With a flick of his wrist, he sent his purple powers into Slate, healing him. Rhen rushed over and knelt down by his son, picking him up in his arms. "Slate?" When Slate's eyes blinked open, Rhen knew he’d be okay.  
 
    Suddenly, Rhen grunted in pain as Therol jabbed him through the back with a spear made of his purple powers. Rhen placed Slate back onto the ground, then held the spear in place as he rose to his feet. He didn’t want to fight Therol near Slate. Flying up into space, he heard Therol laugh as he chased after Rhen.  
 
    Therol lashed out at Rhen with his whip, trying to catch him, but Rhen avoided his efforts and flew further. When he was far enough away, he stopped and pulled the spike from his body. His fingers crushed it to dust. Therol screamed with anger and tried to snag him again with his whip. Rhen became ethereal so the whip passed through his body. Therol tried blasting him with his powers, but Rhen dodged them. 
 
    “Fight!” Therol yelled.  
 
    “I will. I’m just waiting for you to tire yourself out. Once you do, I’m going to beat you right out of that mortal shell.” Therol yelled again and threw more power balls at him, but Rhen evaded them. Frustrated, Therol shouted, “Fine, come and get me then.” He disappeared.  
 
    Rhen grunted. This was almost too easy. He phased in front of Therol, when he appeared in Universe 3 and punched him in the stomach. Therol gasped and fell backwards. Rhen phased behind him and kicked him in the back. As Therol tumbled out of control, Rhen popped himself onto Therol’s back and elbowed him in the shoulders. Therol screamed and phased away, but Rhen went with him. They scuffled back and forth through several Universes until they ended up back on Universe One.  
 
    Therol was furious. This wasn’t at all what he’d wanted. “With your powers, damn you. Fight with powers.”  
 
    Rhen mocked Therol by pouting. “Sorry, you didn’t specify that.” He grabbed his whip and slashed Therol across the face, drawing blood. Therol threw a purple power ball at him but he was sloppy and it sailed over Rhen’s head. Rhen whipped Therol across the other side of his head, cutting off the bottom part of his ear. “Stop,” Therol yelled. “This isn’t what we agreed to.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” Rhen appeared behind him. He kicked at the back of Therol’s knees, breaking them. Therol disappeared into Universe 6, but Rhen was right behind him. “You wanted to fight.” He punched Therol in the gut. “Then you wanted to leave with my wife.” 
 
    Therol’s body was healing as fast as it could, but Rhen was relentless. “You don’t even care about her,” Therol yelled as Rhen grabbed his hand and broke two of his fingers. When Rhen reached out for his neck, Therol exploded a blast of energy in his face. Rhen fell backwards, blinded. Therol tossed energy ball after energy ball, pummeling Rhen’s chest. Finally, Rhen phased away. He was back a minute later, this time throwing his own powers about. The two men threw countless power blasts at each other, back and forth. They disappeared in and out of the Universes, pummeling each other as hard as they could with their fists and power blasts. “Damn, you’re better at this now,” Therol hissed, while hiding from Themrock behind the main sun in Universe 12. “I’d almost be afraid of you if I didn’t know that you won’t kill anything.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised at what I’m capable of now,” Rhen said. 
 
    Therol laughed. “Right. I don’t believe that for a minute. You’re not a fighter. You never were and you never will be. I laughed when you tried to learn how to fight on Surpen, because I knew that no matter how much you learned, no matter how much you wanted to become a killer to destroy me, you never would. It’s just not in your nature. Even now. You could kill me, but you haven’t.”  
 
    “Rasack’s piss.” Rhen lunged himself at Therol. They fell backwards into the sun, their bodies burning. Therol phased away before his shell took on too much damage, Rhen following right along behind him, kicking him and punching him whenever he left himself open. 
 
    As they skidded across the surface of one of Surpen’s moons, Thellis appeared with the other Genisters. “We’re here!” Thellis cried out, blasting at Therol with his green powers. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Rhen told them. “You can go.” 
 
    Thamber tossed a golden powerball at Therol. It exploded under his feet, throwing him off the moon. “No, we’ll help you.” 
 
    “Go,” Rhen said, chasing after Therol, who was now making his way towards Rasack. “It’s easier for me if you’re not here.” He threw up a power shield to protect Theta from one of Therol’s power blasts. “Please.” 
 
    “No,” Thestrst told him. Rhen glanced at him briefly. He and Thestrst were going to have a serious talk when this was over. Thestrst flew past Rhen. “We’re not leaving you. We’re helping you. It’s our right.” 
 
    Rhen cursed and yelled at them continually to leave. Every time he was about to blast Therol, he had to stop what he was doing to save one of the Genisters. Therol was spending his time recovering from the damage Rhen had done to him earlier, while Rhen was saving the others. “You’re not helping,” Rhen said, shoving Tharis out of the blast zone of one of Therol’s attacks. “He’s healing himself.” Rhen turned and used both hands to blast Therol. Therol crashed through an asteroid, causing it to fracture and split in half. Inside the asteroid was one of the blue powerballs of extra energy that Themrock had hidden in his Universe. Themrock had been forced to hide powerballs randomly throughout his creation so that he could lessen his powers enough to fit into a mortal shell.  
 
    The powerball began to float towards Rhen’s gravitational pull. Rhen saw Therol eyeing it and swore. He phased himself into the path of the powerball, hoping to absorb it before Therol did, but he was too late. Therol had reached it first. Therol laughed, his eyes glowing blue momentarily, as he absorbed Themrock’s powers. “Gods damn it!” Rhen hissed. Now Therol was even more powerful. As Therol flew sideways, away from Rhen, he tossed a purplish-blue power ball at Theta. Rhen phased in front of her absorbing the blast. “Leave,” he yelled at the Genisters.  
 
    “No, we’re helping you,” Thamber said, throwing another golden power ball at Therol.  
 
    Suddenly, all of the Genisters, except for Rhen and Therol, were squeezed together inside a red power ring. “I’ve got them,” Thaster said, appearing nearby. Rhen hesitated. He wasn’t sure if the fight had just expanded or not. “You give me the secret to having children and I’ll keep them safe so you can settle your score with Therol.” 
 
    Rhen watched the Genisters as they struggled inside Thaster’s ring. They were furious. Could he trust Thaster? His skin prickled as a powerball zipped past him towards the Genisters. It ricocheted off the side of Thaster’s power ring then went sailing back towards Therol. Rhen realized he didn’t have a choice. He needed to deal with Therol. Thaster would keep the others safe, for now. “I’ll tell you the secret, as soon as this fight is over.” Thaster nodded. They had an agreement.  
 
    Rhen phased himself behind Therol then clapped both of his hands on Therol’s ears, before stabbing a blue dagger through Therol’s chest. Therol screamed and phased away to Universe 3. Rhen chased after him.  
 
    As they fought, Rhen realized he could now absorb Therol’s blasts since they were mixed with his own powers. Therol struck him over and over again. The blasts stung Rhen, but didn’t hurt him. At one-point Rhen got close enough to cave in the side of Therol’s head. He had hoped the fight would end there, but Therol used his new enhanced powers to heal himself and jump to Universe One. 
 
    Rhen followed Therol to Neptian’s moon. “It’s over, Therol,” he said, floating above the planet’s dusty surface. “You’ve lost. By absorbing my powers, you can no longer hurt me.” 
 
    “No.” Therol refused to give up. He threw another powerball, but it passed by Rhen’s left side. 
 
    Behind Rhen someone screamed. He whipped about to find his five children floating in the air over the moon’s surface. Rhen panicked. His eldest daughter’s shoulder had been clipped by Therol’s blast. He used his powers to heal her while yelling, “No! Go home now! This isn’t up for negotiation.” 
 
    “We’re here to help,” Slate said, his powers flowing into his hands. 
 
    “Go home!” Rhen yelled as he diverted Therol’s next blast away from his kids. Slate was the only one who could breathe. The others had fastened air pockets around their bodies so they could fight in space. “Please, children, go home!” He stepped in front of another blast, protecting them. Gods damned he wished the tigers were there to help. He needed someone to take his kids to safety.  
 
    When a portion of Therol’s next powerball leaked past Rhen’s arm, he screamed with anguish as two of his mortal children were tossed off the moon from its blast. “Thaster! I need your help!” 
 
    Thaster appeared at once, towing the Genisters along behind him. He saw the problem, scooped up Rhen’s children then placed them into his circular red forcefield. “I’ve got them. Finish the gods-damned fight, already.” 
 
    “No!” Therol screamed, blasting Thaster’s forcefield repeatedly until it shook. Rhen flew into him headfirst, knocking him backwards. Therol phased himself in front of Thaster and shot him in the face with his powers.  
 
    Thaster couldn’t withstand Therol’s powers when they were combined with Themrock’s. He raised his hands to protect himself and lost hold of the protective forcefield he’d made.  
 
    Fearing for his family’s safety, Rhen body slammed Therol aside to save Thaster. Therol fell towards the TUB just as an enormous wave of gravity flowed out of it. The wave was moving fast. It caught Therol’s ankle and pulled him in towards the TUB. Therol screeched and reached out for anything he could get his hands on. Because he had Themrock’s powers, he was able to pull on the spatial fabric that Themrock had used to create Universe One.  
 
    Rhen had just finished sending his children and the Genisters to Thestran, when he felt his creation shift. “No! Stop!” He zipped forward and grabbed Therol’s hands. “Let go. I’ve got you. You won’t fall in, but you have to let go.” 
 
    Therol’s fear was so great, he couldn’t hear Rhen. He could only feel the terrible pull of the TUB. He jerked harder on Universe One’s spatial fabric, trying to free himself.  
 
    “Stop,” Rhen barked, his eyes on the planets around him. They’d started to move towards the TUB. Crap! “Let go of them. Don’t bring them into this.” Rhen pounded on Therol’s hands, forcing him to release his grip on Universe One’s space, but the planets continued to flow towards the TUB. With one hand on Therol, Rhen swung his other hand out to stop the planets and restore his creation to its rightful place. 
 
    Meanwhile, Therol was losing his grip on Rhen. He made one last effort to save himself, by jumping forward with all his might and wrapping his arms around Rhen, pinning Rhen’s own arms to his sides. Rhen only had enough time to turn his head to see what was happening when he heard Therol scream in his ear and he was pulled into the TUB. 
 
    “No!” Slate cried out, arriving a moment too late with the other Genisters behind him. He looped back and forth in front of the TUB yelling his father’s name. “No,” he bawled as Thellis put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    The Genisters were devastated. Even Thaster looked out of sorts. He’d never leave Hell now. Thellis lifted Slate’s crumpled body up into his arms and flew him back to Surpen so Ceceta could comfort him. As he entered the palace, he found the tigers howling in grief. Rhen’s children lay on the floor, crying unconsolably. Thellis felt like doing the same, but he would wait until he was home. Home, he thought. This was now home. He would never leave. He felt like vomiting and crying at the same time as he handed Slate’s body to Charlie, who looked worse than he did. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bosternd cornered Slate by the door to Surpen’s military headquarters. Slate had been drunk every day since his father’s death. Bosternd knew the boy well enough to know that something else was going on. He was sure Ceceta would want him to take care of her children, since she was incapable of doing it herself. She hadn’t left her bedroom since the incident. “Okay, what is it?”  
 
    Slate glanced up at Bosternd with red eyes. He’d seen his dad’s Surpen Beast of War in the field and had started to cry. “Go away.” 
 
    Bosternd grabbed Slate’s arm. “Tell me.” Slate shook his head. “Tell me, damn it. I have a right to know. If something is affecting you, it affects all of us. You’re Surpen’s Emperor now. What’s going on?” 
 
    Slate wiped at his eyes with his free arm. “It was all my fault,” he told Bosternd softly. “He wouldn’t have been in that room if I hadn’t been in trouble. He wouldn’t have realized he was Themrock if it wasn’t for me.” 
 
    Bosternd relaxed his grip. “He was going to figure it out eventually, Slate. You aren’t to blame. It’s not your fault he learned his identity. Layla and Therol tricked him. You had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    Slate disagreed. “You don’t understand. It was my fault. He was without his Neptian tigers because of me. Therol succeeded because of me. I should’ve found a way to save him.” 
 
    Bosternd shook his head. “No one could have saved him. If they’d tried, they would have been pulled into the TUB right along with him.” 
 
    “No!” Slate screamed. “We could have saved him. We could have. I hate the Genisters. I hate them.” Slate shoved Bosternd aside and marched off towards the city. 
 
    “Don’t worry.”  
 
    Bosternd glanced up to find Thellis hovering beside him. “The oracles have predicted that he will make a fine ruler, once he comes to terms with his grief. You will be proud of him.” 
 
    “I pray you’re right,” Bosternd whispered, as Thellis flew off after Slate. “And I pray that Ceceta will recover from her broken heart.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twenty Years Later 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Slate’s Office – Surpen Palace 
 
      
 
    “Slate!” Thestran’s current ruler, Katharine, yelled into the monitor on her desk. “We need you to move that spacehole today. My spies have informed me that the Rasacks are looking to invade System 12. If they do, they’ll come at us via the hole. You know we can’t defend ourselves against them that way.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’ll get to it today.” Slate was tired of the wars. Ever since his dad had died, the Convention members had been attacking them relentlessly. He reached out for some battle plans that Jet had placed on his desk. “I’m getting your plans now. I’ll move the spacehole as soon as we disconnect.” 
 
    “Good.” Katharine, leaned back in her chair, adding, “Sorry, I yelled. I’m just tense.” 
 
    “No problem,” Slate said, closing his eyes to rub them. “We all are.”  
 
    He rose, after Katharine had disconnected, and turned to Jet. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    Jet hesitated. Something about the way Slate was standing had reminded him of Rhen. The two of them looked identical. When Slate crossed his arms over his chest, Jet said, “I need you to sign the approval to move the third-wing strike force back to Ponto.” 
 
    Slate nodded and leaned down to sign the papers Jet had handed him. The Zorthans had cracked their computer codes, so they were back to using paper as a way to communicate. “Are you going back to the field, after you deliver this to Katharine?”  
 
    “Can’t wait,” Jet said with a smile. He preferred to be in the field. Most Surpens did. Jet was only here today because Katharine needed someone she could trust to deliver the newest plans to Slate. 
 
    Once Jet had left, Slate flew out to Solar System 3. He paused by Ventar as he searched for the spacehole. Where was that pesky circle? He jumped from moon to moon then spotted the spacehole’s bubble opening. “There you are,” he murmured to himself, as his hands began to glow light blue. “Time for a change in scenery.” He threw his powers at the spacehole, snipping it like a surgeon from Systems 3 and 12 instantaneously. 
 
    Once he was done, he had a problem. Where should he put it? He didn’t want to connect any other systems if he didn’t have to.  
 
    Some broken pieces of spacejet floated past him towards the TUB forcing Slate to step out of their way. The TUB tended to pull all of their garbage into it, keeping the Universe clean.  
 
    “Of course,” Slate said. He flew towards the TUB and used his powers to toss the spacehole into its blackness. It wouldn’t bother anyone now. Turning, he phased home. He had a mountain of work to do. 
 
    The light blue powers that Slate had used to contain the spacehole were just blinking out as it slid into the TUB. At the very moment when the TUB claimed possession of it, a fuzzy, rectangular shape slipped out of the end of the spacehole into Universe One.
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