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To my wife and my children,
You make everything worth while.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Alone in his private study, the School Master leaned closer to a large, worn book laying open on his desk. His features, sunken with old age, echoed the handsomeness of his youth. The room around him was true to its purpose, a place for quiet, peaceful, study.
Books, neatly shelved by size and theme, spiraled up the walls, separated every few feet by the dark stained trim of a book case, all washed in the warm glow of a small oil lamp sitting on his reading desk.
He shifted position on the hard, unforgiving, bench. This wasn't his usual place to read; his sore body reminded him. But then, this wasn't his usual book. And he liked the idea that reading it required a bit of discomfort. Its large size and fragile condition prevented him from taking it to his soft chair across the room. He turned an ancient and heavily worn page.
It was the ‘Journal of the Reds’ after all. He should pay something for the privilege of reading it. Shouldn't he? He wasn't sure how many copies remained, but doubted it was more than a handful.
It was something he studied on occasion when he had the time. At this moment, however, he didn't have time. His schedule was already overflowing with meetings and lectures which he was entirely unprepared for as it was. And yet here he sat, reading something totally unrelated.
About a week ago, a feeling of dread had settled over him. It was as though he was suddenly aware of a critical responsibility regarding the Token that had gone unfulfilled. As though there was something in its purpose that he did not fully understand, and had thus left neglected. But the question of what or why now? He could not answer.
The feeling had brought his mind back to a question he had struggled to answer for many, many years. The question was central to his understanding of his duty towards the Token. And he felt a degree of shame at the void of knowledge regarding something so core to his own self identity. He was the keeper of the Token. He should not lack knowledge concerning it. Perhaps answering one question would help answer the other, he thought.
Once again, as the week rolled on, he'd found himself lost in the chaos of his administrative duties, so much so that he was surprised that his questions did not altogether slip his mind. Yet, there they sat at the top of his thoughts, a nagging reminder at the end of each day that there was something of profound importance that he did not understand. Something that, as the School Master, he should know. But he did not. So here he was digging into this journal, hoping somewhere in its pages he'd find the answer.
His ancient question concerned the Reds themselves. It'd been over a thousand years since the last page had been written in the journal. It'd been over a thousand years since any of the Reds had been seen. A thousand years! So much time, he could scarcely comprehend. He struggled putting the figure into context. More than ten of his own life times.
Of course, he knew why the pages had stopped. That wasn't the question. There had been a war, a horribly devastating war, that tore the world into three.
As a historian, he spent a considerable amount of time trying to understand such pivotal moments, where hours end up defining entire centuries.
Before, there was no distinction between them. They were brothers and sisters, united under one Crown. Physically there were differences, sure. But they did not define themselves by them. Not before.
The idea fascinated him, especially in light of the current political environment. Each of the three held the other two at fault historically for the inciting the division. There was probably a legitimate argument from each side; he supposed. As a historian, he tried looking at the past without his national Zoen bias. He tried, but some historical events, such as this war, that carried such personal significance, made that difficult if not completely impossible.
The war started with the murder of the last living Red. An act from which the world had not yet recovered. And that was at the heart of his question.
The Petra attacked first. Out of jealously, the Botann said. Out of revenge, the Zo argued. They came in the night without warning, a rumbling storm of rock tearing through the center of the city. They bore down on the Botann with a wrath the Botann had never experienced, easily overwhelming the handful of guards protecting the Red.
The Petra with their bodies hewn out of stone, rough cut and rugged, could inflict mortal harm by simply standing still, like a jagged stone wall, while others with softer bodies stampeded into them. They were virtually indestructible next to pale green limbs of the Botann or the soft fur covered Zo.
But this army hadn't simply stood still. They marched forward, filled with religiously fueled wrath that boiled them to the point of murder.
The Botann, grown from the earth, bodies of branches and leaves, did the only thing they could. They ran. Those who were cut off were forced to stand by helplessly and watch as the most sacred member of their society, their Red, was cut down, thrown to the earth and burned.
The Petra killed the last Red not because it was Botann; the Reds were unique creatures unto themselves, not Petra, Botann, or Zo. Nor did the Petra kill it because it belonged to the Botann. The Reds considered themselves to belong to all three people or rather that all three belonged to them.
No, the Petra killed the last Red because the Botann lay claim to it as if it were their own. They walled it off and hoarded it, allowing only Botann access to it. The Petra killed the last Red because the Botann used it to claim superiority, saying that it was a sign of their Divine privilege.
The Petra killed the last Red because their own, the Red whom they had laid their own claim too, had died, leaving them at a disadvantage. They killed the last Red because the Zoen Red had grown ill over the years and it too had died, leaving only the one.
One that fueled the arrogance of the Botann.
Before their Red passed away, it was the Zo, with their hunched over furry animal like bodies, who claimed a position of prominence over the other two. They, just as animals of the world, were the highest form of life, higher than the plants, higher than dirt and stone. The Red they claimed as their own echoed the same prominence over the other two Reds. It was animal in form while the second most closely resembled a large tree and the last, stone and soil.
They revered all three of the Reds. But like their brothers, they had chosen their favorite.
The school master understood all this. He'd studied it in extreme detail, year after year. What he could not understand, the question that burned unforgivably in his mind was this: Why after a thousand years had the Reds not come back?
They had died before, many times, in fact. For one reason or another, the world would become inhospitable for them, and they would perish as a result. But in every instance, given enough time, fifty, a hundred years maybe, the Reds came back, every time, except this.
A thousand years was long enough to wait. It was clear; this time was different!
If he could find the answer to that question, he thought, he might understand the dread that had come over him. He might understand what duty, with regard to the Token, that he had left unfulfilled.
Click! A metallic noise reverberating through the book filled room brought the School Master out of his thoughts. He lifted his long nose up from his book.
A heavy wooden door creaked behind him as it turned slowly on its rusty hinges. Footsteps clanked into the room.
"Yes, yes, what is it?" He shouted glaring over his shoulder towards the open door. Students, for some reason or another, had lost their respect for his private hours. This would have to be corrected.
Not hearing a response, he spun around. As soon as his eye caught sight of the intruder, he felt his heart stop. His body froze in horror. His jaw refused to open, choking off a cry for help.
In that moment, he realized that he had thoroughly misinterpreted the dread he had felt regarding the Token. It had nothing to do with the ancient disappearance of the Reds. It was a warning. A warning he had not headed.
 
-
Nemic sat at a rustic wooden table, his green cheek in his broad, leafy hand, his elbow propped up, and his face buried in a book. His light green skin was gnarled and twisted like a piece of drift wood. His hands were like mittens, two broad leaves forming a wide scoop and another to act as a thumb. Long stalks grew up from his back, sprouting a halo of decorative leaves behind his head.
"Petchu, Petchu!" Frezen, playing on the floor behind Nemic, imitated the sound of a gun with his mouth as he aimed a toy animal up at an older boy face.
"Stop it." Bedic, the older boy, scolded as he snatched the toy from Frezen's hand. "I'm trying to read." He turned back to his book resting open on a small child sized table.
SLAM! The thick wood door to the room burst open spilling the elderly School Master in his flowing yellow and brown robes into the room. Blood dripped from saturated pools collecting in his robes. Open wounds wept from his neck and face. As he stumbled further into the room, he held up two objects in his arms; a large book, and a small metal chest with a key hole.
"Master!" Nemic jumped up and rushed to his side, supporting him. "What happened?" He pulled at the heavy book and chest, trying to ease his burden, then turned to the older boy. "Bedic, get some water."
The School Master grabbed Nemic by the arm, looking him in the eye. "Nemic, stop fussing and listen to me. Someone is coming!"
Nemic glanced back at the door, alarmed.
"I have to ask you to do something for me, and we don't have much time," He continued.
"Of course," Nemic answered.
The School Master stumbled over to the table where Nemic had set the book and chest. He looked up at Nemic but didn't speak.
"Tell me!" Nemic demanded.
The school master shook his head and looked away. "I never wanted to put this on you. I'm so sorry. I should've prepared you at the least."
"Prepared me for what? Who's coming? " Nemic asked.
"Valance," The School Master mutter almost to himself as he sat down. "There was so much anger when he left. The students were divided. Perhaps I could've handled it better. But, he saw too much, things that students aren't allowed to see. And now he's come back for the Token."
The School Master's mind flooded with memories. The day Young Valance left the school played over and over in his mind. He'd gone down the secret path to the Temple as he did every six months to keep his responsibilities. How could he have known Valance was hiding in the bushes watching him as he took the Token out of his robe to open the temple pathway.
Valance saw everything. The Token shining in his hand. The stone Archway opening up out of nothingness as soon as the Token was revealed. The stone pathway was only visible by looking through the archway. He never thought a student would violate the path by following him through the archway.
The School Master picked up the small metal chest from the table and held it in his gaze. "He'll kill you for it. He'll kill your family for it." He struggled to read Nemic's reaction but couldn't. That was another Botann frustration. Nemic's face remained impossibly smooth, revealing nothing of what went on inside. "I'm sorry I have to ask you to do this." He grabbed Nemic's wrist. "But you must do it. There's no time, and there's no one else. You must do everything in your power to keep it away from him."
Nemic stared at the metal chest. The School Master put it down and lifted the book. On the cover was an illustration of the Token, the shining object that the School Master had taken out of his robes to open the archway. It was a small plant with a round stone holding its roots and a bird wrapped around its trunk. "This book will answer your questions. I'm sorry there isn't more time." He told Nemic as he pushed the book and the metal chest over to him.
"Take the children and go through the back passageway." He got up from the table and herded Nemic towards the back of the room.
Footsteps clanked in the hallway outside the study. The School Master turned to the now closed door. The footsteps stopped. He turned back to Nemic and yelled, "GO!"
The door crashed in. Two towering Zoen soldiers in full armor charged into the room, long swords drawn.
The School Master threw up his robes and pulled a large dagger from a belt sheath hidden underneath. The dagger's blade shimmered with a blinding white light, filling the room.
The closest soldier lunged and struck the School Master before he could get his dagger fully up to block. "Aaah!" The School Master cried as the blow sunk deep into his left arm.
"Drop your weapon," The soldier commanded. He waited half a moment to see the old man wasn’t yet compliant then lunged again. This time The school master was ready. But his strength wasn't what it once was. He deflected the blow from his chest to his shoulder.
"Aaagh! Take it and get out of here!" He yelled over his shoulder at Nemic.
The second soldier moved to get around the school master. "Let's not run off just yet, my friend." He yelled after Nemic.
The first soldier stepped closer to the school master lifting his sword again. "I'll tell you what old man. Give us what we want and I promise I'll make this painless for all of you."
Nemic stopped, causing the school master to turn and shout, "What are you doing? GO!" He turned back to the soldier, "He isn't here yet."
Suddenly, the old man lunged forward and attacked the closest soldier with his dagger. The soldier laughed and lifted his sword complacently to block the tiny dagger.
To the soldier's surprise his sword didn't stop the dagger. The glowing blade passed right through it and continued through the man's armor stopping full hilt in his chest. He gasped and dropped to his knees.
The second soldier watched with wide eyes and an open mouth.
Nemic took advantage of the distraction and hit him over the head with a chair sending him forward in an awkward stumble. He regained his composure after a few steps and lifted his sword towards Nemic.
The master rushed in quickly from the other side and pushed his dagger through the second soldier's armor. He gasped in pain, dropped his sword, then fell.
The master, bleeding heavily, collapsed as well. Nemic rushed to his side.
"How many times do I have to tell you? Take the kids and go!"
"But...," Nemic pleaded.
"Don't argue, just go!"
Nemic reached his arms around his Master and tried to lift him up. "Master, I can get you out of here!"
"Please, I'm already dead. If he gets the Token... We'll be worse than dead!" He grabbed Nemic's arm and put the glowing dagger in his hand. "I'm sorry Nemic, I never prepared you for this."
Nemic got up and backed away reluctantly. His mind spinning, he turned and led the two children through a false door in the back of the room.
 
-
Outside the wall of the school, Nemic knelt down beside his son, Bedic, and handed him the dagger and the Master's book. 
"Go find your mother. Tell her something bad has happened and she needs to leave the city. Don't tell any one where you're going," He told him.
He turned to Frezen, "Stay with Bedic."
"Daddy!" Bedic cried.
Nemic turned his son around by the shoulders and scooted him along. "Go!" He instructed firmly. "I'll see you soon."
He watched for a moment to make sure they kept going before he crossed the empty space separating the school from the rest of the city.
 
-
Captain Brigan stepped past his men to get a better view of the large black carriage that was approaching from the flat plains south of the School.
He wasn't expecting anyone.
Two large Zoen men rode as an escort out in front of the carriage on two well bred black horses.
The captain turned to his first officer. "Have them turned back. The school isn't accepting guests at the moment."
The officer motioned with his hand to two near by soldiers who climbed on their horses and rode out to intercept the visitors. The carriage stopped as the men conversed. After a moment, the soldiers turned around and returned. The carriage, rather than turning back, followed right behind them.
The captain threw the twig he'd been chewing on to the ground with a frustrated grunt. He turned to the first officer with a scowl then shook his head. "Who did you send?"
"Andrea and Cactau." The First Officer answered.
"Worthless."
Private Andrea stopped his horse abruptly in front of the small group of officers. "A Lord Valance requests permission to speak to you, sir."
"Looks like you already gave him permission, private.” Captain Brigan answered as the black carriage approached behind the soldier.
The captain shook his head and spat on the ground. "Well bring him up."
As the carriage stopped, the two horsemen dismounted and stopped beside the carriage door. The door opened, and another large man pushed through. The three men approached the group of officers together.
The man from the carriage spoke first. "Who's your ranking officer?"
"State your business Mr. Valance," The captain answered.
"It's Lord Valance," he leaned in to make a show of inspecting the Captain's uniform to determine rank, "Captain."
"It is my understanding that you are here to provide security for my visit, correct? Your men have not entered the School have they?" He glanced over at the school main entrance for signs of a breach.
"We are here at the Lord Governors request, Lord Valance." The Captain said, giving the visitors title extra emphasis.
"I have not been instructed to divulge the details of this operation to you. With respect, I ask that you and your men turn around and head back to the city. Once we have accomplished our objectives we will notify the Lord Governor who may then, at his discretion, notify you." The Captain finished.
Lord Valance let a friendly smile creep across his face.
"I admire your strict adherence to orders. I assure you there has been a misunderstanding somewhere in your chain of command. Unfortunately, I do not have the time to work out the errors in your organization. I'm here now with work to do. I must insist."
The Captain let out a raspy chuckle. "Insist what?"
"That you step aside and allow me to do what I came to do."
The captain turned to his first officer. "I think we're done here. Have our guests escorted back to their coach."
"The use of force will be met with consequence, Captain. I would not advise it." Lord Valance explained calmly.
The first officer stopped and turned back to the Captain who replied with an impatient look and a motion to continue. Four nearby soldiers moved to surround the three men.
"As you wish." Lord Valance sighed in frustration. He threw back his overcoat to expose the hilt of a sword strapped tightly at his waist. It clashed strangely with his modern business attire.
"Lord Valance. To draw weapons on the Crown's Special Guard would render you an enemy to the sta..." The Captain fell silent.
Lord Valance had moved his hand to the hilt of his sword. A pattern, etched in the metal, glowed brightly, even in the light of day. He looked back at his two companions.
Lord Barnus's overcoat was already thrown back, his hand already on the hilt of his sword. The same pattern was etched down the handle to the blade. A bright glow trickled down from the hilt in the grooves of the etching.
The four soldiers were frozen in place.
The second companion, Lord Whiting, followed, placing his hand quietly on his sword. A third glow echoed the first two.
The Captain and his group of officers dropped to their knees and grabbed their heads and cried out in pain.
"Tell your friends in the guard we are not to be disobeyed." Lord Valance grunted as he kicked the bent over Captain to the ground.
"Your soldiers will be under Lord Barnus's command. If any of you remain when we return from the school, we will draw our weapons." He stepped over the frozen officers, still bent over moaning. "And you will die."
 
-
The School Master opened his eyes to the noise of foot steps echoing down the hallway just outside. The broken door squeaked as someone entered. He watched without lifting his head as the legs of a business suit stepped over a shattered bookshelf and kicked aside scattered books.
"Master!" A heavy voice cried.
The school master strained to lift his head. The man in the suit, someone he thought he recognized knelt down beside him.
"How badly are you injured." The man asked as he pulled debris off the School Master's body.
"Valance?" The school master asked, not believing his eyes. The man looked like Lord Valance, his student, but so many years had passed. This man was far too young.
"I can't begin to apologize... They were supposed to provide security for my visit. I don't know why they attacked." Lord Valance tried to explain.
The school master's mind was overwhelmed by a sudden flood of memories; every conversation he'd had with this man when he was still a student, everything that led up to their conflict. "I knew you'd be back someday... I didn't think I'd be this old when you finally came."
Lord Valance's two men clanked into the room. The School Master shifted his weight to look over at them.
"Barnus and Whitting? The three of you stuck together all of these years?" They looked just as impossibly young as Valance did, he thought.
"We didn't come for revenge, Master." Lord Valance explained.
The school master paused to study their faces. Was he right to judge them so quickly? So much time had passed. He had no idea who they'd become. Yet forgiveness had a price. He had so much to protect, so much at risk.
"I will do everything in my power to stop you from taking it. You must know that." He told them with as much strength as he could pull together. To add emphasis to his words, he struggled to push himself up enough to rest on his elbows.
"Master, please. You assume the worst of us. That's not why we're here."
"Then what do you want from me." He questioned.
"I'm no longer the angry young boy that left here so many years ago. I've come to regret, rather deeply, the way I ended our relationship. The memories are... an embarrassment."
At least they agreed on that. The events were an embarrassment to both. The School Master thought. Never had he been so grossly humiliated by a student to whom he had bestowed so much trust. That trust ended in the breaking of a sacred oath. True, it was the boy, not he, who broke his covenant with the school and the order. Yet he held himself just as accountable. The boy was his responsibility.
He had left for his monthly trip to the mountains to perform his duties. The young Valance must have followed him into the woods. He must've been there hiding in the trees watching him when he took the Token from his cloak and opened the path.
That path was visible only to the holder of the Token. So he gave little thought to preserving its secrecy path. He never thought he'd be followed.
At the end of the path, below the gray peaks of mountain range that separated the Zoen lands from the Petra and Botann, a majestic white building rose up out of the mountain wilderness.
He had always paused for a moment as he came through the trees to take in the beauty of the Temple, the Temple of the Order of the Reds. It was the only one in existence, that he knew of.
"You went where you were not invited and took what you were not given!" The School Master accused.
"Yes, yes I did." Lord Valance admitted.
It wasn't enough that valance had followed him to the temple. He was seen hours later returning to the school ground with a sack of weapons and armaments.
He stole from the temple!
The School Master looked up at Lord Valance. "I follow the same rules I asked you to follow? I go nowhere unless invited and take nothing that is not given. It is their decision. And to you, they did not give."
The School master had remembered pushing through a crowd of students that had gathered in the commons. He found Valance at the center of the crowd standing over his loot of weapons trying to stir up the students with his stories of secrecy and oppression. He had wanted to shows the students what was being kept from them, how they were being held back.
The School Master had expected their confrontation to be abrupt. He expected the young Valance to back down, admit his error and accept punishment. Instead, the boy bent over, picked up a sword, removed it from its sheath and held it up as a threat.
The mass of students crowding around them took a step back in reaction, not just from the young Valance's aggressiveness, but from the weapon. The blade that he had unsheathed was moving, or rather, flowing as though it were made of a black liquid. It's entire length radiated a halo of darkness.
The situation had progressed into the most horrific possibility he could've imagined. Violence was something he abhorred. Violence against a child, a student, was unthinkable.
As the boy stood there holding this dangerous weapon, his glare fixed on his target, the outcome became clear. The school master slipped his hand into his cloak. In that moment, all thought pushed out of his mind, all that was left was instinct.
The boy lunged.
The School Master stepped aside to dodge the blow, slipped the dagger from under his cloak and put it to the boy's throat. "Put it down," He had commanded.
His short blade shined with a blinding light, filling the room. He remembered the look on Valance's young face as his resolve finally began to weaken. He dropped the tip of his sword.
The awful ordeal was over; he thought. Until another young boy stepped out of the crowd and picked up a weapon from the pile under Valance's feet. He unsheathed it and held it against the school master. An instant later he was followed by another boy.
"Let him go!" The boy shouted.
Their tone was insult enough without the weapons they held up against him. He should’ve know the young Valance would not have acted entirely without support.
The School Master dropped his dagger from Valance's neck and stepped back.
"Leave now!" Were the last words he uttered to any of them. Apparently their fates had been sealed together ever since.
He looked up and considered the aged face of his old student. How much of that angry little boy was left, he wondered.
"I've come to ask forgiveness." The aged lord Valance pleaded.
The School Master regarded him for a moment then took the Lord's hand. He pulled back the strong fingers to reveal the center of his palm. A black mark appeared in his skin, as if the fancy embroidery from the hilt of a sword had been branded onto his skin.
The School Master let out a sigh of disappointment.
"As I feared."
Lord Valance stared at his own palm, stunned.
"Forgiveness? You still have the mark of the weapon on your hand. How long has it been since you've used it? A day, two?"
The School Master dropped Valance's hand. The mark disappeared.
"I..."
Valance looked up at his old Master then back at Whitting, bewildered. He regained his composure.
"We had no idea what it was that we took. Their power... It’s more than we anticipated. We came back to ask... we need... help."
The School Master leaned towards him. "Bring me the swords!"
"If only it was that easy." He shifted his weight. "As you said. One or two days is the most I seem to be able to be apart from it."
"What you've done cannot be undone with a wave of the hand. Bring me the swords and I will help you endure the pain that will come. And I promise you this temporary suffering will pass and in return you will find... rest."
"I understood there was another way."
The School Master shook his head. "The Token cannot help you now. To use it to find them would only seal what's been done."
"But the writings say..."
"Valance," Lord Whiting interrupted.
Lord Valance turned. Lord Whiting pushed open the false door in the back of the room revealing the passageway.
Several sets of foot prints marked a trail in the dust covered stone floor.
Lord Valance hurried to his feet and rushed to the back of the room, knocking over a shattered table in his haste. He stopped himself with the stone wall surrounding the passageway and turned back to the school master.
"What is this?"
Lord Barnus stepped into the room. "Valance, the Soldiers reported a man and two children running from the outer wall."
"There is one way and one way only. Bring back the swords!" The School Master shouted.
Valance eyed his old master. Then turned to Barnus.
"Bind his wounds. Keep the soldiers here. Whiting and I'll go after the man and children."
He motioned for Whiting to follow him as he charged down the passageway. Lord Barnus, alone with the school master, climbed over the debris and stood over him.
"Lets just say, I don't share Valance's affection for the past."
He pulled his overcoat back over the hilt of his sword and drew the dark blade.
 
 
-
Lord Valance and Lord Whiting raced down the dark stone passage way. The tunnel turned sharply before ending at a large stone door. They pushed it open and found themselves on the outside of the outer wall of the school. The grassy pasture rose up into gently rolling hills to the south.
On the top of one of those hills. Nemic, carrying a wooden chest, paused in his flight to look back at them. Lord Valance smiled. Upon seeing them, Nemic took off at a full sprint.
 
-
Nemic ran to the edge of the cliffs and looked down over the edge at the sea below. A blur of panicked thoughts raced through his mind. What were his options? What should he do? He'd been fortunate enough to elude them this long. But how much longer could he count on his luck? Should he continue running along the coast to the west? Could he evade them? Or would he just end up putting the Token in their hands? Could he risk that? Even at the expense of his own survival?
He opened the small wooden chest and took out the tightly wrapped bundle inside. As he unwrapped it, fold by fold, a soft, pale glow cast beams of reddish white light through the misty air.
He pulled back the final fold and revealed the source of the glow. He had always thought that someday he might inherit the right to hold the Token, to see it with his own eyes. But now, under these circumstances, the impact of seeing it horrified him. It meant the previous Keeper of the Token was dead.
He stared at the perfect beauty of its carved form, resembling a shrunken tree with a ball of roots at its base and a slender bird wrapped around its trunk. He had never known what it looked like, only its function and importance. And now, he would've given anything to have this honor, seeing it first hand, take from him. Everything about his possession of it meant that something had gone wrong.
The clomping of horses in full gallop peaked above the roar of the sea below. Nemic turned abruptly.
A tight pack of black horses raced across the black rock of the cliffs towards him. The men on the horses held their swords above their heads ready to strike.
The blood drained from his face. His time was up. There would be no escape.
He turned back to the ocean and held up the figurine in front of him. Its beautiful, he thought, as it glowed softly in the evening light.
He glanced back at the horsemen bearing down on him, only moments away.
"God forgive me!" He whispered.
He pulled the Token back and threw it as hard as he could over the edge of the cliff, doubling himself over with the effort. The wind caught it as it fell, pushing it further out into the sea.
With a cacophony of screaming men and clacking hooves, the swarm of horses over took him.




 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
R aj Handers pushed through the over sized hospital room door; his heavy leather work apron swung in behind him. He had a habit of forgetting to take it if off after work. Not that he made much of an effort to remember. His physical appearance had slipped far from the top of his concerns. He was sure he was breaking some sort of social code of conduct to be seen publicly in work clothes, given his standing. But then, it wasn’t his own reputation that would be called into question. It’d be his in laws. He was sure if they saw him in his work apron he’d hear all about it.
Rinacht struggled through the door after him, balancing a small stack of books in each hand. His small Petra form and formal servant attire contrasted harshly against Raj, his much larger Zoen employer. Petra weren’t small. Rinacht, though, had been the blessed recipient of exceptional genetics. He was small and exceptionally so. In his own land, it had been a peculiarity. Odd, but not enough to stop you in the street. Here, though, he was a peculiar variety of an almost non existent breed. There were almost no other Petra here, and the few that were, were large and intimidating. To see a miniature one? That was enough to stop you in the street.
"We got you some new books!" Raj said as he circled around to the back of the hospital bed that filled most of the room.
"Yes, we..." Rinacht lifted the stack still in his arms to emphasize the word, "brought you all that we could carry."
Emret looked up from a weathered old green book he had spread out over the bed covers next to him and sat back against a pillow. "Hey dad, Rinacht."
Emret was just crossing into those awkward teenage years. Raj was having a hard time seeing him as anything other than how he’d always seen him - as his little boy. Only now he was stretched out a little funny. And he seemed to disagree with him a lot more than he used to.
The boy's attractive young Botann nurse closed the book softly and stood. "Hello Mr. Handers." She greeted him with something slightly more than a friendly smile.
Moslin was beautiful. The Botann were a beautiful people. There was no question about that. They weren't hunched over fury messes like the Zo, or cold unforgiving clumps of mass like the Petra. No. They were slender, elegant. Their skin was a smooth creamy green that flowed in graceful, long curves with only the thinnest hint of fuzz. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like not to have to deal with his thick pelt.
Emret picked up the book they had open and put it on his lap. They'd been reading it together... again, Raj thought, as he returned the smile. He took her hand and bowed slightly. "Miss Moslin."
Despite the annoyance of her continual disregard for his desire that she not read that particular book to his son, he couldn't help but smile when she was in the room.
"What happened?" Emrett asked, a bit surprised.
"What?" Handers leaned to the side to see his boy around the lovely Moslin. He followed the boy's glance down to his apron. The thick leather had long gouges cut down its full length. It appeared as though a large set of claws had raked across it a few times.
"Oh. The Attly Clan's bears. They've become a little aggressive lately, stopped responding to clan issues. I've had to work with them all week."
He leaned over by his son and kissed him on the forehead. "How you feeling today?"
"Fantastic." Emret answered dryly.
Handers stared at the aged green book that looked like it belonged in a museum rather than a kids hands. "What are you guys reading?"
Moslin looked away, uncomfortable.
Emret stared at the book. "Same thing."
Raj turned his attention to the nurse. "I appreciate you taking so much time with my son."
"My pleasure," She replied.
"Although, you run the risk of making your other patients jealous." He jested.
She laughed. "I don't think it's the other patients I have to worry about."
He smiled.
She picked up the green book off the bed and stepped past Raj towards the exit.
"Where're you going?" Emret asked.
"Your father's right. I do have other patients."
"Thanks Dad." Emret muttered sarcastically.
"Don't worry, sweetie. I'll be back later." She said as she slipped out the door.
"Didn't you two just finish that book?" Raj asked as he turned back to the bed.
"Yeah why?"
"Well, how many time have you read it?"
"I don't know."
"Don't you have other books you could read?"
"Dad! Seriously."
A scratching noise reverberated from the wall across from the foot of the bed. They both turned abruptly, startled by the noise.
At the base of the wall near the door was a small ornately trimmed hole. The scratching grew louder until a small rodent scampered out onto the lip of the trim and hopped down onto the floor.
It scurried across the tile and stopped in front of Handers with its chest exposed. A metal plate engraved with the crest of his wife's family hung to the underside of the small animal.
Raj dropped his shoulders. It was such an ugly creature. And it stunk. Fit the message, he supposed, chuckling to himself.
The rodent rubbed his hands together for a few seconds then scampered back the way it came.
Rinacht got up from his seat and moved towards the door. "Shall I admit them, sir?"
Raj stared at him for a moment before responding. What if he said no, he thought. He could. He could simply not let them in. That wouldn't be that bad, would it?
He looked back at his son who was watching him with a disapproving look. "Yes, of course. Why would you need to ask that, Rinacht?" He delivered an uncomfortable fake laugh to his son and then pointed at Rinacht as though he didn't know what had gotten in to him.
He followed his glum servant to the door to meet the arriving guests. "And we were having such a nice day." He muttered.
Rinacht turned to him and whispered, "She could fall. Ya know... accidentally. The floors are quite slippery."
Raj laughed. "You're a good man, my friend."
A light rap on the door cut off their exchange. Rinacht opened the door and made a welcoming gesture to the guests standing outside. "Please come in."
Emret's grandparents and an aunt danced into the room with an explosion of chatter. Rinacht bowed politely. "Sirs and Madam."
They side stepped Raj and Rinacht without a word of acknowledgment and continued their exaggerated waltz towards their grandchild, singing his woes all the way to his bed side.
Emret leaned forward to greet them as they wrapped him up in a warm and loud embrace.
His grandpa grabbed a handful of Emret's hospital gown and pulled on his stomach skin. "What're they feeding ya in here boy? You're ten pounds heavier every time I see ya."
"So when do we getta break ya outa here?" Asked his aunt.
"Yes that's a good question.” The boy’s grandmother said, then paused. “Raj?"
Handers glanced over from his hiding place in the corner. "I'm sorry?"
She didn't turn to face him. "When is he coming home?"
"We don't know yet. Exactly."
This time she turned. "What do you mean you don't know yet. The poor boy's been here over a month! You should know everything you need to know by now."
"Well, they're..." He tried to answer.
"What're you trying to do to the poor boy?"
"The... the doctors are doing everything they can." He stammered, uncomfortable with the direction the questions were headed.
She stared at him coldly. "Are they?"
Raj scowled, then grunted to himself as he looked away, shaking his head. She knew that she could speak to him however she wished and he'd give no resistance. What would you call a person who took advantage of a mans guilt? Foul, treacherous, conniving? That was part of the problem. He couldn't call her anything. Such was the power of guilt.
She knew the power that she held over him and she used it every time he failed to avoid her.
A knock on the door broke the tension. Moslin entered without waiting for permission. "Excuse me. I need to check his vitals."
"If you'll excuse me. I'll be back in one moment." Raj said as he slipped out the door.
Moslin stopped in front of Emret's grandmother on the way to his bed. "I understand you have a concern about Emret's treatment? If you'd accompany me outside, I can answer any questions you might have."
"Oh, that won't be necessary," she answered with a polite smile.
"With all due respect ma'am, The hospital staff as well as your son are doing everything in our power to help Emret. Please refrain from antagonizing patients or their family while in this hospital.
"Raj isn't my son." The old woman answered.
"Visiting hours are over. You have five minutes." She turned and left the room.
 
-
Moslin hurried down the cold plaster hallway. "Raj wait." She called.
He stopped at the other end of the hallway and turned to her.
"You don't have to leave. As Emret's legal guardian you have the right to restrict his visitors for any reason." She explained.
He laughed. "Thanks, but... Any pain saved now would be paid back in measure later. Besides they're good for Emret. He needs their enthusiasm."
"She's wrong you know."
"She's wrong a lot but I've never had the privilege of telling her." He smiled. "Now I'm jealous."
"Oh, you heard that?" She looked away, embarrassed. 
"Thing is, though," He paused, unsure of how to explain. His mother in law had a knack for finding his weak points and drilling them. "What if...?"
"Uh, Oh. Don't go down that road. Trust me." She warned.
"Am I doing everything I possibly can? I don't know. What if there's something else I haven't tried. Maybe I'm not pushing the doctors hard enough. Maybe this isn't the best hospital for what he needs. Maybe there's a doctor with more experience with his symptoms." 
"Then you push and you try and you ask and you do everything you know how to do. That's your job. You make sure they do their job to best of their abilities."
He looked at her for a moment then nodded his head.
"I know you'd never give up on him. No matter what people said or how hard it got. You're a good father. Don't ever doubt that."
He stared at her. "Thank you. Sounds like you're speaking from experience."
"I've been through this in one form or another. One of the worst parts of my job." She looked up at him. "Can I share something with you?"
He nodded his head.
"Come with me to the next service." She handed him a card with the date and time of a church meeting. A Botann church meeting. He frowned, not sure how to respond.
"I know you're not of the same... you know... its just, it offers a lot of comfort. You've got a lot of difficult questions ahead of you. The kind that people don't have answers to."
He looked at the card again. "Thanks but I don't..."
"Think about it. Just an invitation, that's all."
"Mr. Handers!"
Two Zo doctors had come up the hallway behind them. One of the doctors motioned for Raj's attention. 
"Mr. Handers, I've been looking for you. Can we speak in my office for a moment?" He gestured for Raj to follow.
"Sure, Dr. Eghart." He followed him around the corner to his office. The doctor let him in and shut the door behind.
"Please, have a seat." He pointed to a chair.
Handers sat down while Dr. Eghart put some charts up on a white board. Each chart had his son's name written on a label in the corner. He had no idea what they were for. One was some sort of graph. Another a strange series of lines.
"First of all, thank you for your patience this last month with this long series of test. I know its extremely difficult not knowing. We believe we've discovered the underlying cause of your sons condition."
"Great. That's good news."
"Well it is. And it isn't." He put his hands together and paused. "Um, We believe your son's binding... Well, we believe he's becoming unbound."
"What?"
"I know its difficult to understand, you..."
"That's not possible. He's never missed a single day of manea."
"Unfortunately, we don't understand what is causing his bond to deteriorate. Because of that we haven't been able to stop its progression."
"What do you mean?"
"I'm afraid we're running out of alternatives."
Raj sat back in his chair. His head was spinning. This isn't what they told him when he came. They said it was a minor issue, a chemical imbalance of some sort. A month of test later and his condition deteriorates to this? How was that possible? Something, somewhere must've gotten mixed up. Someone switched the charts.
"I don't understand what's happened? You said..."
I know this is not what you were expecting to hear. We've waited to inform you until we were absolutely sure. The tests are conclusive.
Raj leaned forward rubbing his head. This was not real. This was not possible.
"I'm sorry Mr. Handers. There are very few prescribed treatments for this type of situation. None of them have been able to stabilize his bond."
He took a deep breath, trying to clear his head. He tried to see the situation clearly through the fog of emotion. If the Doctor was right he had to figure out what to do next. He had to fix this. "What happens when his binding fails completely?" He asked.
"His body will begin to revert. He'll loose his higher functions. You have to be aware, It's not a condition he's likely to survive."
"So what do we do now. What the next step?"
"I'm sorry Mr. Handers. Our options were limited from the beginning. Of course, we'll continue to do everything we can, but..."
"So that it? You're saying he's going to die because you can't think of anything else to try?" The anger began to swell up in his face, pushing out through heavy, labored, breaths. He struggled to reign it in, to keep himself from completely breaking down.
"We can't simply throw random treatments at him and hope that something works. The wrong treatment could kill him." The Doctor explained.
"He's already going to die! You're telling me there's nothing else you could possible try. No experimental treatment, something unproven?" He was shouting now. The rage had ripped itself free of his meager attempt to restrain it.
"Mr. Handers..." The Doctor tried to interject.
"Something off the beaten path. I refuse to accept that you've done everything possible. There's always more to try?" Raj was on his feet now.
"Mr. Handers, please. You have to understand. Any loving parent would exhaust all effort looking for something to heal their child. I understand that. You'd go to go to the ends of the earth if needs be." The Doctor stood up to try and calm him down.
"What I want you to understand is that that is not necessarily what he needs right now. That's not what you need right now. A natural part of the grieving process is coming to terms with an outcome beyond your control. The unending quest for new and exotic methods is contrary to that grieving process."
"It's a desperate attempt to control something that has proven itself to be uncontrollable. Believe or not, the powers of modern medicine are in fact, finite. We can't cure everything... yet."
"But...
"Endless searching will only prolong the pain and rob you of the time you do have left to say good bye. Your son's last day will pass. You can't control that. What you can control is how you prepare yourself and your son for it."
"How can you tell a parent to stop trying? That's not grieving, that's giving up! How can I give up on my son?"
Raj grabbed his coat and slammed the door as he left.
 
-
Moslin hurried down the cold plaster hallway. "Raj wait." She called.
He stopped at the other end of the hallway and turned to her.
"You don't have to leave. As Emret's legal guardian, you have the right to restrict his visitors for any reason." She explained.
He laughed. "Thanks, but... Any pain saved now would be paid back in measure later. Besides they're good for Emret. He needs their enthusiasm."
"She's wrong you know."
"She's wrong a lot, but I've never had the privilege of telling her." He smiled. "Now I'm jealous."
"Oh, you heard that?" She looked away, embarrassed.
"Thing is, though," He paused, unsure of how to explain. His mother in law had a knack for finding his weak points and drilling them. "What if...?"
"Uh, Oh. Don't go down that road. Trust me." She warned.
"Am I doing everything I possibly can? I don't know. What if there's something else I haven't tried. Maybe I'm not pushing the doctors hard enough. Maybe this isn't the best hospital for what he needs. Maybe there's a doctor with more experience with his symptoms."
"Then you push, and you try, and you ask, and you do everything you know how to do. That's your job. You make sure they do their job to best of their abilities."
He looked at her for a moment then nodded his head.
"I know you'd never give up on him. No matter what people said or how hard it got. You're a good father, don't ever doubt that."
He stared at her. "Thank you. Sounds like you're speaking from experience."
"I've been through this in one form or another. One of the worst parts of my job." She looked up at him. "Can I share something with you?"
He nodded his head.
"Come with me to the next service." She handed him a card with the date and time of a church meeting, a Botann church meeting. He frowned, not sure how to respond.
"I know you're not of the same... you know... its just, it offers a lot of comfort. You've got a lot of difficult questions ahead of you. The kind that people don't have answers to."
He looked at the card again. "Thanks but I don't..."
"Think about it. Just an invitation, that's all."
"Mr. Handers!"
Two Zo doctors had come up the hallway behind them. One of the doctors motioned for Raj's attention.
"Mr. Handers, I've been looking for you. Can we speak in my office for a moment?" He gestured for Raj to follow.
"Sure, Dr. Eghart." He followed him around the corner to his office. The doctor let him in and shut the door behind.
"Please, have a seat." He pointed to a chair.
Handers sat down while Dr. Eghart put some charts up on a white board. Each chart had his son's name written on a label in the corner. He had no idea what they were for. One was some sort of graph. Another was a strange series of lines.
"First of all, thank you for your patience this last month with this long series of test. I know it's extremely difficult not knowing. We believe we've discovered the underlying cause of your son's condition."
"Great. That's good news."
"Well it is, and it isn't." He put his hands together and paused. "Um, We believe your son's binding... Well, we believe he's becoming unbound."
"What?"
"I know its difficult to understand, you..."
"That's not possible. He's never missed a single day of Manea."
"Unfortunately, we don't understand what is causing his bond to deteriorate. Because of that we haven't been able to stop its progression."
"What do you mean?"
"We don’t have a solution yet, but we’re hopeful, with time, that will change."
“How much time do you need? How much time does Emret have?”
“That, of course, is our greatest concern right now, and, unfortunately, we don’t have the answer.”
Raj sat back in his chair. His head was spinning. This isn't what they told him when he came. They said it was a minor issue, a chemical imbalance of some sort. A month of test later and his condition deteriorates to this? How was that possible? Something, somewhere must've gotten mixed up. Someone switched the charts.
"I don't understand what's happened? You said..."
“I know this is not what you were expecting to hear.” The doctor said calmly.
Raj leaned forward rubbing his head. This was not real. This was not possible.
"I'm sorry Mr. Handers. This is an extremely rare condition. Because of that we’ve had little chance to understand it. There are only a few prescribed treatments, and none of them have been able to stabilize his bond."
He took a deep breath, trying to clear his head. He tried to see the situation clearly through the fog of emotion. If the Doctor was right, he had to figure out what to do next. He had to fix this. "What happens when his binding fails completely?" He asked.
"His body will begin to revert. He'll lose his higher functions. You have to be aware; It's not a condition he's likely to survive."
"So what do we do now? What the next step?"
"I'm sorry Mr. Handers. We’re already doing everything we can."
"So that's it? You're saying he's going to die because you can't think of anything else to try right now? But maybe you’ll think of something later?" The anger began to swell up in his face, pushing out through heavy, labored, breaths. He struggled to rein it in, to keep himself from completely breaking down.
"We can't simply throw random treatments at him and hope that something works. The wrong treatment could kill him." The Doctor explained.
"But if you take your time debating about what might and might not work, he’ll die anyway. I think its time to take some risks here." He was shouting now. The rage had ripped itself free of his meager attempt to restrain it.
"Mr. Handers..." The Doctor tried to interject.
"I refuse to accept that there isn’t a better way to do this. There's always a better way!" Raj was on his feet now.
"Mr. Handers, please. You have to understand. Any loving parent would exhaust all effort looking for something to heal their child. I understand that. You'd go to go to the ends of the earth if needs be." The Doctor stood up to try to calm him down.
"What I want you to understand is that is not necessarily what he needs right now. That's not what you need right now. A natural part of the grieving process is coming to terms with an outcome beyond your control. The unending quest for new and exotic methods is contrary to that grieving process."
"It's a desperate attempt to control something that has proven itself to be uncontrollable. Believe or not, the powers of modern medicine are, in fact, finite. We can't cure everything... yet."
"But...
"Endless searching will only prolong the pain and rob you of the time you do have left to say good bye. Let us worry about finding the solution. You worry about the time you spend with your son. If your son's last day comes soon, that will not be something you can control. What you can control is how you prepare yourself and your son for it."
Raj grabbed his coat and slammed the door as he left.
 
-
He found himself wandering out the back of the hospital and down the dark street that led to the sea cliffs. It was the first place that came to his mind when he thought of somewhere he could be alone.
A steep stair case, cut into the black rock, lead down from the coastal street to the sandy beach below. He stumbled down the steps, holding an arm in front of his eyes to shield against the sand blown off the rocks.
He'd come here before for the same purpose; he remembered. The same thought had come to him. To come here. To be alone. To think.
He wandered out onto the wet sand and felt the spray on his face as the dark waves crashed against the beach. Night had come while he'd been in the hospital. Yet the night, with the moon glowing through a thin layer of clouds, seemed to add to the environment he was seeking. He tried to avoid the thoughts that were stirring in his mind, the thoughts of her, of the last time he'd come here from the hospital. It'd taken him so long to forget, to push the memories back far enough that they stopped hurting. He had to. He had his son.
The moon went dark behind a cloud. A flash of lighting flickered from the horizon, giving a momentary glimpse of the approaching storm. He felt the crushing weight growing from inside, pushing down on him. He couldn't afford this, not now. He had to fight it back.
He dropped to his knees, digging into the soft sand. The dried top layer caught in the gusts of wind and swirled around him. He looked up into the darkness above him. He didn't know what he was looking for. Sometimes just seeing something above him staring back down was reassuring. He got no such comfort from the black, star-less void above him. The crushing weight increased, almost as though the void above had reached a slender finger down to him and was working its way inside him. His desperation grew to panic.
"Please," he voiced into the wind. "Help me."
Another flicker of light flashed across the sky, showing for a brief instant the beauty of the clouds as the lighting etched its zigzag through them. The illusion of emptiness broke. The slender finger withdrew.
"Please," he begged. "Don't take my son away too!" He called out.
He turned away from the sky. What right did he have to ask such things? Why should he expect such favors? The proposition was ludicrous.
He looked up once more. Ludicrous or not, he had nothing left.
"Please."
He shifted his weight to move his knee off a sharp rock that had been poking him from under the sand.
Another flicker lit up the sky. As he looked down into the depression that his knee had left, he noticed a faint trace of light had remained after the lighting's bright flash.
As the wind blew the trace of light grew into a glow. The sharp stone that he'd felt under his knee was emitting light. As the wind continued to clear away the sand, the object grew in size and complexity. It was some sort of carving, the figure of a small plant or a miniaturized tree! There was something else, something on the tree. He wanted to reach down and feel it, to pick it up, but he hesitated. It wasn't natural. The wind cleared away the sand down to the base of the figure. It had a long bird curved around its thin trunk and a solid round base of roots.
His curiosity overcame his apprehension, and he reached down to pick it up. As his fingers made contact a Flash of blinding white light filled his vision. His ears rang with a high pitched whine. After a moment, his sight and hearing returned, but he was no longer on the beach. He was standing in the street a few block from the hospital. Directly in front of him, an ancient stone archway rose up out of the ground, completely blocking the road. A stone pathway extended beyond it but not in front of it.
He couldn't imagine that it had been there long. It would've been blocking traffic, had there been any. He stepped towards it.
Flash, his vision turned to white. After a moment the color returned, and he was standing somewhere else - outside an old school. He was sure he'd seen it before but wasn't sure where it was. He remembered he'd been impressed by the high stone wall that surrounded the school. In the street beside the wall of the school, he saw another archway. This one, unlike the first, was made of white stone and seemed rather modern. At least the stones seemed almost perfectly cut. Yet, it too seemed completely out of place as it blocked the road.
His vision flashed to white again. When it receded he found him self again in another place. This time he was on a mountain top in the middle of the day. A meadow stretched out in front of him. At the end of that meadow, a beautiful white structure made of white stone sat, its spires leading his eyes up to the bright sky. The blue burned into white.
Then he saw his son crumpled on the wet forest floor. A wave of red light washed over him. He opened his eyes, then stood up. The forest blanked to white again.
His sight cleared, and he found himself back on the beach. A stabbing pain registered in his finger tips. He jerked his hand back from the glowing figure. His fingers were bleeding where he had touched it. He took a handkerchief out of his pocket and wrapped it around the figure and tucked it into his jacket.
 
-
Rinacht stepped up onto a rock overlooking the beach. He could see Mr. Handers kneeling down in the sand below.
"Mr. Handers!" He called.
Suddenly his employer got to his feet, with out seeming to acknowledge him, lifted something in his hands, then wrapped it up and put into his jacket. Rinacht may not have seen it clearly, but it had appeared as though the object he held was glowing. He watched Raj turn and walk away down the beach. He must not have heard his call; he thought. So he hopped down off the rock and rushed over to the stair way leading down to see if he could catch up.
 
-
Raj hurried through the thinly populated city streets. He knew the one he wanted wasn't far. He just wasn't sure exactly which way. He turned the corner and looked up. It looked familiar. He walked around the side of the building to get a view of the open street. There taking up more than half the road was the archaic stone archway. Just as he'd seen.
He pulled himself back behind the building and hid himself up against the wall, shaking his head. This was not good. To dream about it, to see it in your mind, sure, fine. But to see it there in front of you, awake. That was a problem. He leaned out again, peering around the building. It was still there.
"How...?" He took a deep breath to calm himself. There had to be some way of making sense of it. He'd have to get a closer look. Perhaps it was a trick of his mind, a latent image of some sort. He hurried up to it. The stones, worn with age, stacked tightly without mortar, gave no impression of illusion. Proximity had only further solidified the reality of its presence. Perhaps to touch it would help, he thought.
He pushed hard against one of the stones, catching himself in case he fell through it. The stones were cold to his touch and held firmly against his weight. Either this truly was here blocking the entire road or he was simply, insane. To confound further his dilemma with reality, as he stared through the stone arches, a pathway, made of a large, irregularly shaped rocks stones, was cut into the small and well worn cobble stone road. The pathway extended out the back and continued down the street. He was positive these rocks were not there a moment ago.
He backed away and circled around to the front of the arches to look at the path from another angle. But now the path was gone! Without a sign of it ever having been there. He took a calming breath. Perhaps this was still part of his previous episode, part of some kind of odd dream.
He doubled back behind the arch and sure enough the pathway had returned. This would induce a migraine; he was sure of it. He stepped sideways enough to see around the stone pillar. Now he could see through and around it at the same time. The path was clearly both there and not there! Viewed through the archway it extended down the street and into the city. Viewed from outside, it did not exist.
The illusion was fantastic! His mind began to wander. What would happen if he stepped through it? Would it remain when he tried to step on it, or was it like a mirage, always just out of reach? How good was the illusion, really?
He took a quick step through to see what would happen. His foot landed firmly on the first stone of the pathway. He stepped back, surprised. Apparently he had become comfortable with the idea that this was just a trick of the eye, and a trick of the eye was not something you were supposed to feel under your feet.
So this was not an illusion. He laughed to himself. Nether was the enormous stone archway blocking the road. Nether made sense to a rational mind. It looked like he'd have to make a decision, as trying to prove or disprove the reality of this thing was pointless. He could walk a way or walk through. He stared at it, imagining the out comes of both scenarios. What was the worst that could happen? Well, he could die. There was always that possibility. He could be tortured. Several rather unpleasant scenarios played out in his head. And what was the best possible outcome?
He remembered what had led him to this point, the larger context of the experience, his overwhelming need to find a solution for his son. A moment later he found himself hurrying down the strange and unexplainable path.
 
-
Rinacht   turned   the   corner   and   stopped   behind the   building   that Raj   had   stopped   at   only   moments   earlier. His employer   was   in the   middle   of the street in   front   of him. He   felt   the   automatic   urge   to   call   out to him but   suppressed   it. Raj   had   his   hands   up in the   air   as though he   were   leaning   on something.   Only   there   wasn't   anything   there. He   then   paced   back   and   forth,   circling   around as though there   were   an   object   in the   way. After what   appeared   to be a   moment   of   deliberation   he   turned   and   marched   straight   down the   road.
Rinacht   tried   to   add   it up in his   head. He   found   something   highly   unusual   on the beach.   Now   here   he   was   wandering   about the   city   in the   middle   of the   night,   pantomiming   in the   empty   street.   The   worst   had   finally   come, he   feared, as he   slipped   into the   dark   and   followed   quietly   behind.
 
-
Raj rushed down the path rough cut rocks, anxious to get to where ever it may be leading him. He rounded a corner and found a heavy stone wall rising up in front of him. The high wall extended a considerable distance in both directions. A little way to his right, it wound around to a large gated entrance. The entrance looked familiar. Then it came to him. This was the old school that he'd recognized earlier.
If that were true then would he see a second archway? He wondered. His path turned down an alley beside the school wall. At the end of the alley, the path turned again. He raced down the alley way and turned to follow the back of the school wall.
About halfway down to the next building he found what he was looking for. A large white stone archway stretched half way across the road, making it difficult to go around. He approached quickly, checking behind him to see if anyone was around. The last thing he wanted was crowd. Fortunately there didn't seem to be anyone around.
Up close the archway was quite different from the other. The white stone blocks were cut perfectly smooth and perfectly square. The stone gave off a glow like the little figurine he found. Cut into the stone on each pillar were two figures. One on each side, one male, one female. He studied their details. They weren't stooped over in posture like the Zo. Nor where they squat and rounded like the Petra or twisted and stretched like the Botann. They were unusual, to say the least, he thought.
The pathway beyond the arch seemed to be made of the same white stone. Not surprising, it seemed to be playing the same visual trick. When viewed from the side, the path was the same as the one he was on. From through the arch it became white and glowed.
The school to the side of him sat on a high point in the city. Through the archway, he could see the street drop off into the distant expanse of buildings and roads. He traced the glowing line of the path as it wound down into the city. He could see it emerge on the other side and disappear into the green line of the forest. Even from a distance he could spot where it peaked out here and there from under the trees, continuing with the forest as it lifted up into the maintain range. He could see it then rising up right up to one of the peaks.
He blinked as he realized what he was looking at. Without thinking, he'd followed an impossibly thin line across the city, through the forest and up to the top of the mountain. Some how he could still see it. He could see the path leading up to a white building, a building below the mountain peak. He squinted. There was no way he should be able to see a building on the side of a mountain a thousand miles away, at night. This was making his head hurt, he thought, as he turned away.
Still, he'd come this far. Was this enough for him to reconsider? No, he supposed. He stepped forward through the archway. As he passed, his vision burned to white. After a disorienting moment of blindness, the flash receded, and he found himself standing on a mountain, below the peak where saw the path had led. In front of him was the same white building he had seen from a far.
The scene burned to white. A moment later he found himself standing in a room with impressively high walls of white stone. He was inside the building he'd just been staring at, he assumed. There were two sets of stairs on opposite sides of the room. One led up, and the other led down.
As soon as he took notice of them, he felt himself move. In an instant, he was in the upper room beyond the stairs. In the center of the new room, he noticed a large basin of water. He moved closer again with the thought. Below the surface of the water was an assortment of weapons and armor. One long sword he noticed in particular was unsheathed and had a blinding white blade.
With a flash of white, Raj found himself again somewhere else. Now he stood in an open field. In front of him, a wall of soldiers advanced. He spun around. Another wall of men stood behind him, their eyes fixed on him, with their weapons half raised, waiting. He looked down. Held tightly in his hand was the long white sword with the blade of white. His arms, chest, and legs were covered in armor, white armor.
With an uncomfortable jar, he felt himself turn around to face the opposing army. Without issuing the command to his body, his arm lifted the sword high into the air. His voice rang out with a horrible cry, and his legs bolted forward. His cry was multiplied into a deafening roar by the thousands of men who followed behind him. An echo of that cry sounded from the hordes in front of him as they advanced from a slow march forward to full sprint.
He watched helplessly as death approached him. His body refused his panic and flung itself full speed into peril.
White. The blur faded and he was back on the street standing under the arch. After a moment of disorientation, he stepped back out from under the arch.
"Crazy!" He muttered. "This is crazy!"
He turned and stumbled away, down the street and into the city.
 
-
Around the corner, hidden by the wall of the school, Riancht watched Raj back up, turn, and disappear down the street.
"What did you find, my friend?"




 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Lord Valance stared at the Clan Lord Ranth, a short and stubby little man, who was frantically paddling his squat little legs to keep up with the group. He hated the man, hated how much influence he had over the greater House of Clans; he hated that he had to invite him here to his largest, most profitable, orchard just to gain audience with his more powerful friends. It was insulting.
"Arrg!" The Clan Lord cried as he stumbled over a dead branch. Lord Valance wanted to laugh but kept it in. The site of the man rolling around on the ground, trying to pick himself up, suddenly made his presence here more tolerable.
An entourage of scientists, administrators, and security stopped to wait for the distinguished guest. The grey of broken, rotting branches had smothered what was left of a pleasant green grass. It was impossible to walk through it without keeping a constant eye on the ground.
"Why don't you have someone clear these out?" The Clan Lord demanded.
"We do." Lord Valance answered. "Almost every day."
After crossing through several rows of perfectly lined trees, the group stopped. Several men and women, wearing light jackets emblazoned with the orchard’s bright red insignia, stopped at the trunk of an gnarled old tree. Its branches twisted up into a dense canopy over them. They waited as Lord Valance and the Clan Lord pushed up from the back of the crowd.
"This is our oldest." Lord Valance announced to the Clan Lord then rested his hand up against the trunk. "She produces more fruit than almost ten younger trees."
He followed the Clan Lord Ranth's gaze up into the fruit laden branches above them. The coverage was thin compared to the younger trees they'd just passed through. The tree could easily have held two or three times the count.
"How quickly is she declining?" He asked one of the men in the light colored jackets.
"Fifteen percent per year now." He answered.
"Fifteen percent?" The rate had increased since he'd last reviewed the numbers. "And this is the highest rate?" He asked.
"Yes. She's the worst case scenario. She was the first to show the decline and has so far contracted the farthest."
The Clan Lord stared at the old tree then redirected his gaze to the young scientist in the jacket. "OK. So what are we saying? The rest of the trees are going to hit fifteen percept when they get as old as this tree?"
"With some margin of error, yes, we believe so."
"So you have to tear these out and plant new trees? I'm not sure I understand..."
"The life cycle of the trees isn't the concern." A middle aged woman interrupted. Valance and the Director both turned.
Lord Valance extended a hand towards the new voice. "Clansman this is Doctor Bihinlem. She's been heading our alternatives research. Go ahead doctor."
The Doctor nodded in greeting. "What concerns us is the distribution of our production load across the age range of our trees. These relatively few older trees produce almost half of our total yield. As the director said, one produces as much as ten younger trees."
"OK. I'm still not sure I see the problem. Won't all your young trees grow into large high producing old trees?" He asked.
"Yes, naturally that should occur..."
"What do you mean, should?"
"It'd be better if we showed you." Lord Valance motioned for the Clansmen to follow him, as he carefully stepped over the fallen dead branches from the giant tree.
He led the group through more rows of the massive old growth trees. It seemed so strange to him; they were such immense creatures; they looked so healthy and strong. In many ways, they were the symbol of his vast empire, his power and vitality.
The change was abrupt as they crossed over into the younger section of the orchard. From one row of trees to the next, the giants shrank to nearly a quarter the size. Their branches weren't even tall enough to step under.
"These are the oldest of the next expansion of trees. They were planted a decade or so after the older ones." Lord Valance explained.
"Only ten years younger? They can grow that much in ten years?" The Clan Lord asked.
“No they can't. The size difference between these and the old growth represents about fifty years of time.”
“I don't follow.”
“These trees, for all intents and purposes, are as large as they'll ever be.” Valance explained.
“But that's...”
"The simple matter is this," he paused, "For some reason that we cannot explain, our younger trees are not growing to what we would consider a mature size."
"Has this ever happened before?"
"Not that we're aware."
“Are there other orchards that have been effected in this way?”
Lord Valance took a moment before he answered. "There are no orchards that have escaped this problem."
"All of your orchards? That’s more than half of our supply of Manea!"
He cleared his throat. "Not all of our orchards. All of the world's orchards. All Manea orchards have been effected."
"What?" He stammered. "How could that be?"
"We're trying to understand that."
"So what does all this mean? Have you planted enough new trees to make up for the fact that they don't make as much as they used to? Is that what we're up against? Planting a lot more trees?”
“Manea does not grow everywhere as I'm sure you're well aware. Otherwise, people would have it in their back yard. It's strangely fickle.”
“Right. Right.”
“We’ve been unable to discover any substantial new land that will support an orchard. We’ve pursued this avenue vigorously, I assure you. And if we had missed anything our competitors would surely have found it.”
“So the old trees are dying and not only are the younger trees too small to make up the difference but you can't plant any more of them?”
“Yes.”
"But what about grafting the plants or cross breeding. Can't something else be done?" He asked.
"Yes. We've made some progress in that area." Doctor Bihinlem answered. "That's my area of specialty, alternate breeds."
"And?"
"The grafts have potential, but even if we had a perfect tree now, it would take twenty years to wipe the land and grow a mature orchard." She answered.
"But we don't have twenty years, right. Is that were this is going? How long do we have? Five?" The Clan Lord asked.
"Six months to a year." Lord Valance added. "Before the decline in the old trees causes major disruptions in supply."
"Your business will be ruined!"
"If the decline continues at that pace, there won't be anyone left to sell too." Lord Valanced added.
"Lets not be overly dramatic. Besides, what do you expect me to do about any of this?" The clansmen stammered, not making any effort to hide his outrage.
"Talk to the other Clan Lords. We have a plan." Lord Valance answered calmly.
 
-
Emret heard the click of the door that signaled someone coming in. He wiggled and pushed himself up to a sitting position as Moslin shut the door behind her.
“How we doing today?”
“Same as yesterday..." He adjusted his blankets, "...And the day before, and you know… the day before.”
Moslin smiled and sat down on the bed next to him. She set the large green book down beside her. “Do you want to read a little today?”
He let out a depressed sigh. “No not really.”
“No?” She said in surprise. “You’ve been hounding me for the last two weeks to read at every available moment. Now suddenly you don’t want to read?”
“Sorry. I don’t just feel like it today.”
“I sense a little discouragement,” She joked, trying to lighten the mood.
“No, I’m fine.” He answered, not catching the sarcasm. “Maybe we could read this one for a bit.” He leaned over to the side table and tried to grab a smaller red book.
She turned and picked it up for him. “Ah, we’re finally getting around to reading one of the books your dad bought for you. He’ll be happy his effort didn’t go to waste.” She jokes.
He forced a smile and nodded his head.
“You don’t seem that excited about this book either,” she recognized.
"What's to be excited about? It's just something somebody else made up.”
She re-adjusts her position to face him a little more. “Books aren’t just something somebody made up.” She paused. “Well, maybe some of them are but not all of them.”
He looked up at her, the first sign of life showing on his face since she arrived. “So how do you tell if the book you’re reading wasn’t just made up by who ever wrote it?”
“Well…” she took a moment. “There are some books that are based on researched fact. School books, for example, they show you at the end of the chapter where they got their information, so that you can double check it.
“Biographies, for another example, are about certain people’s lives. Usually based on interviews with the person or people who knew him or her. Then there are historians who study records of events in the past and write about them.
“And then of course there are books like this one..." She held up the smaller red book that they were about to read, “...that are stories based on someone’s thoughts and experiences, and even though they may not be something that actually happened, they can still be terribly meaningful.”
He squinted at her skeptically.
“The people that write them do so in a way to express something that they’ve found to be real and meaningful to them. But instead of just telling you in a text book way that a+b=c, they take you through a life experience with them and show you what its like to have that happen. You get to draw your own meaning from sharing that experience.”
He furrowed his brow, trying to grasp the idea.
“Say I were to ask you what it would be like to raise two twin boys. What would you say?” She asked.
He looked up at her, then glanced away. “I don’t know.”
“Well, if you wanted to know what it’d be like to be a parent of two little babies at once you could read someone’s story about it. They would take you through the experience of child birth, staying up all night with them, and trying to figure out how to feed them when both were hungry at the same time. They could share how much fun they had watching them both learn to hold their heads up and then sit up and crawl. Even though you’re just a boy yourself, when you read the story you get to be the parent and see things how a parent has seen them.”
He nods his head. “I think that makes sense.”
She put the red book aside and picked up the larger tattered green book. “But its my guess that you’re not talking about books in general. I’m guessing that you want to know about this book in particular. Whether or not this book is actual fact or simply made up.”
He stared back at her waiting patiently for her to continue.
“Are there sources of information that can be verified? Possibly. Are there historical records that could be cross referenced? It would take a little work. It's possible. Are there scholars who could tell us if the book is consistent with what they believe the historical facts are? Maybe.
“But really, your concerns and questions aren’t actually about this book either?” She continued.
They aren’t? He thought, surprised. He was pretty sure they were.
“This is about you trying to wrap your head around whats happening to you. This is about you being thrown towards the edge of a cliff, and you not knowing why, or who's doing it. This is about you wanting this all to make sense.
“This book has some ideas about all that. Can they be proven, cross referenced and verified? No. That makes your dad uncomfortable. He doesn't want you to get wrapped up in something that isn't true. I can understand that.”
She puts the green book down on the side table. “So its you’re choice. The book offers the idea that the world is not lost in chaos; that we haven't simply been thrown into the wind, waiting to see where we might land, that there is order in everything, structure, that there are patterns that extend beyond this world and this life, even though we may not see or understand them, that we are not just on a globe, hurdling through space at a million miles per hour, completely out of control, waiting to crash into the next immovable object in our path.
“If those kinds of ideas appeal to you, then read the book. No one can tell you if its right or wrong. You have to decide that for yourself. It's up to you to find the meaning in the book by experiencing the stories as you read them.”
Emret processed this, reflecting on the stories she'd read to him so far. The most compelling of those was about a young boy called up to fight a monster. How did that fit into what she was explaining? He wondered.
He tilts his head to the side slightly, then asks, “the story about the boy who fights the monster?”
“Yes?”
“How was that story about life being full of order and purpose?”
“Very good question,” She admitted. “How does your own life fit into that order and purpose? How can that story help you understand your own relationship to this life? The story is a repeating pattern. Not a historical account of something that happened just once. It explains a pattern that we may fit into in one way or another and in different ways at different times. The structure of that pattern may help us to understand the structure of our own life, the choices that are available to us. Sometimes we are not even aware of them until they are pointed out.”
He follows through the analysis out loud. “This boy, who is called up to fight the monster. What choice does that represent? What great order does reading that give to my life?”
I can't answer that question for you.
He looks down, not happy with the answer
“When you were excited about reading it, what was it that you liked so much?” She asked.
He looked at her firmly. Moisture forming in his eyes.
“The boy wins! Everybody says he’ll die, but he doesn’t. He wins.” He answered.
“Well, there you go.” She patted his leg. “That pattern has meaning to you.”
 
-
Handers clicked open the door to his son’s room and pushed through, finding a very familiar sight. Moslin was sitting on the bed next to Emret. He looked around for the over-sized green book she usually had open but didn’t see it. They both looked up at his arrival.
“Hi Dad.”
“Where's Rinacht?” Raj asked.
“We sent him to look for you.” Emret replied.
“Oh.” That was strange, Raj thought. He wondered where he’d gone. He set some food down on the corner table and moved in closer to the bed to give Emret a kiss on the head. On the side table behind Moslin, he noticed the big green book. So it was here after all, he thought.
“What’re ya guys reading?”
“We were actually just talking this time. For a change.” Moslin answered.
“Oh?” Raj said, his attention still focused on the book.
She got up off the bed and grabbed her book.
“Hey”. Emret protested.
“Sorry, its your fathers turn for some attention.” She patted him on the head then smiled at Handers.
“You don't look so good. Everything OK?” She asked.
Handers didn’t meet her gaze, just stared at the book. They were just talking? He thought. But she still brought the book to read even though he’d politely asked her to read other things more times than he could remember. She noticed that he was staring and followed his eyes down to the book.
“Can I talk to you for a moment,” he asked, motioning her towards the door.
“Sure.” She answered hesitantly then followed him out the door.
Handers waited for her to pass then closed the door slowly behind her, waiting for the click. She turned and leaned up against the wall holding the book behind her.
“I know, I know. You want him to read other things.” She started to apologize.
“I think maybe if you didn’t bring it with you it might be easier for him to choose other things to read.” He interjected.
“No, you’re right. You’re right. It’s just… I have a hard time saying no to him. You know? He’s stuck in that bed and it's the only thing that seems to make him happy.”
“Well I guess that's kind of the problem. I didn't want him getting obsessed with it. Looks like it’s a little to late.”
“I know, I'm sorry.”
He shifted his weight and paused for a breath. “What is it that's so appealing?” He asked.
She flipped open the book and stopped on a two page illustration of a young boy holding a white glowing sword.
“Well, the stories he's most interested in are all about a young boy who’s sort of the least likely hero candidate yet ends up becoming the hero anyway.”
“That doesn’t sound to bad,” Raj admitted.
“He’s small and gangly and doesn’t really have a whole lot going for him. Yet when his village is threatened by a demon he’s the only one who volunteers to try to fight it.”
“Courage. Thats good.” He added.
“Everyone thinks the boy will fail. That he’ll die. But he doesn’t. He wins, and he lives.”
“How does he do that?” He asked.
“Well… The story says that he had a firm belief that no matter what he was up against if he trusted in the power of the Reds they would deliver him. And in the story, despite facing impossible circumstances, the Reds not only saved him but helped him turn away the demon.”
She finished the story without making eye contact, as though she already knew he’d disapprove of the conclusion.
“So the boy overcomes death by divine power?” He asked, agitation already creeping into his voice.
“Well, its symbolic...” She tried to explain.
“You don't see the problem with this?”
“No. I don't.” She defended firmly.
“What happens when the things in that story don't happen for him in real life? He's building hope and expectations in something that can’t possibly happen.” He demanded.
“The expectations and relationships in the story go beyond life and death. If the boy in the story had died in the end, he still would have succeeded. That was the point of the story.”
“That doesn’t make any sense.” Handers argued.
“Because he trusted in the Reds, they changed who the boy was. They helped him become more than he ever could’ve on his own. They gave him courage, confidence, strength. If he had died at the end, it wouldn’t have mattered because the change had already happened. He would’ve faced that moment of death with a hero’s heart, regardless of the outcome.
“What your son needs, what your son wants, more than anything, what he’s searching desperately to find, is some courage to face his own death. He’s scarred, Raj. He doesn’t know what’s going to happen to him. So I bring him these stories every day because he tells me that when he reads them he isn’t afraid.” She explained.
“Moslin, this is what you get out of these stories. This is your interpretation. Emret is just a boy. He doesn’t understand that things are not always meant in a literal way. If he became obsessed about a story where the boy is saved from death through a miraculous power and then suddenly you noticed his fear had gone away, wouldn’t it be possible he’s just putting the two together? I mean, how do you know what's going on in his mind? How can you say he isn’t thinking that if he believes hard enough he’ll be saved too? And that’s why he isn’t afraid.
“How long before he figures out the miracle isn’t going to happen for him. What do I tell him then? Can’t you see how much more difficult this is making things? Not just for him? But for me?”
“I’m doing the best I can to help him.” She said.
“Well I don’t think you’re helping. In fact, I think it would be best if you stopped helping him all together.” Raj turned away as he finished, “I’m going to ask that you not be assigned to my son any longer.”
Moslin's mouth dropped a little in reaction. She turned and cleared her throat trying to regain composure. “You only get one chance at this with your son. Don't screw it up!” The words came out of her mouth like venom. The anger was palatable.
He watched her stormed away down the hall and felt a terrible weight of regret pulling on him. He knew as soon as the words had left his mouth that it wasn’t really what he wanted. He wanted to call her back, to apologize, but it was too late. What he said could not be unsaid.
 
-
Lord Valance stared through the thick glass separating him from a plain white room beyond. A bare skinned creature roughly the same size and shape as a Zo adult male raced back and forth from wall to wall, keeping its attention on Lord Valance through the glass.
Without warning it leapt at the glass, snapping its teeth viciously. The impact reverberated through the room with a sickening boom. The creature crumpled into the glass, its face and neck twisting and contorting, then fell to the floor.
Lord Valence and his two companions jerked back in reaction.
A Doctor in a white lab coat stepped up behind the men. Lord Valance turned to acknowledge him, shaking his hand. “Hello Doctor Brite.”
The Doctor turned his attention to the creature. “From what we can tell, the damage is irreversible.”
Valance turned back to the glass as well, stepping forward to see the creature slowly getting up from the floor.
“How many?” he asked.
“This is the first to completely lose his binding. Half a dozen more aren't far behind. We’ve recorded nearly a thousand that have begun to show signs.” The doctor answered.
Valance turned to the Lord Whiting next to him. “Call the House Lords. We need to talk.”
 
-
Lord Valance and his companions, Lord Whiting and Barnus, followed a house servant and an accompanying array of clans animals through a vast, dimly lit chamber. They kept their distance. Domesticated under the strict control of clans or not, he still found the presence of large cats unnerving. And typically, large clan cats weren’t kept for cleaning or running messages. They had one purpose socially, and that was aligned to their strengths in nature. There were at least 3 leopards, half a dozen male lions and few panthers. One of the panthers buried in the middle of the group let out a low pitched snarl and swat his large front paw at another large cat who snarled in reply.
The house servant stopped. “Alexia, no!” He reprimanded the unruly panther. “Come.” He opened a large leather pouch hanging from his waist, pulled out a large piece of dried Manea and pushed it into her mouth.
“My apologies,” the house servant said, turning to Valance briefly before continuing down the chamber.
What did the High Clan Lord Mar think he’d come to do? Valance thought. Rob him? He turned his attention back to his footsteps. He liked to know how far he was from exit at any given moment. Especially in the dark, surrounded by a pack of deadly animals.
The chamber they were crossing was impressive. Massive stone columns rose up into the blackness above them, holding some sort of stone arched ceiling he was sure, even though he couldn’t see it. Either the room was too big for them to keep adequately lit or they wanted their visitors to feel a bit uncomfortable. Probably a bit of both. He noted the red flags and other red decor displaying the crest of the High Clan. Other than those few bits of color the hall was rather austere. No furniture, rugs or anything to indicate the hall was in use for anything specific. No windows either, which made it slightly suspicious and more uncomfortable.
He thought it remarkable that after so many years in dealing with the Lord Mar that he’d never actually been to his home. Mar had always come to him.
They crossed the threshold into a more brightly lit and comfortably furnished room. Here the ceiling was clearly visible as well as a thin balcony circling the room. A small scattering of men stood watching from the balcony. In the far corner, Mar reclined against an impressive array of over sized, multi colored pillows. He was dressed in an evening robe with a pipe in one hand and a book in the other. A confusing mixed message, he thought. Apparently, his visit didn’t warrant enough attention for the man put on clothes. And yet enough attention make sure Valance was aware of his security.
The Servant crossed the room in front of them to announce their arrival. The High Clan Lord didn’t respond in the slightest. His attention remained with his book, his pipe popping into his mouth for a suck, oblivious to the men who had just arrived.
“Have a seat,” he muttered.
Valance gritted his teeth. “Where are the other Clan Lords?”
Mar dropped his book and looked up for the first time. “I’ll hear what you have to say. But I can’t compel any one else to listen.”
That of course was the complete opposite of the truth. If Mar had requested, the other clan Lords were indeed compelled to attend. Mar was obviously not as sympathetic to him as he had hoped. He thought the disturbing evidences that he had sent to Mar via Lord Ranth would persuade him of the seriousness of the situation. Instead, Mar had greeted him as though he’d come asking for money. There must be some sort of political maneuvering behind this. Political maneuvering was the exact thing he had hoped to avoid.
“Clan Lord Ranth presented you the report from my orchards I hope,” Valance asked.
“I’ve read the report, yes.”
“And the medical review of the incident at the hospital?”
“Of course,” he said turning back to his book.
Valance stared at him with a look of consternation. He was not used to being treated in this way. In fact, he didn’t think he’d been treated with such disrespect since he was a child.
“You'll forgive me Clan Lord, but you seem a little more at ease about this than I anticipated.”
“At ease? You insult me. I am fully aware and alarmed by this turn of events. What would you like me to do? Throw myself to the floor while I scream and cry and beg for your help? Is that what you came here for, to see me make a mockery of myself?”
Valance smiled. The Clan Lord was showing his intentions. They were not here to talk about how to deal with the crisis. They were here to jockey for position.
“Let me ask you this, my good and kind Lord Valance. How long have you been aware of this developing shortage? And why have you chosen today as the day to make us suddenly aware of it?”
“I assure you, we have not delayed in making you aware of this problem.” Valance said.
“Haven’t you? These are your orchards we’re talking about. This crisis has developed under your direct supervision. If you yourself are only now aware of it then, I beg your pardon, but you’re a bigger fool than I supposed.”
Lord Barnus pushed aside his robe to reveal the hilt of his sword. He grasped it firmly. Valance shot him a glance. Barnus relaxed his grip.
“What is this?” Mar jumped to his feet. “You come into my house bearing weapons?”
The men watching from the balcony had drawn and aimed weapons.
“I apologize for my overly zealous companions. I must travel with protection at all times as I’m sure you can understand.”
Mar stepped towards Valance, pushing his large protruding belly right into Valance’s thin waste.
“This problem is a reflection of what you’ve become Lord Valance! You’re own incompetence has allowed this to happen. And now you come here expecting us to shoulder the burden of consequence. You want us to help you fix this. Yet, while you’ve sat in your soft palace high above this people, forgetting your duty to the very people who put you in that palace, we’ve remained here on the ground with out missing a day of work. No disruption of service. The mechanics of this city have remained in perfect order.”
Valance stepped back.
“I applaud you for your diligent, uninterrupted, service to this city. It is this reason, in fact, that we’ve come to you first. We have prepared a mitigation plan to give us the time to grow the needed alternate supply without causing irreparable damage to this city and every other city. I feel you and your clans are essential to this plan. Not in an effort to shift burden to you but to offer you shelter from the storm that is most certainly to come. Because you provide essential services to this city, the purpose of our plan is to ensure your services are not interrupted.”
Mar relaxed slightly, dropping his arms to his side and unclenching his fists.
“I will hear your plan.”
Lord Whiting handed Mar a thin booklet.
“Here are the details. To put it simply, the supply shortage is projected to reach %50 with in two years. The markets, left own their own, will starve the poor to feed the fearful rich. Everyone who can afford it will hoard to protect their future. Everyone else will... struggle. You and I both know that if those with money are the only ones left to survive, unfortunately, our society will not. Those with wealth as a group do not possess the full gamut of experience, practical knowledge and skill required to maintain a functioning society. The wealthy need the tradesmen and the clansmen.
“The wealthy will ensure their own survival. Them we need not worry about. The tradesmen and clansmen, however, need to be protected. We must have a rationing plan. Rich and poor. That evaluates the most vital parts of our economy and protects them. Our food and water systems. Transportation. Animal controllers. The things on which life depends must be protected from the whims of the market.”
Mar takes a deep breath and whistles as he exhales slowly through his nose, staring pensively at the ground. “I’m inclined to agree with you.”
“I’ve called a hearing before the senate. Will you support me?” Valance asked.
“In return for our support you will protect the interests of the clans in this rationing system?” Mar asked.
“Of course” Valance said.
“And it’ll be you who makes this judgments on who is to live and who is to die? You will say this man is vital, and this man is not?” Mar said.
“That is what I propose.” Valance said.
“And what if the Senate approves your plan but does not approve you as the manager of it. There is unprecedented risk in this rationing plan. Whom ever we support in this action must be the sure candidate to win Senate appointment. If we tied our boats to the losing team, the potential repercussions would be unimaginable.
“I will speak plainly to you Lord Valance because I feel we must be perfectly clear on this point. While I believe your plan has merit, I do not believe you are the man to bring it to the Senate. I do not believe you would win popular support. My friend, you are not the young man I once knew and quite honestly, feared.
“I suggests that you and I both align ourselves with another Senator, someone already strong enough to gaining the necessary support. Allow that person to present the measure. I have a few names I could suggest.
 
-
Lord Whiting sat forward as Valance and Barnus settled into their seats. The Carriage driver closed the door. A moment later they felt the jolt of motion.
"Three of the Clans will support any plan we put forward," Lord Whiting began.
Lord Valance took in the information as he tapped his foot patiently.
"Three are middle ground, which means they won't go against their own. The other four are against us." Lord Barnus finished.
Valance sank further into the soft leather of his seat. "The Senate review will be difficult." He let out an exhausted breath.
His mind pulled back to the conversation with the Clan Lord Mar. It was political maneuvering at its finest. The Clans would spare no opportunity to reposition themselves with greater advantage. They’d agree to his plan but not to his leadership? Convenient.
He’d been foolish to assume political aspirations would’ve been set aside in light of the potential crisis. Foolish, yes, but he felt it was more than that. This was the first real attempt to exercise his influence in a great while. The first time he’d had to ask anyone for anything. The asking was bad enough, the result of that asking was horrid.
Twenty years ago no man would have dared directly oppose him the way the Clan Lord just had. Sure they might’ve talked in quiet corners, rally numbers to mount an opposition. But they’d face him as a group. This single man had called him weak to his face and simultaneously proved it at the same time.
How did this happen? He wondered.
Going up against the Senate now seemed like a complete waste of time. Or worse, it could further expose his lack of influence. Those outside the inner circles of government may still respect and fear him. A public display of disrespect could destroy what ever standing he may have left. That would have a directly negative impact on his business dealings, his ability to negotiated contracts, acquire more land at a favorable price.
If his plan was to be effective, he’d need to start putting things into place now. There was no time for this political battle. Couldn’t Mar see he was trying to avoid catastrophe, the collapse of their society?
For now, he’d have to risk calling a hearing with the Senate. He should at least have that much influence left. In the mean time, he’d have to start putting together a plan to circumvent their authority. There had to be a way to get around them.
"We've received," Lord Barnus interrupted, "information that might be of relevance."
Valance continued tapping his foot, half listening.
"Some one came forward, "Barnus continued, "albeit, asking for money, but seemed to have very specific information about the Token. He knew exactly what it looked like."
Valance looked up.




 
 
 
 
 

 
Handers pushed aside a pile of papers to make room on the small table for a plate of snack cakes he’d brought. The room was so small it was hard to keep it from getting cluttered.
“Good morning. Sorry I’m a little late.” He tidied up the rest of the table a bit.
“Emret?” He turned towards the unusually quiet hospital bed.
Empty!
That’s odd, he thought. He didn’t remember any scheduled appointments this morning. He made a reactionary glance under the bed. Nothing. Was he really that distracted that he’d forget a doctor’s appointment? Emret wouldn’t take it well if he did.
He pushed open the bathroom door. Again nothing. Maybe they pulled him out to clean the room or change the bed sheets? He wondered. He stopped at the nurses station down the hall where three plump ladies sat behind a high curved counter top chatting. “Excuse me,” he interrupted.
One of the closest ladies broke from her conversation and looked over at him, obviously annoyed. “Yes?”
“My son Emret isn’t in his room. Could you tell me where he might be?”
“Emret? Let me check.” She sorted through a stack of folder on the desk, stopped at one and pulled it out. After a quick glance at the pages added, “His only appointment for today is later this evening. He should be there.”
She put the folder back and smiled. As if to say, any other questions?
“Well, he isn’t in there.” He stared back at her, expecting her to make a little more effort in trying to figure out where he might be.
Instead, she folded her arms. “I’m sorry, I don’t know where else he’d be.”
“OK, which Nurse is assigned to him right now?”
She looked up at a board on the wall with columns of names. “That would be Moslin, but…” She paused.
“But?” Raj said, raising his brow.
“She hasn’t shown up for her shift yet.” The nurse continued.
One of the other nurses sitting further down near the end of the station turned in her chair. “Oh, I was supposed to tell you that she was gonna come in late today. She had a church meeting.”
“So who’s covering her shift?” The Nurse sitting in front of Hander’s asked.
“I told her I would.” The nurse at the end answered.
“When was the last time you check in on Emret?” Handers asked her.
She turned toward the board on the wall with the names and giggled. “Oh. I guess I didn’t see him on her list.”
The nurse in front of Handers suddenly looked confused, then concerned. She turned back to Handers.
“I'm sorry, Mr Handers. Let me find out who saw him last and at what time.”
“Did Moslin come in at all today?” Raj asked the Nurse who was covering her shift.
“She did. She came in for a few minutes, just to grab a few things.” She answered.
Handers took the card out of his wallet that Moslin had given him earlier. On the back was a schedule of services. Sure enough there was one mentioned this morning. Maybe she took him with her.
“Thank you ladies. I’ll be back later.”
“But Mr Handers…” The Nurse in front of him called after him.
 
-
He wound through the streets quickly, following the directions on the back of the card. He turned the last corner to find the ancient stone church rising up above him. Then his stomach sank as the realization hit him. Starting on each side of the church, a high stone wall stretched to the end of the block in both direction. The same high stone wall that he’d seen just a few nights before. The school grounds! This church was sitting on the back side of it. A sudden wave of anger flashed over him. What possible connection could this church and this school have with his son? With Moslin?
He wandered past the large stone columns of the Church's foyer and stopped beside the over sized double doors leading into the chapel. The pews were half filled with a sea of green Botann heads. A quiet, mostly Botann, congregation sat and listened to an elderly Cleric offer his sermon.
Handers scanned the back of the crowd for Moslin. It was impossible to tell from behind. Botanns, he thought in contempt, had too much natural camouflage, to many natural appendages obscuring any recognizable features.
He moved quietly to the back of the congregation and took a seat. His eyes moved over the crowd again. Nothing. Where was she? He thought. She had to be here. There was no were else that made sense.
After the services concluded, the congregation filtered past him, allowing him to get a clear view of each face. The crowd flowed past him and started to thin. Yet he still hadn’t seen her. After the last of them passed save a few still standing by the pews talking, it was clear that she wasn’t there. How utterly frustrating! He thought. Where in the world had she taken him? He tried to release his clenched fist in an effort to temper his anger.
He made his way through the last lingering groups to the front where the Cleric who gave the sermon was still gathering his papers. He looked up as Raj approached.
“What can I do for you, my friend?” The Cleric asked.
“I'm sorry, this may seem a little out of place but... did you see a young Botann woman with an 13 year old Zo boy in this morning service?” Handers asked.
“See? No. But we do keep records of our congregation. Why do you ask?”
Handers fidgeted with his shirt nervously. “My son is missing. I think that this woman...”
“I see.” The Cleric put down his papers. “Do you know her name?”
“Moslin Verdu and my son's name is Emret.”
The Cleric stared at him, his brow furrowed. “Moslin Verdu? You're sure?”
Handers explained, “She's my son's nurse. She invited me here earlier. I thought she might've brought my son.”
“Might I suggest we continue this conversation somewhere a little more private?” The Cleric gestured towards a door in a nearby corner of the chapel.
 
-
The Cleric pulled open a heavy wooden door and led Handers into a small room. A young Botann girl, a few years younger than Emret, sat in a chair by the corner window, reading.
“Sinesh, could you wait in the hall for just a moment?” The Cleric asked the girl.
The small room was surrounded with book shelves. In front of the shelves, as apparently there wasn’t enough shelving, the books were simply piled on the floor. A large desk took up almost the rest of the space left by the books. There were two chairs crammed up against each side of the desk.
Sinesh picked up her bag and the book she was reading and left.
“Thanks dear.”
Handers stood next to the open chair but didn’t sit down. He was still fascinated by the intensity of the clutter.
“I take it, you know Moslin.” He said without looking at the Cleric.
“Yes I do.” The Cleric answered as he squeezed around his large desk and sat in his formal chair. “She's my daughter.”
Handers stopped looking at the books in front of him and turned to the Cleric.
“Master Cleric Bedic Verdu,” Bedic extended a hand of greeting.
Handers shook it. “Your daughter? I had no idea she was the...”
Bedic let out a grunt sort of laugh. “If you had would that've changed the way you spoke to her last night?”
Handers stared at him. “Excuse me?”
“She came by my home last night, upset. We had a nice conversation about what happened.” Bedic explained.
“Listen, I like your daughter. She's been really kind to my son.” He noticed a large BOOK on a small waist high table next to a shelf. The cover of the book, partly covered in papers, appeared to be an illustration of something similar to the Token he recovered at the beach. He stepped towards the book.
“But at the same time she refuses to respect my wishes in some important areas regarding his care. As a parent, I can’t tolerate that.”
“Oh?” Bedic replied.
Handers slid the papers aside to reveal the full illustration on the cover of the book. It was an image of the Token he recovered on the beach. He was right! What would that be doing here? He wondered.
“She won't stop reading him a book that influences how he perceives his illness. Its deceptive and unfair. When he realizes it isn't true it's going to be incredibly destructive.”
Bedic got up and scooted over to the book that had attracted Hander's attention.
“So you asked her to stop reading him the book, and in retaliation, she kidnapped your son? Thats a pretty drastic reaction, don’t you think?”
“I didn't say she kidnapped him. I... I can't find either of them. The other nurses said she came here this morning.”
Bedic moved in to pick up the book, forcing Handers to back out of the way. Bedic continued to a nearby shelf and slid it into an empty spot.
“I sympathize with your situation. I can't imagine the panic you must feel, missing a child like this.” He stepped over to the door and opened it.
“I think in this case, your emotions are your enemy. You’re grabbing whole heartedly to the first possibility that comes to mind. I suggest you go back and collect as many hard facts as possible. When my daughter returns from where ever she went to blow off steam from your argument I'll have her contact you.” He stepped out the door. “If you'll excuse me, I need to attend to my granddaughter. You remember the way out?”
Handers let out a frustrated sigh and followed him to the door. He supposed the old man was right. Perhaps he’d been a little quick in making his conclusions. It was a little early to know what happened. But at this point he sure could use some help. If Moslin had nothing to do with it, he’d bet she’d be willing to help look for him.
He watched Bedic and his granddaughter holding hands as they disappeared down the stone hallway. The image brought a wave of unpleasant emotion. What if he never saw his son again? What if he never got to hold his son’s hand? He quickly pushed the thoughts from his mind. He’d find Emret. He had too. But… What then…
He watched Bedic and his granddaughter turn the corner, then glanced back at the open door to Bedic’s office. That book! He didn’t like thinking about the fact that he’d been seeing things mystically disappear and then reappear in front of him. What was it, a hallucination? Not a pleasant thought. There had to be some rational explanation for it. He quickly slipped back into the room and over to the shelf where Bedic had put the book. With a quick scan, he located it, slipped it out and put it back onto the pedestal.
After a quick peek out the door to make sure he’d still be alone for a few more minutes, he hurried back to pedestal. On the way, his arm brushed past a sloppy stack of papers leaning precariously near the edge of the large desk. He turned in time to see them sliding off and made a vain grab at them, but it was too late. They hit the ground with a loud smack.
He cursed under his breath, then listened for a moment for any reaction outside the room. Nothing. He looked at the door then back at the book. The image of the Token was clear and unmistakable. What is this thing? He wondered as he traced his finger over it.
He flicked the cover open and flipped through the first couple of pages. Lots of small print. Then a full page illustration. He stopped. A beautifully executed pen and ink depiction of a small animal with bright red fur sitting in the underbrush of a thick pine forest. Next to it was a small plant with bright red branches and leaves. Below the plant and animal was an area of bright red soil. Red was the only colored ink.
He turned the page.
It was another illustration in simple pen and ink with accents of color. On one side, there was a person standing in the corner of the page holding the glowing white statue from the front cover. Across the page from that person was the small red plant with bright red leaves. Mountains and forests, drawn more as small icons, separated the man from the little plant.
Hander’s vision blurred unexpectedly. He thought he was passing out. Then as suddenly as the dizziness had come on his head was clear again. Only he wasn’t in the room looking at the book any more. He was standing in a pine forest holding the token up in front of him.
Oh no, he thought. This isn’t good. A portion of the forest began to glow in the pattern of a path starting where he stood and stretching out as far as he could see through the trees. In a jolting blur of motion, he shot forward along highlighted path. He moved faster and faster until the individual trees turned to streaks. The forest ended abruptly, and his body crumpled downward with inertia as he changed direction. He shot almost straight up, climbing above the jagged cliffs of a mountain range. He crested a peak descended on the other side as fast as he had climbed. At the base of the mountain, he hit the ground with a jarring impact and continued forward into another forest without pause. The trees blew by then abruptly stopped. He head spun, and he had the irresistible urge to vomit. After a moment, his head cleared. There below him was that same little plant with the red leaves that he’d seen drawn in the book.
As soon as he caught his breath, he was pulled backward, as though being pulled through a sheet of glass. And then he was back in the Cleric’s office standing in front of the book. He stepped back from it in reaction.
That was his cue to go, he thought. This wasn’t what he needed at all. He scooted over to the door and stepped out. The hallway was still empty. He took a deep breath and cursed again. He doubted he’d have this chance again. He had to see if there was anything else in there that’d be useful.
He returned to the book, leaned in and very delicately turned the page.
What looked like a giant ink blot filled almost the entire left page. Armies of Zo, Bota, and Petra filled the bottom of both pages like ants swarming around a much larger animal. The ink blot appeared to be some sort of creature that was attacking the tiny armies, thrashing its black arms and tail.
In the middle of the army, one man stood apart. He was drawn much larger than the rest and was holding a glowing white token in his out stretched hand.
Hander's vision blurred, and he fell forward. He caught his balance after a moment and looked up. He was in an open field of heavily trampled grass. So much dust had been kicked up around him that it clouded out the horizon. Again he was holding the Token up in front of him. Zo Soldiers ran frantically to the side of him, fleeing from an unseen danger. He turned just as a black mass struck down with impossible force hitting the fleeing soldiers. The ground trembled, and the explosion hurt his ears. The sky filled with their bodies twisting and turning. Horror shook down his spine as he saw their faces and heard their screams.
Handers saw himself turn to confront the looming black mass. He followed its form up into the sky, looking for it’s top but could see nothing but black above him.
From the left, a piece of it shot out and came down towards him. He saw himself hold the Token up to it as he stood his ground as though it were some kind of weapon. The creature’s appendage bore down at an incredible speed then twisted backward in an ear deafening collision. The Token’s glow had grown to a blinding glare. The appendage seemed to have collided with that glare, with the aura of light emanating from it.
Handers’ head started to spin; he felt the same sensation of falling backward through a plane of glass. Then he was back in the room again standing over the book.
Handers stepped back again in reaction, then just stared at the book for a moment trying to grasp the significance of what he had just seen. He felt like he wanted to throw up after what he’d just seen. It just didn’t make any sense. None of it. There had to be more of an explanation.
So he turned another page.
The man with the Token was now wearing a glowing white royal crown. The massive black creature appeared to be attacking from the left. This time he was holding up a glowing white sword and a shield in defense instead of the Token. Behind him, the little red plant and the little animal sat on a little spot of red ground. The man appeared to be protecting them.
He turned the page quickly before anything happened.
The small white sword that the man had been carrying was now a shaft of light shooting up into the sky from his hilt. The shaft of light seemed to be cutting through an appendage of the black creature.
Handers turned the page again quickly.
The drawing showed a destroyed landscape. Crops burned, earth scorched. Nothing living. In the center of the blackened landscape sat the red plant and animal on the little spot of red earth. Unharmed. The only life.
“What is this fascination with that book, if I might ask?” Bedic’s voice startled him. He hadn’t heard the sneaky old man come in.
“Oh, I'm sorry, I...” Handers tried to explain. He shut the book and stepped back.
Bedic stood in the doorway staring at him with an amused grin. “You know this book is a compilation of many of same stories that you yelled at my daughter for reading to your son. I'm having trouble understanding your obsession.”
“What is this book? Where did it come from?”
Bedic walked over to the pedestal. “Its called the book of healing. And It came to me as an inheritance.”
“The book of Healing?” Handers asked.
Tell me something Mr. Handers. Here you are digging through one of my most valuable books, causing who knows what kind of damage, and I delay calling to have you thrown out in order to save you some embarrassment. Yet you linger. Is there a reason you’re still here talking to me?
Handers pushed past him to get to the door. He heard the old man take a deep, pensive breath behind him as he left the room.
“Mr. Handers.” Bedic called from behind.
Handers turned to see that Bedic had followed him into the hallway.
“I've been thinking since our conversation. As I said, my daughter came by last night quite upset. You had quiet an effect on her, it would seem. Something she said before she left has planted a seed of doubt in my mind.”
Handers stared at him.
“She asked me if the stories I told her as a child were true. I couldn't figure out why in the world she’d bring that up. But now in the context of your son's illness and sudden disappearance the explanation looks troubling.”
Handers stepped towards him. “What do you mean? What stories?”
“The only other time she's asked me that question she was about three weeks away from losing her oldest child to a horrible disease. So you can appreciate the kind of mind-set she was in at the time.
“She lost a child? I... She never told me.”
“Well, we don't talk about it either. Not directly. Instead, she brings up these stories that I told her as a child. So here we are again only it's not her child this time. Its yours.”
“What were these stories?” Handers asked.
“The same ones she's been reading to your son. Stories about healing.”
Handers gave him angered look. “Faith healing?”
“You have no idea, young man, where either of us has been. You'd be wise to keep your criticism to yourself. I have done everything in my power to help her get past this. But she seems intent on punishing herself to the bitter end.”
“I thought you said she died of disease?” Handers questioned.
“Does it matter? The fact is her daughter died, and she didn't stop it. To her that was inexcusable.” Bedic let out a frustrated sigh and shook his head. “She had completely unreasonable expectations of what she needed to do. If she'd just have been a little more daring, if she'd just had a little more... faith."
Handers glared at him. “That's exactly why I didn't want her reading those stories to my son!”
Bedic looked away. “If I'd have known it would've caused her so much guilt I never would've read her those stories.”
“Where did she take my son?” Handers demanded.
“I told her the stories were figurative! Not to be taken literally! But, she wouldn't listen. She already had it in her head of what needed to be done. But when it came time to act she didn't have the guts to do it. Her daughter died, and she saw it as a result of her cowardice.” He whispered to himself, “But, It wasn’t her fault...”
Handers rushed up to Bedic, grabbed him by the arms and shook him. “Where did she take my son?”
Bedic looked up to meet Handers’s eyes. “This time it would seem she's found the courage. I believe she took your son to find Red Leaves… to be healed!”
“What?” Handers demanded.
“I told her when she was a little girl that 'Red Leaves' grew in the center of the old city.”
“The old city?” He asked.
“Yes, in Shishkameen. That's what she meant when she asked if the stories were true. She was asking if 'Red Leaves' was real.”
“And you told her yes?”
Bedic looked away and nodded slightly. Handers dropped him. His feet didn't hold, and he fell to the floor.
“I thought telling her the truth would do more harm than good. She's fragile.” Bedic continued.
“She's going to feel pretty good when she finds out you lied to her,” Handers stabbed.
His foot steps echoed down the stone hall as he stormed away.
 
-
Finally outside again, he hurried around the back wall of the school, wanting to get back home and gather some things together as quickly as possible. But as he turned the corner to head back into the city he was stopped abruptly. A large stone archway blocked the walkway in front of him. “Not again!” He muttered to himself. This was enough to drive a person altogether mad.
He took a deep breath and stepped around it. If he just closed his eyes and kept going eventually he’d forget he saw it, and he could be on his way. But the images from the book and his previous encounters with the arches flooded into his mind, one after an another. Forcing him to remember. He opened his eyes and turned back. A pathway extended out behind the archway now that he was on this side of it. Whereas, on the other side, looking through it into the city, there wasn’t anything.
He followed the path with his eyes as it rose up towards the mountains in the distance. Just as before he could see the side of the mountain in extraordinary detail even though it had to be hundreds of miles away. At the top of the path, he could see a white structure shimmering in the distant sunlight.
“Shishkameen is that way,” Bedic’s cracked old voice called with as much volume as it could manage from the school wall above him. He was pointing north towards the river while handers was facing the mountain range due west.
Handers looked up at him. “Thanks.”
Handers turned back to the Archway and pointed. “What’s this?”
“What is what?” The old man asked.
Handers stared at the distant blue mountains and then back at Bedic, “Nothing.”
“I would suggest you hurry before she gets too far ahead of you.”
Bedic kept his arm up pointing towards the river.
“Yeah thanks.” He answered. “I know where the port is old man,” He muttered to himself as he crossed the street away from the archway and headed back into the city. He had to pack first anyway.




 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Valance hurried down the stone steps that lead to the tunnels under his property. He used them to go from building to building without having to worry about people knowing which building he was in. It was also a convenient place to store things of a more sensitive nature. He wouldn’t want his house keeper, for instance, cleaning the room he was about to enter.
He unlocked the thick door and pulled it open. A quick round with his lamp to light the gas lights brought the room to full brightness. The green walls were lined with an assortment of old and rusted weapons; spear tips with broken shafts, axes with partially intact blades, armor with plates so corroded that holes had formed in the metal.
It depressed him every time he came here. These were once the most carefully crafted weapons he’d ever had the privilege of using. The speed of their decay was remarkable and disturbing at the same time. He wasn’t sure what it would mean for him but guessed it wasn’t good.
Fortunately, his own life had not been unnaturally shortened. Quite the opposite. Yet every time he looked at them in their state of decay it made him feel… Old. He moved to the back of the room and opened a black wooden case. Inside was lined with a red velvet. Sitting in the velvet was a sword in the same state of decay as the rest of the weapons.
This was his favorite. It was the one he actually cared about losing, really. Of course he had done everything he could think of to prevent or even delay its decay, but nothing seemed to help preserve it. Oil rubs, cleansing solutions, polishes of every kind, dry storage, wet storage, cool, heat, all did nothing.
He took the sheath and tied it around his waist and slid the blade in. The mark on the palm of his hand glowed faintly as he released the handled. The mark on his hand had faded along with the weapons. Now it was hardly there at all.
 
-
The House Lord Valance stood in the center of a vast chamber that housed the dozen rows of senators, each row rising up above the previous. Opposite the rows, in single elevated bench with a gavel in his hand sat a single senator.
Valance dreaded the sight of him. Speaker Fiffe. It seemed he tried to make any and every issue discussed in the senate into something many times more than it was, as though his relevance as speaker depended on how well he could use any particular issue to wage a popularity war with the clans that opposed him. If he wasn’t constantly winning that battle, well, then what was the point of him being speaker?
Speaker Fiffe addressed Valance. “Am I correct in my understanding, House Lord Valance, that you authorized the wide spread deception of the people regarding the dilution of the people's Manea supply on two separate occasions. And if so by what authority did you take this action.”
Valance answered, “Mr. Speaker, I'm sure you've studied the situation, so I'm sure you're aware of the implications...”
One of the senators on the first row interrupted, “Its rather convenient that this is coming to light at the same time that we’re to vote whether or not to extend the Manea industry’s rather generous contribution package.”
Valance turned to see who’d interrupted. “Ladies and Gentlemen of the Senate, I am not here to discuss financial assistance to my industry. I am here to inform you of a crisis that is currently developing across the world and in our own nation. We are dealing with unprecedented events that have caused and will continue to cause greater and greater disruptions in world wide Manea production. These events are unlike anything we've encountered before. Now our great Nation has grown and expanded faster than any of us could’ve imagined. The vastness of our numbers are simply astonishing. We as a great and numerous people cannot survive without a plentiful and inexpensive supply of Manea. Plentiful and inexpensive is what has allowed us to become what we are today.”
He studied their faces to measure their reaction, then continued, “Ladies and Gentlemen of the Senate, we no longer have that plentiful supply. Every man, woman, and child must eat. Every animal of every clan must eat! Not only are we facing a severe reduction in supply, we face demand that is not only greater than ever but endlessly growing. I am not here to cause unnecessary alarm or panic. This was kept private for that very reason, until we had done everything in our power to address the problem, to understand fully what we were up against.”
Speaker Fife interrupted, “With what right have you withheld this information from us?”
Valance turned back to the speaker. “This is a world wide phenomena and not at all limited to my company. You’re own internal agencies have said nothing? I am certain many of you in this room have known of this for a long while. My purpose today is to bring this issue out of the dark. It must be dealt with, and we must have the participation of all - including the public!”
The crowd of senators stirred. A subtle roar of discontent filled the room.
Valance rose his voice to speak over them. “We have done everything possible to stop the shrinking production. This is our business. So rest assured that we’ve done everything possible to keep our production from dropping off. We're losing money, and we haven’t been able to do anything about it. We are developing alternative solutions, of course, as I’m sure every other large scale Manae producer is. But they will take time to implement. Ten, possibly twenty years. In the meantime, we must turn to the one thing that we can control. Our consumption. Senators, we must cut back. We must ask the public to make sacrifices.”
“Sacrifices?” The Lord Speaker interjected. “And who will determine these sacrifices?”
A Senator on the second row stood up. “Who'll ensure that this sacrifices will be evenly distributed amongst the houses and clans?” He called out.
Valance answered, “It won't be evenly distributed. It can’t, we…
The room erupted into a cacophony of angry voices.
Valance tried to continue, yelling over them. “Please! Please!”
The senators continued, with hundreds of voices shouting over the top of each other. Valance reached up to the Lord Speaker’s bench grabbed a gavel and banged it repeatedly. The unorthodox behavior worked. The room quieted.
Valance regaining their attention, continued, “This is the way it must be done!”
The Lord Speaker interrupted, “It is not the House Lord Valance privilege to dictate what this Senate will or will not do!”
The room broke out in angered shouts.
Valance rushed up to the half wall separating him from the first row of senators, jumped over the wall and climbed up onto the closest desk. With his hands raised, he yelled as loud as he could, “Quiet! Please!”
The room again subdued into a gentle roar.
Valance continued. “We have two options. We can allow market forces to dictate who can who cannot buy Manea. As you know, with anything in limited supply the only ones who will have access to it are those with sufficient means. If only those with sufficient means have it and all others are left on their own, who will tend the animals? Who run the street cars? Who will keep food coming into the city and water flowing out of our pipes? Without Manea, the entire working class will be lost. Now you tell me, is that a working strategy? Should we allow those with money to hoard and waste while the rest of the population descends into madness? Those with money would not survive such a scenario any more than the rest of us.
“The second option is to appoint a committee to manage the distribution of Manae, thus allowing us to maintain operation of vital services. Not all houses and clan carry the same weight in terms of our survival. Some hold strategic positions which can't be compromised. Others must step back to let the others survive. However unpleasant or unpopular, the facts cannot be changed. We must set our emotions aside and let our reason dictate. It'll be horribly unfair. It'll be the most awful thing we've ever had to do. But in the end we will pass through this, and we will survive.
“Or, if we do nothing we will all die.”
The room dropped into silence. “We simply no longer have enough for everyone.” Valance said quietly.
He scanned their faces for their reaction. One outburst triggered an explosion of yelling and screaming.
“This is your solution?” Someone shouted from the first row.
“Kill half the population to save the other half?” Another yelled nearby.
“…Unacceptable! You're insane! Dangerous!” Came shouts from the back.
The Lord Speaker stood and pounded his gavel. After a moment, the roar calmed enough for him to speak.
“And who, Lord Valance, would you propose head this committee? You? Is that what this about?” The Lord Speaker asked.
Valance turned and answered, “I offer my experience with the production and distribution of Manae as well as with managing consumption rates. I have a plan where in I can reduce the overall national consumption to fit within the limits of supply until we’re able to provide an alternative. If that is of use to the Senate, I will serve.”
Again, the room erupted in an explosion of shouts from the body of senators. The Lord Speaker stood up and pounded his gavel. This time to no effect. The senators refused to quiet themselves.
Lord Valance turned back to the general assembly, surveying the angry mob shouting at him from behind their desks. Each trying to be heard over the angry cries of the others. He shook his head in frustration. He was afraid the time had come. He knew what he had to do, yet, his hand stayed motionless at his side. Something deep still nagged at him not to do this. But what other choice did he have? They wouldn’t listen to logical argument. And even then, he could see they agreed to the need for action and the problem with inaction. Yet they mocked and scorned his solution. Simply because they disliked the one presenting it? He simply couldn’t allow this.
He moved his hand to the hilt of his sword. With the touch of his open palm on the engraved metal, a cool mist shot out from him, hitting the ground then swelling up and out over the crowd. As the mist expanded, he could feel the minds of the senators. He could feel their intense anger, their bitterness, their fear. He could see their distrust of him.
He focused on that fear and pushed. If he could suppress it long enough for a vote. Perhaps they could move forward. He pushed harder, with the absolute concentration that his years of experience with these tools had given him.
But their minds did not react. The mist that he had pushed out over them started to lose cohesion. And then it was gone.
His mind snapped back to the confines of his own thoughts, his own body. His hand was still on the hilt of his sword. How was this possible? He hadn’t broken connection with the sword. Yet… He lifted his palm. The insignia, etched into the skin of his palm that had once glowed brightly any time he’d used the weapon, was now dark.
His tool of last resort had failed.
He dropped down off the of the desk, turned his back to the senators and walked towards the exit door of the chamber.
“Where are you going?” The Lord Speaker demanded. “The general body has not excused you? Do you hear me?”
 
-
Valance’s mind reeled in confusion as he tried to process what had just happened. He tried to assess where he stood and what his next action should be. But nothing seemed to be clear. His worst fear had just been realized. The weapons were now completely useless. Of course, he’d been aware of the decline in their effectiveness over the years. He started phasing out their use years ago for that reason, hoping to save them for when they were absolutely necessary. It’d been over a decade now since he’d last had to use them. And so he imagined it’d be years to come before their potency was entirely lost. And by that time, he imagined they’d have found the Token. Today, they should have been effective.
Could they really have diminished sitting in his dark storage as much as they might have strapped to his waist? It seemed impossible. Yet what other explanation was there? The power was gone. He and his companions were now left naked, without advantage whatsoever.
The Token must be found. Immediately. He thought.
Barnus and Whiting were waiting in the thick crowd that clogged the hallway outside the Senate chamber. Valance grabbed and pulled them down an empty branching hallway.
“What have you found on the Token?”
Barnus, caught off guard by the sudden intensity, stammered out an answer, “Nothing yet.”
“What do you mean nothing?” Valance looked dangerous.
Whiting jumped in. “We haven’t been able to confirm the sighting. We have two targets identified and confirmed. Whom we’ve been watching for several days. Neither has exhibited any unusual activity yet.”
“We can’t watch and wait this time. Take me to the first target.” Valance demanded.
“Of course,” answered Whiting.
Barnus put a hand on Whitings shoulder to stop him, “If we spook them and they do have it, they’ll just bury it somewhere.”
“You don’t think I’ve thought about that…” Valance snapped.
“House Lord Valence, If I might have a word.” A large Zo stepped up behind them, wearing the impressive decor of a high ranking military officer.
Valance turned and stared at the man without reply. He recognized the face immediately. It was, Manthis, one of the prominent active Generals. After what had happened in the Senate, he had a decent idea what this man wanted. Most likely a personal threat of some sort at the request of one of the senators. Now that he lost favor with the majority he and his view of things were a liability. They should’ve left the building and had their conversation about the token elsewhere.
“What can I do for you General Manthis?”
“There was one thing that was not addressed in the chamber, which I was hoping I might now ask you. Have you thought about the foreign policy implications of this supply crunch?”
“Of course. We’ve taken foreign pressure into account in our usage reduction calculations. We’ve made estimates on what supplies might look like in the next ten to fifteen years based on what we think the other nations will be using.”
“And how have you come to your conclusions on what share of the total Maneae the other nations will be using?”
“We assumed they would be taking their own reduction measures.”
“And what if they don’t?”
“Well, we’d have some foreign policy problems.”
“Let me ask you this Lord Valance, what would happen to this supply/demand issue if we stopped exporting Maneae.”
“We don’t really export anything. Most of the orchards we operate are already across the boarders. If we stopped selling Manea from those orchards to the Bota, they’d just nationalize them.”
“Now hypothetically, what if they weren’t able to nationalize them. What if we were able to hold on to all your current orchards and use the production entirely for our own people. How would that change the picture, domestically?”
“That’s a big if. Our orchards are spread out all over Botan territory, and a few are across the Petra border. We’d be talking about all out war.”
“The question is hypothetical of course.” Added the General.
“We run two thirds of the world’s orchards. If we maintained all of that production for our own use, there’d be no domestic supply problem. Not for the next twenty years at least.”
“Thank you for your time. Would you be willing talk this over in greater detail with some of my colleagues?
“Of course”
He had no intention of doing so. This man was clearly delusional, and any further talks with him would be looked on with great disfavor by his foreign friends. Foreign friends who currently granted him the right to grow his product on their land. How could he know more about foreign military strength than a Zo general?
One thing was certain, in any war scenario, he’d be the first to lose. He and his orchards would quickly become the target of all three nations. Probably, the least desirable position of any man to be in.
If he could’ve talked the Senate into a plan of demand reduction he stood a reasonable chance of getting the Botann and Petra to follow suit. No war, and his orchards would’ve stayed under his control. He could have potentially controlled the Maneae consumption in all three nations. With that he’d have power over infrastructure and all vital systems of all three. He could’ve found ways to integrate them and reduce a great deal of redundancy and waste. A coordinated and collaborative effort ultimately resulting in a united three. The advantages of such a union were staggering. The resources of Petra made freely available to the innovations of the Zo all fueled by the extraordinary land cultivation of the Botann. All the current walls of progress would effectively be torn down.
None of that seemed likely to happen now.
At least, not without help.
 
-
Valance’s black carriage arrived outside an old stone Botann Church. The home of his old friend Bedic. He knew the search for the Token would come back to him eventually. He was actually a bit surprised that Bedic ended up being the first target. They’d been watching him for almost his entire life. And yet, after all this time, he’d never led them anywhere useful. He’d almost given up, figuring, if Bedic was going to find something he would have found it by now.
That brought him back to the second target. It must have something to do with this Raj Handers gentleman. What he needed to find out was what Handers and Bedic had to do with one another. Why did they meet recently, and what was the nature of the visit? His guess was that Handers found something and brought it back to Bedic for some sort of consultation. But how he’d know to bring it to Bedic was a mystery.
 
-
Bedic sat at his desk, his mind deep inside the pages of a large book opened in front of him. Sinesh, sitting on her knees, shifted a puzzle piece back and forth trying to fit it into a half assembled puzzle spread out across the stone floor.
An unexpected knock on the door snapped Bedic’s attention away from the book. He and Sinesh both looked over at the door.
A young Cleric poked his head in, “Master cleric, you have some visitors. They're rather...” He looked over at Bedic's granddaughter with raised brow. “Insistent.”
Bedic closed his book. “Hun, I think its time for Bed.” He waved the young Cleric into the room. “Would you take her back to my quarters?”
“I'm not done, Grandpa.” Sinesh protested.
The young Cleric knelt down by the girl. “Come on sweetie.” He gestured towards the door as he tried ushering her out of the room.
“I’m not done, its gonna get all messed up!” She repeated her protest.
“I’ll make sure no one touches it. Good night dear.” Bedic said with a smile.
She made a frustrated grunt then followed the young cleric out of the room. He waited for her then closed the door behind them. A moment later the door opened again. Three large, well dressed, Zoen men entered. They looked like the type that came to discuss potential investments to add to the churches portfolio. Only, Bedic knew that wasn’t why they’d come.
The man in the middle stepped forward.“Good Evening Master Cleric Bedic. I hope we aren’t catching you at an inconvenient moment. We were looking for someone and hoped you might be of assistance.”
Bedic didn’t get up to greet them.
“I am the House Lord Valance and these are my associates Lord Barnus and Lord Whiting. I won’t…”
“I know who you are.” Bedic interrupted.
Bedic’s mind flooded with memories. Flashes of a struggle. Book shelves knocked to the ground. Swords drawn. Blood. His father! A dark pressure swelled inside him. It felt as though his skin was stretching, boiling from the inside. His brow began to bead with drops of sweat. The old man’s body twitched uncontrollably as tried to regain control. In that moment, there was nothing he wanted more than to see the three men in front of him die.
“It would appear that you do.” answered Valance.
Bedic’s frail body began to tremble more violently. He tried to control his thoughts, thoughts where his hands wrapped around Valance’s thick neck, or where he took the dagger from the top drawer in his desk and ran it through Valance’s heart. The images came, and he could do nothing to stop them.
Valance stepped further into the room. “Might I offer that we did not kill your father? He threw himself off a cliff in order to prevent us from retrieving what he had stolen from us. We had no intention of depriving him of his life. Killing would not have served our purpose.”
Bedic spoke, slowly, trying to steady the tremble in his voice. “And my grandfather? Did he throw himself off a cliff as well?” More memories of that day flooded his mind. He was just a child, but he could still remember the day his father was killed, the day his grandfather was killed, the day his mother took them away from their home, the day Lord Valance visited their school. His mother refused to tell him about it until he was much older, thinking that he’d been too young. He wasn’t. He remembered everything.
Valance cut a disapproving glance over at Barnus. “I’m truly sorry for your loss Master Cleric. It was an awful outcome of a most unfortunate day. I didn’t kill the School Master. I promise you. In fact, I had come to seek his council. Unfortunately, there were other parties involved which lead to some complications. It was not my intention to cause harm to anyone.
“You are right to your anger. My interest in them, however inadvertent, did lead to the death of both men. But that is not why we’re here today. You can trust that I would not have come, given our history, if it were at all avoidable, but it is not, unfortunately.”
Bedic listened to him speak and watched him take another step towards his desk. He tried to calm his mind, to give the impression that Valance’s attempt at an apology was working. Meanwhile, he slipped his right hand into his top drawer and felt his way through the clutter until his finger tips felt the cold metal of his dagger.
Valance continued, “Our country finds itself in a bit of a predicament. There’s something that we’re looking for that we believe would prevent things from escalating. If we’re not able to find it.” Valance took another step forward. “It would mean war.”
Bedic watched Valance’s feet as he took three casual steps closer, bringing him a foot beyond the other side of Bedic’s desk, just within striking distance. He brought the knife as close as he could to the front of the drawer without it being seen. His heart pounded furiously as he deliberated.
“Will you help us?” Valance asked.
Bedic snapped. Before he knew what he was doing, he had yanked the knife out of the drawer and lunged at Valance’s heart. The adrenalin made him feel like a projectile shooting through the air at its target. He watched in slow motion as the tip of his blade approached the soft fabric of Valance’s suit.
Then Pain. He wasn’t supposed to feel pain. He looked down and, to his horror, saw that his arm, twisted unnaturally, probably broken, was pinned to the table by a large hand. He collapsed downward onto the desk as the shock overtook him. How could he have been so stupid? One of the other two must have seen him take out the knife.
Valance’s face soured. “Thank you Barnus.” He took the knife out of Bedic’s arthritic old hand.
Whiting came around and pinned down Bedic’s other arm.
“Aaargh,” Bedic whimpered.
Valance poked the tip of Bedic’s knife down on Bedic’s nose, just hard enough not to break the skin. “Most unfortunate.”
Bedic strained against the two holding him down. His head and chest held down over his desk clutter was causing pain on top of his injured arm. They were holding him down hard enough that he was pretty sure something underneath was cutting into him. “Please!” He begged.
Valance twisted the tip of the knife playfully. “I had hoped we’d be able to find a mutually beneficial outcome to our reunion after all these years. We help you, you help us. But now I see that was a bit unrealistic of me to expect. The most we could hope for now is to avoid a repeat of the same dreadful tragedy suffered by you and your family the first time we met. You have a daughter now, do you not?”
“Please,” Bedic begged. “What do you want?”
“The man who visited you a day ago. Mr. Raj Handers, What do you know of him? Tell us everything.” Valance said.
Bedic’s voice wavered, it was raspy, starting to go. He could smell the intense salty odor of his own blood. He could feel it dripping down his chest under his tunic. “He came here looking for his missing son. He thought he might have been with my daughter. She works in the hospital. She was the boy’s nurse. He thought she might have taken him.
“Taken him? Now why would he think that?” Valance asked.
“My daughter and the man’s son both disappeared at the same time. Right after a fight. The man and my daughter disagreed on some terms of care for the boy.”
“Did she take him?” Valanced asked.
“I don’t know. It’s possible.” Bedic wheezed. Lord Whiting let him up slightly.
“Where would they have gone?” Valanced asked.
Bedic took a deep breath. He didn’t want to answer that. He tried to think of some possible answers that wouldn’t give her away. “Argh…”
Lord Barnus pushed his injured arm further in an unnatural direction. The pain cascaded down his spine.
“She would’ve taken him to Shishkameen,” He cried!
“Why?” Valance asked.
“She thinks she’ll find something there that’ll heal the boy.”
“And what would that be?”
“Red Leaves.” Bedic whispered.
Valance laughed. “She thinks Red Leaves is still there? Why would she think that?”
“Because I taught her through her childhood that it was still there, Bedic admitted.
“Why?” Valance asked.
“I wanted her to have something concrete to believe in. Something tangible. And…” He paused to think of how to phrase his response. “I wanted her to be proud of who she was and where she came from. It's not easy growing up different from everyone around you. A Botann in a Zoen country doesn’t make for an easy childhood.”
“Interesting,” Valance added. “Well perhaps, we should go find her.”
That was what Bedic was afraid of. “She doesn’t know anything. She’s acting on a stupid lie that I told her as a child and never corrected as an adult.”
“And what of this Handers fellow? Did he believe your daughter? Was he interested in finding Red Leaves?”
Bedic thought carefully about how to answer. He didn’t want anyone to get hurt. “He forbid my daughter from reading stories from the Old Books to his son. I don’t think they shared the same beliefs.” He struggled. If he said nothing more, this Lord Valance and his mercenaries would probably go after his daughter instead of Raj. And what would they do to her once they found her? The thought filled his heart with dread. But if he said more, they might choose to go after Mr Handers. This was unfair.
“Yet…” He had to protect his daughter. That was his first and highest obligation, wasn’t it? He thought. “He was particularly interested in a certain book while he was here.”
“Which book?” Valance asked.
Whiting let the old man sit up enough to point out. Valance followed Bedic’s trembling outstretched hand to a large book sitting on a pedestal. He closed it to see the cover. It was a green leather with an image of the Token engraved in the center.
Valance spun back to Whiting and motioned for them to go. “Tie him up!” He looked at Bedic before heading out the door. “Lets go find them shall we!”
 
-
Sinesh stuck her head out past a heavy wooden door that she had cracked open and scanned the hallway for adults. Nothing in either direction. She had heard some yelling and load banging and wanted to see what was going on. She’d never seen a Cleric yell before and thought that might be kind of fun to see.
She tip toed into the hallway towards the noises. A muffled voice echoed off the stone walls from around a corner. "Stay away from her! She doesn't know anything about this!” That was her Grandpa. She’d never heard him raise his voice like that. Her tip toeing turned into a quiet run.
She heard another voice from the same place, much younger. “Well, It wouldn't hurt to ask, would it?” It didn’t sound like any of the Clerics she knew.
She made it to the corner of the hallway and stopped. The loud footsteps of boots bounced off the walls. It sounded like there was a bunch of people. And they were leaving.
She peaked around the corner. “Gah!” She covered her mouth to stop herself from making too much noise and whipped her head back around to safety. Her Grandfather was all tied up, and they were dragging him down the hallway. Why would they do that? She wondered. She could hear his muffled screams.
She could feel her heart racing inside her chest. It was telling her what to do. Grandpa needed her. And she had to help. She waited until she could barely hear their footsteps then turned and followed them down the hallway.
 
-
Emret watched the massive columns of the Botann Clan’s Palace as they grew from small sticks in the distance to great towers above them. Moslin was pushing his wheel chair at a quick pace. He didn’t think she like the idea of being out with him at night.
Moslin slowed as they passed under the towering entry way ceiling held up by the giant columns. It was certainly an intimidating way to enter a building. Not the friendly welcome he’d hoped for.
Before they reached the massive wooden doorway, it creaked open, flooding the entryway with a warm light. A small Botann man hoped around the door, holding it open for them.
“Clan Lord Benthem is expecting you. Please follow me.” He smiled and gave them a polite bow as he motioned them inside.
She pushed Emret’s chair inside, a bit hesitantly. The foyer was like nothing Emret had ever seen. There were plants everywhere; in pots, climbing up the walls, in what looked like cut outs in the floor filled with soil. Where the walls weren’t covered with actual plants they had painted them to look as though they were covered. It gave the overall impression of standing in a forest.
The doorman led them down a long hallway, stopping at a large set of lightly stained wooden doors. He opened it and gestured for them to enter. “Please have a seat, the Clan Lord will be with you shortly.”
They entered the large room encircled with fancy chairs of the same nearly white wood and stopped close to the exit. Moslin turned Emret to face her and took a seat. In the middle of the room sat a large table of a strange almost perfectly white wood. They could fit a lot of people in this room, and around that table, he thought.
Almost as soon as they had sat down, a much larger Botann man came through a door on the other side of the room. He motioned for them to follow him as he crossed the room.
“Please come with me.” He smiled and bowed politely.
Down another brightly light and colorfully decorated hallway, they found themselves in front of another set of doors. These were larger than the first and almost as large as the entry doors. Their new escort opened them and signaled for them to enter.
“The Clan Lord will see you now.”
Beyond the door was a long hall. Several rows of seats lined the walls on both sides leading to an elevated bench at along the far wall. In the center of the far wall, a single Botann man spread his large body out across an oversized throne like chair. He motioned for them to approach him.
“Please, please, come.” Clan Lord Bentham said.
Moslin hurried to cross the room, acting as though she were afraid to keep the man waiting. Emret chuckled. This was more excitement than he’d had in a long time.
“What?” She asked in response to his laugh.
He smiled back at her. “Nothing.”
Bentham leaned forward in his massive chair sending his multiple layers of flowing robes drooping down over the bench. “Moslin! Good to see you. How's your father?”
“Grumpy and stubborn. So I guess that means he's healthy as ever.” She replied.
The Clan Lord laughed.
“Thank you for seeing us.” She said.
“Of course! What can I do for you.”
“Well...” She looked down at Emret. “We need to secure passage to Shishkameen.”
“You and the boy?” Bentham asked.
“Yes.”
“I don't supposed you have any travel papers for the boy?” He asked.
Moslin bent over to whisper in Emret’s ear. “I told you this wasn't going to be easy.”
“I'll be honest with you, Moslin. Even with papers, a Botann woman traveling with a Zo boy is going to attract attention.” He put down the pencil he’d been fiddling with. “I assume that's why you're here.”
Moslin nodded.
Bentham shifted in his seat. “Why are you taking this boy back to the old city?”
“The boy is very sick. He needs a treatment that the doctors here won't do here. A Botann treatment.”
“And his parents?”
She looked at Emret. He twisted to look back at her, a look of pleading on his face. “Please,” he mouthed.
“He has no one who will help him.” She answered.
He tilted his head, his eyes narrowed to slits. “What does that mean, exactly?”
She didn’t answer.
“Moslin, forgive me, but I'm a little concerned that this might have more to do with your daughter than with this little boy.”
“Sir, Lord,” Emret interrupted, not exactly sure how to address the Clan Lord. “Please! I asked Moslin to do this. I…” he stammered. “I... If I stay in my hospital bed and do nothing… I’ll just get worse. This is my chance… to do something other than wait.”
The Clan Lord stared at Emret, twisting a translucent green hair tendril in his fingers, pensively. He glanced over to Moslin.
“And without this Botann treatment?”
Moslin looked down at Emret, her mouth open to speak but silent.
“I know what's going to happen.” Emret said, looking back at her. “My binding is failing. When that happens, I'll die.”
The Clan Lord sat back heavily. “Yes, rather unpleasant. I'll make the arrangements. You'll travel as part of the next procession going into the old city.” He rubbed his forehead pensively.
“Emret, you are an impressive young man. I wish you the greatest success on your venture. If there’s anything else I can do for you, please ask.”
“Thank you.” He nodded.
 
-
The next morning Moslin and Emret hurried to the river dock early wanting to avoid as much attention as possible. They found the designated meeting place on the pier next to a large river ship without too much trouble. They found a quiet corner then waited. People rushed up and down the loading ramps carrying barrels, crates and luggage.
A crowd of Botann Clansmen wearing a reddish brown robes pushed their way through the other travelers and appeared to be headed towards them. A moment later they were fully engulfed in a crowd of reddish brown. One of the Clansmen stopped in front of them.
“Moslin?” He asked.
“Yes.” She nodded.
He had several extra of the same reddish brown robes draped over his arm. He handed one to her and one to Emret.
“Last chance. You sure you want to do this?” Moslin asked.
Emret beamed, a smile spread from ear to ear.
“I'll take that as a yes.” She smiled back.
“Put these on before we board.” The Clansmen said quietly. “Once we're on the ship you'll need to stay below deck, unfortunately.”
“What do we do if the ship is boarded?” She asked.
“Processional ships don't get boarded. Just stay below deck and you'll be fine.” He answered.




 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Handers and Rinacht stood at the back of a long line of travelers that coiled back and forth in front of the ticketing office. Even though the city’s river port was extensive, the majority of the travel was commercial freight. There was a relatively limited amount of passenger traffic. Small enough that it could all be accommodated through this one large station. But if the line was any indication, Handers thought, more stations might be on the way.
Handers didn’t travel much and hated coming here to retrieve passengers. He would’ve sent Rinacht ahead to secure their passage if there had been time. After what could’ve literally been half the day, the two finally reached the front of the line and moved to the next open ticket window.
“Yes?” The ticketing agent greeted them.
“We’d like two tickets on the next barge to Shishkameen.” Handers explained.
The agent sunk back into his window and consulted a stack of papers attached to the wall. After a moment, he poked his head out again. “The next available tickets are for the 9:30 am boat, two weeks from today.
“Two weeks?” Handers stammered. “No no. We need something much sooner. We’ll pay extra.”
“I’m sorry sir. We are fully booked until then. Boats to Shishkameen are usually booked two to three weeks in advance. Do you have your foreign travel papers with you?”
“What? Since when do we need foreign travel papers?”
The ticketing agent stared back at them without emotion. “Since always.” He pointed to another line at the opposite end of the large hall. “You can apply for papers there if you do not have them.”
The agent leaned to the side and motioned to the next person in line. “Next!”
Handers didn’t move. “So how long does it take to get papers?”
“Three to six months, usually.” The agent answered calmly.
“Three to six months! Thats outrageous!” Handers shouted in protest.
“Next!” The agent repeated.
 
-
Rinacht set down two large pieces of luggage in the entryway as Handers came in the front door behind him. His home was warm and inviting, giving the impression that someone had spent a good deal of time worrying about making it so. It reminded Raj every time he came in of better times past. The best he could do was keep things tidy and arranged in the format that was left for him. Heaven forbid he ever have to replace anything. He’d be hopeless.
His wife had hand picked every piece of furniture. Making sure each was well crafted but not too audacious. She had fretted over the color and design of the rug for almost six months before finally deciding. The window dressings were even worse.
What would she think of this mess he’d made, he wondered. She was always better at communicating with people. Moslin probably would’ve confided in her, told her everything she was feeling. They would’ve talked about it, worked it out, and nothing more would’ve happened.
Handers dropped down into a comfortable arm chair.
“Six months? Unbelievable.” He muttered.
“I'm sure this woman must be running into the same problems.” Rinacht offered.
Handers shook his head in disagreement, “If you have the determination to take a child you have the determination to find alternate passage. Either that or she planned ahead.”
He rubbed his forehead, then got up suddenly and headed for the back of the house.
“Sir?” Rinacht called after him.
“Prepare the wagon and the animals.” Handers instructed.
“Sir?”
“We'll have to take the old roads.” He called as he hurried down a hallway.
“With respect, sir. I don't think that's a good idea. Without an escort or guide? Its incredibly dangerous.”
Handers turned around. “What choice do we have! It my son!”
The only people who travel the border by land are the ones who can’t get papers. The smugglers and criminals! The people who can’t get through legitimately. If we get caught, they’ll think we’re…”
“Then we can’t get caught!” He turned and rushed off again down the hallway.
“I leave in the morning. You are under no obligation to come.” He called back.
 
-
Rinach and Handers sat atop an old but sturdy wagon stacked high with disheveled luggage and supply barrels. It creaked and rattled as its large wooden wheels ground through the deeply rutted dirt road, rocking the loosely packed contents dangerously side to side..
The forest formed a wall on both sides of them, restricting Hander's clan animal escorts, four large black bears, to walk either in front or behind them. Each bear had a breast plate on its chest with the Oso emblem of Hander's family clan.
After what seemed like an endless repeat of the monotonous rocking back and forth, the dry road turned muddy. Raj watched the wheels with alarm, making sure they didn’t sink in too deep.
After a few moments, they came around a bend in the road. As they straightened out, they could see that the muddy road up again of them vanished all together down into the beginnings of a swamp. Raj pulled back on the reigns and stopped the wagon. After they jostled to a stop, he stood up to get a better look.
The swamp continued as far as he could see through the trees. And there didn’t seem to be any way around it either. It went on as far as he could see to the right as well as to the left.
“This doesn't look promising.” He grunted.
“No. No, it doesn't.” Rinach growled back.
Handers snapped the reins, urging his horses forward. The animals kicked their legs and splashed down into the swamp water, holding their heads up as high as possible. The bears growled and hung back on the dry road. Handers noticed and turned around.
“Come on!” He commanded.
They shook their fur then step down into the water with a loud displeased growl. The wagon continued to sink as they moved forward. After a few minutes, they seemed to level out. The water line stayed just below the bed of the wagon.
“See? Not so bad.” Handers smiled. They were still moving forward, that was all that mattered.
Ahead of them the forest was becoming less and less clear. The distant trees where disappearing into a grey mist. He started to wonder how they’d maintain a straight course. That was assuming the road underneath them stayed straight.
If they could get across the swamp, he imagined they’d be able to find the road again, if they had veered off. He turned back to check on the wagon and its escort. The water was still below his cargo. That was a relief. At least they’d have a dry place to sleep and food to eat.
The bears didn’t seem to mind any more. They kept pace behind the wagon, keeping their heads just above water.
He turned back around and noticed something in the distance. A shape emerged out of the grey mist. As they moved closer, it appeared to be a road intersecting their path. Parked on that road almost directly in front of them was a fancy black carriage. Two large black horses, tied to the front of carriage, shot out streams of hot breath in the cold, wet air.
“Woow.” Handers called to his horses as he pulled back on the reigns. He turned around quickly as his bears were moving around the wagon to intercept.
“Take the front but do not engage.” He called to them.
The side door of the polished black carriage opened and two men stepped out onto the running board then hoped down to the ground. They were exceptionally well dressed, in silky black suites that seemed entirely in appropriate for their location. One of the men disengaged the harness from one of the horses and climbed up on its back.
The horse and its rider turned sharply then splashed down into the water, heading quickly towards Handers and his wagon. Handers watched him approach, becoming clearer through the fog. He really hoped to avoid any kind of confrontation. But if there ever was a place for it, this would be it. He’d have to be ready.
The man on the horse was Zo. That was good, he thought.
“Hold there, sir!” The man called out.
Handers laughed under his breath and looked over at Rinach. Hadn’t they noticed he’d stopped as soon as he saw them? He wasn’t moving now, was he?
One of his bears rose up on his hind feet. Apparently the man was a little to close for him.
“Shhh... Shhh... Down...” He tried to calm him.
“You're crossing private land.” The man shouted.
“My apologies. We were on the road to the Shishkameen. Seems we've strayed. Could you point us back to the road?”
The door of the black carriage opened again, and a third man, just as well dressed, stepped down onto the dirt. He whistled to his companion on horse back then signaled to bring them back to the dry road.
The man on horse back turned back to Handers. “Follow me, please.”
Hander's brown horses dragged the wagon up out of the swamp tilting and swaying the payload almost enough to tip it into the water. The bears shook like wet dogs shedding the muddy swamp water.
“Looks like you could use some help.” Offered the man who had just climbed from the carriage.
Handers laughed, taking a quick survey of his wet, muddy clothes. “Yeah. You could say that.”
“I have a home not too far from here. You're welcome to follow us in. Clean rooms, warm water, and stables.” The man continued.
“Wow, that sounds really nice.” Handers answered.
“Sounds extraordinary!” Rinacht agreed quickly, giving Handers an enthusiastic smile and nod.
“But...” Handers continued. “We... we really haven't much time.”
Rinacht’s face sank into a furrowed brown. “We have to sleep somewhere, Raj.”
The man pretended to be shocked, over playing the expression.
“Please, I'm offended. The Lord of this valley offers you help, and you refuse? Where's your manners? Besides, you're in dangerous and unfamiliar land. You don't seem to have much protection, and you don't seem to know where you're going.”
“He speaks the truth.” Rinacht gestured towards the man.
“I'm sorry. My son. He's missing.” Handers explained. “We know where he might've been taken, but we've got to get there and head them off before we lose the trail.”
“My goodness, man. Why didn't you say so? How awful. I won't delay you any further.”
He stepped past the carriage and pointed out into the swamp in the direction they were headed. “Keep this direction till you get to the other side of the swamp. You'll find the road a little further to the right.”
“Thank you.”
“Be careful!” The man admonished.
 
-
Handers and Rinacht sloshed back and forth on the flat plank of their seat on top of the wagon as it trudged through the muddy swamp. The bears growled behind them. Their tolerance of the wet mud wasn’t going to last for ever it seemed.
Handers glanced over at Rinacht, who was staring blankly into the smooth water of the swamp.
“It wasn't just the issue of time.” He contended.
Rinacht didn’t break his stare.
“I don't know. Something just wasn't right.” Handers added.
Rinacht turned finally, “You just don't like people who have more money than you.”
Handers laughed. “That must be why we get along so well.”
Rinacht, snorted in response, his gaze drifting back to the grey ahead of them.
“I never did thank you, by the way, for coming with me.” Handers said, interrupting the silence.
“No thanks necessary.” Rinacht said.
The wagon sloshed back and forth in the water.
“But next time someone offers us clean sheets and a bath, if you refuse, so help me...” Rinacht clenched his fist and hit it against his open palm in a mock attack.
Raj laughed.
 
-
 
Handers woke to a hard jolt. The wagon had tipped back hard knocking him against the seat. He’d been staring at the empty grey ahead of them for so long he must have dozed off.
The bears had moved up ahead of the wagon. That must’ve spooked the horses he thought. But he couldn’t see any reason the bears would’ve moved up.
Then he heard it. A faint blare in the distance, muffled by the thick fog. It sounded like a horn of some kind.
“What was that?” Rinacht asked.
“I don't know.” Handers admitted.
They both stood up to get a higher vantage point. It was the same everywhere he looked, row after row of thick tree trucks fading back into the fog.
“Do you see anything?” Handers asked.
“No.” Rinacht answered.
Off to the right, several of the distant tree trunks, far enough that they were still grey silhouettes in the fog, grew in size faster than the others. As though they were moving forward towards them.
“Wait.” Hander signaled in the direction of the subtle movement.
The trunks appeared to be growing darker and larger as though they were coming towards them out of the fog.
“Are those trees moving?” Rinacht asked.
“Look.” Handers signaled to the other side of the wagon. More thick trunks moved towards them, clearly separating themselves from the rest of the trees.
Rinach turned to look behind them. Handers followed. Sure enough another handful of grey silhouettes slid towards them without making a sound.
“I think we have company.”
The silhouettes took on more and more detail as they got closer. The tall, slender trunks seemed to be made up of smaller appendages. At the base of the appendages, Handers could start to make out the features of a face.
“Botann Soldiers!” Handers yelled. “Bears defend!”
The Bears stood up on their hind legs with a series of ear rattling ROARS then quickly formed a perimeter around the wagon.
Without warning, thick vine like cords shot out of the grey mist and whipped around the necks of the Bears. Before they could react, another volley came at them from another direction, whipping with a snap around their legs and arms.
The Bears pulled against the cords fiercely, breaking all but the thickest. With any free arm, they ripped and tore with their massive claws.
Another volley of the cords came in a wild flurry, whipping and snapping. Then another and another until the bears were overwhelmed and immobilized. The cords tightened further, lifting the massive beasts into the air over the water.
Handers watched in horror as his buffer of safety vanished. He’d never seen anything like this before. Completely unprovoked. What could they have possibly done to warrant such an attack?
Another slurry of cords shot out of the fog, this time ensnaring Rinacht and Handers.
“Ah!” Handers cried as the rough vines ripped at his skin.
With a loud crack, the cords tightened and yanked them off the wagon. Handers sucked in a deep breath as he watched the surface of the water spinning up towards him. He felt the splash and immediate shock of cold. His mouth opened instinctively for air but got nothing but water. He opened his eyes in alarm, trying to find the surface.
He could see light above him. But as he tried to kick and swim his legs didn’t move. He was bound too tightly. Alarm turned to panic. He couldn’t move and couldn’t breath.
Then with a jolt something else moved him. The cords dragged him underwater towards something. He had no idea to what until his feet lifted up onto ground followed at last by his head. He was above water, spitting and gasping. Who was doing this? Why?
After he cleared his lungs enough to breath, he looked over for Rinacht. He was lying next to him a few feet away wrapped in vines like a cocoon. From what he could see they had been pulled up onto a small island of dry earth in the middle of the swamp.
He felt strong hands pulling at him, then his body rolled and he was on his back with a violent thump. A ring of Botann soldiers stood above him. One, who was standing in front of the rest, signaled to the other as he said something in a language Handers didn’t understand. Then he knelt down close to Hander’s face.
“I suggest you help us find what we're looking for.” The Botan said quietly in Zo.
The vine covering Handers mouth slithered back enough to let him speak.
“Take it! What ever it is, take it.” Handers exclaimed.
A loud crash erupted beside them. Handers craned his neck in the direction of the noise.
The Botann Soldiers had tipped his wagon, splitting it in half, and spilling his provision onto another small, elevated dry spot a few feet away. Two soldiers stood on top of the pile of provisions holding up a crate before tossing it down and smashing it open, it’s contents spilling into the swamp.
The Botan who had knelt beside him suddenly grabbed the vines around Hander’s chest and lifted him up into the air as he stood. He pushed his face nose to nose with handers.
“Tell me where it is before I lose my patience.” He snarled.
The vines tightened all over Handers' body, cutting into his skin and causing excruciating pain. He gasped, the air knocked out of him. The pain was so intense he couldn’t think. He couldn’t think of an answer to the demand.
A short distance behind the soldier, another who was standing guard turned from something he was watching and glanced back at the soldier holding handers.
“Captain!” He called in alarm.
The captain shifted his attention away from Handers and looked back at the guard. Immediately the vines around Handers loosened allowing him to gasp for air. The soldier standing guard gestures toward a ring of lights in the distance, glowing through the fog. The lights were bobbing up and down slightly as they grew closer, brighter.
“It’s an Attack!” Screamed the captain.
The Botann soldiers jumped down from the wagon debris and swooped into a formation around the captain.
One of the soldiers jumped towards the closest tree and wrapped his body around its trunk, slowly melding with it, conforming his body to its shape. The tree shook violently, then cords shot out from its branches, dropping down like rain towards the approaching ring of fire.
With a quiet swish, a single arrow with a burning tip cut through the air arcing down towards the soldier wrapped up with the tree. A burst of flame exploded with a loud crack as the arrow knocked the soldier down into the water.
The remaining soldiers tightened their ring formation around their captain.
“Hold your position!” He yelled.
In a sudden burst of speed, the ring of lights erupted out of the fog revealing a mob of horse men galloping wildly with crossbows, tips lit a fire, held out in front of them. In a blur of splashing water, they circled in around the tight pack of Botan soldier and stopped with their cross bows locked on their close targets.
Another horseman emerged from the thick fog and rode up behind them. The furthest horses parted quickly, allowing him to approach the Botans. He splashed his large horse through the muddy water up to the Captain, splashing mud on him. Handers recognized him immediately. It was the man from the black carriage that offered them help.
“These men are my guests on this property! Why have you attacked?” The man shouted with authority.
The Botan captain pushed his men out of the way and approached the man on the horse. “All Zo are guests in this land! We are acting under order to search and seize any Zo traveling off main roads in this jurisdiction. You would be wise to do as we instruct.”
“Who's orders?” The horseman asked.
The Captain laughed. “We don't answer questions of the Zo.”
“Do you know who I am?”
“I know what you are.” The captain answered with indignation.
The Zoen man on the horse signaled his men to move in.
“You are trespassing and will now be escorted off the property of the Manea Trading Guild.”
The Captain's eyes widened. He stammered, “Wha.. Ah... Lord Valance? I'm so sorry. I wasn't aware.”
He turned to his men and yelled, “Stand Down! Stand Down.”
Lord Valance put his hand up to signal his men to lower their crossbows.
“Again, who gave you your orders?” Valance demanded. “I would hate to think you were here of your own accord.”
“We're under the command of the Holy Cleric's Private Guard. They'll verify.” The Captain squirmed as he answered.
“Let’s hope they do.” Valance grunted as he dropped down off his horse and splashed towards the little island where Handers was still being held up in the vines.
“Put this man down immediately.” He demanded.
“Of course.” The Captain hurried behind Valance and grabbed one of the large vines holding Handers. Immediately the cocoon holding Handers lowered to the ground. The vines loosened but were still so intertwined the shell around him remained intact.
Valance knelt down beside him.
“I'm sorry for your troubles Mr. Handers. It pains me to see any Zo treated this way.”
He opened his palm near the vines causing those close to his hand to blacken, wither and drop away.
The Captain turned to the soldier next him. “Release the prisoners.”
The vines slithered back, unraveling Handers completely. Valance reached down and helped him to his feet.
“Thank you.” Handers whispered, his lungs still not fully recovered.
“Once more I'm here to offer you assistance. This time I insist.” Valance said with a smile.
Handers glanced over at Rinacht who stared back at him with a look of disgust.
“What? He didn't offer clean sheets or a bath.” Hander said with a laugh interrupted with a cough.
He turned back to Lord Valance. “I accept. We are humbly in your debt.”
“We'll keep some men here to salvage what they can from your wagon and see to your wounded animals. In the meantime, I suggest we move quickly least we find ourselves out numbered. I’ll have someone look over your injuries as soon as we’re out of this area. Can you ride?”
Handers nodded.
 
-
Raj’s heart jumped with excitement. Unless his eyes were playing tricks on him, just visible through the fog a line stretched across the horizon. It looked like grass and smaller shrubbery. Dry land! The edge of the swamp!  He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed it until he saw it in front of him. The freedom to run away if he needed.
Sure enough, it was only a few moments before the hoofs of the horse he and Rinacht were riding splashed water and mud up onto the dry earth. Their horse snorted as it struggled to climbed up the steep embankment, forcing Hander and Rinacht to grab onto the saddle to keep from sliding off.
The Botann soldiers glided effortlessly through the water in front of their armed horsemen escort. Lord Valance had felt it necessary for everyone’s security to require the Botann soldiers to accompany them to Shishkameen. 
Raj had no idea this kind of thing happened. They’d been on peaceful terms with the Botan for 50 years. People came and went across the borders without any problems that he was aware of.
Yet out here, without anyone else watching, they could be attacked and almost killed by Botan soldiers? And then take the same soldiers prisoner? Seemed like acts of war to him. 
“Please tell me this is the end of the swamp!” Rinacht proclaimed with excitement.
“What? I thought you liked rocks and mud.” Raj said with a smile.
Rinacht's rigid stone like skin furrowed into a scowl. “Funny.”
Raj turned back to the front. Faintly, through the trees he could see a patterned arrangement of shapes.
“Uh oh.” Rinacht said.
Handers strained to make out a few wagons and carriages, then what looked like rows of tents weaving in and out between the trees.
“More company.” Raj said quietly, fear creeping back into his voice.
There were several rows of wagons. All angled to form a semi circle. And the tents filled in the center. He could even see smoke billowing up from several camp fires and Zo men in uniform rushing around. At least they were Zo.
“No, my friends, this is our logging for the evening.”
“You know them?” Hander’s asked.
Lord Valance laughed. “They work for me. We're establishing  a new trade route along this side of the swamp to service the local growers.”
Handers let out a sigh of relief. The last thing he wanted right now was trouble. A bed and a hot meal sounded like heaven. So much so he didn’t dare let himself get too excited. Not until they were actually sitting in front of a fire with food in hand.
“What do you do, Lord Valance, if you don't mind my asking?” He asked timidly.
“I grow Manea.” Valance answered with a smile.
 
-
Handers carried a tin plate of food with his freshly bandage arm over to a small table and sat down on a cot. They’d been given a tent for the evening, small but clean and private. Two cots, a table with an oil lamp and a few boxes.
“Should be comfortable enough.” Handers said plainly as he tested the firmness of his cot.
“Enough? As opposed to what?” Rinacht asked. “Lying in the mud under the trees? It'll be more than comfortable."
Handers pushed on his cot, testing the firmness, then gave it a good bounce. It let out a low creak as it absorbed his weight.
“What's wrong with the muddy ground?” He asked.
Rinacht rolled his eyes as he pushed a big spoonful of food in his mouth.
Handers pushed himself to his feet and carried his plate over to the folded entry flap of the tent.
“I'm gonna go ask Valance how far we are from the Shishkameen. And you know... see how nice his tent is.”
“Have a delightful time.” Rinacht said with a wave and a fake smile.
 
-
Handers wandered past several orderly rows of tents and stopped as a group of uniformed men carried an open crate of equipment past him. The equipment looked strange, nothing he recognized. What had Lord Valence said he was doing here? He tried to remember. Ah yes, something about a new trade route. Manea. So they were here to build a road? Shouldn’t they be cutting down trees and hauling in dirt? But then, what did he know?
None of the tents looked any bigger than any of the others. Nothing to indicate where Lord Valance might be. Perhaps there was more of the camp on the other side of the ring of wagons that formed a perimeter around them. He turned down the next row headed for the outer circle of carts, carriages and wagons. They were pushed in together tightly except for a few places where they had left a large gap, as a sort of gate way through the ring. But the gateways were crowded, and he didn’t want to have to explain where he was trying to go and what he was doing in the camp in the first place. Best to keep low, he thought.
So he found a relatively deserted section of the ring and squeezed between the back of a wagon and a fancy looking buggy, popping out on the other side. His leg caught on the wagon’s hitch causing him to stumble and catch himself awkwardly. He looked about to see if anyone saw, hoping he hadn’t made a scene.
Fortunately, the area was just as empty on this side as it was on the other. Carts and wagons formed a second ring a couple of yards beyond the first, creating an alley way in between. Peaking through the second row, there was nothing but trees beyond. No more camp, as he had supposed. Perhaps this alley between the two rings would lead to something else.
The closest gateway wasn’t too far off to the left, so he decided to wander down the alley in the opposite direction. After a few minutes, the two rings began to converge causing the alley to narrow and then end abruptly. There were several large black carriages at the very end where the rows converged, much like the one he saw Valence riding in when they first ran into him in the swamp. These were perhaps his? Would he be camped near them? Possibly, he thought.
As he moved closer, he noticed one of the carriages rock slightly as though it were bumped. Then a moment later it rocked again. Either someone was knocking into it from the other side, or someone was inside.
“That’s strange.” He muttered, approaching it cautiously.
He heard foot falls behind him, causing him to whipped around, instinctively, just in time to see two large Zo guards rushing towards him. He ducked and turned to run, but it was too late. One grabbed him by the neck and pulled him straight, the other lifted him by the arms and slammed him up against one of the black carriages.
“What are you doing here?” One of the guards demanded.
Handers gasped for air, the soldier’s firm grip choking him. “Looking... for... Val...lance.” He tried to answer.
“You're looking in the wrong place.”
The guard eyed him suspiciously. “What business do you have with Lord Valance?”
“He… invited us… to the camp.” Hander squeezed out.
The guard eyed him for another moment as though trying to decide what to do, then dropped him. “We’ll verify.” The other twisted his arms behind his back and pushed him forward. They steered him in between the black carriages at the end of the alley.
Sure enough there was another small section of the camp on the other side. He’d have been happy with himself for guessing correctly if it wasn’t for the pain and embarrassment. They passed several large tents, each one easily five times as large as his own. Eventually, they stopped at the back of an even larger tent sitting in the center of this second camp.
Another large Zo man stood guard by a closed flap of the tent.
“We have a visitor.” The Zo, twisting Hander’s arm, said to the guard by the tent. He nodded and disappeared inside. A moment later the tent flap flung open.
“What the problem?” Lord Valance shouted as he stepped out.
“Oh.” He dropped his angry demeanor as soon as he saw Handers.
“OK, Let him go! Let him go.” Valance put his hands and Hander’s shoulders.
“We caught him back by the carriages.” The Zo that had been holding his arm said before releasing his grip.
Lord Valance raised an eyebrow at Handers.
“I was looking for your tent.” Handers explained. “I wasn't aware there were areas off limits.”
“My apologies.” Lord Valance lifted the tent flap and motioned for Handers to join him inside. “I'm afraid they have a tendency to over react.”
Handers rubbed his wrists as he followed him.
“I hope they weren't too rough with you.” Valance said.
“Nothing’s broken,” Handers grumbled.
“We do have some sensitive cargo, but nothing worth the assault. I apologize, again.”
The interior of the tent was impressive. Finely woven fabric hung from poles around the exterior to create walls of silk. A lounge chair and a couch sat opposite a large desk that Valance was moving towards. A Thickly woven carpet warmed the entire space.
“This is incredible.” Handers admitted.
“Thank you. I spend a lot of time traveling.” Valance said.
Handers turned his attention from the fabric walls to beautiful dark mahogany desk that Valance had just sat behind. He motioned for Raj to join him.
Raj smiled and wandered over to leather arm chair across from the desk. Before he sat something caught his eye, giving him pause. On the top of the desk, he noticed an old leather bound book. On the cover was the familiar image of the Token.
He realized immediately that he had just paused in the middle of sitting down and was staring at the book. Valance shot a glance back and forth between Raj and the book with a strange look of curiosity. Raj cursed himself silently and prayed he hadn’t revealed anything too important.
Its was the same book that Bedic had, he was sure of it.
“What can I do for you Mr. Handers.” Valance asked with an odd smile.
“I wanted to ask you about the trip ahead.” Handers said. “I was just curious how far out we are from Shishkameen?”
“Sure. We're four days out with the Caravan. I apologize for the slow down. That's the price of security.”
“That's a beautiful book.” Handers said. He couldn’t stop staring at it, so he might as well bring it up, he thought. “I'm a bit of an antiques collector myself. Do you mind if I ask where you found it?”
“I just picked it up from an old friend, actually. Are you familiar with it?” Valance asked.
“Not this book in particular. My grandparents passed down a lot of family heirlooms. Kind of got me started collecting.”
“I'm a bit of a collector myself. In fact, I pay quite handsomely for items in a particular vein of interest.” Valance lifted up the book and turned it to showcase the illustration of the Token on the cover.
“Sorry, I don't have any religious antiques.” Handers said.
“Who said it was religious?” Valance smiled.
"Oh. Just a guess." Handers answered, alarmed that he might have given even more away than intended. He couldn’t figure out why Valance had this book or what implications that might have. It was a subject that clearly warranted caution. Caution that he had probably already blown. He’d have to try to explain his interest in the book in a way that didn’t relate to the Token. The last thing he wanted was to answer any direct questions about that.
"You're right actually. Valance said. “This is a symbol of the Reds. An old one, though. Probably hasn't been used for 500 years. Have you studied the Reds much Mr Handers? I'd ask you if you were a believer, but that would be too personal to be polite."
"I've studied a little, but I certainly wouldn't consider myself a man of faith. You?"
"You might say that I have an interest in the Reds, yes.” Valance said, then leaned forward, putting his folded arms on the desk, as though he were about to whisper a secret. “It has been my observation that nothing in the natural world is permanent. All things come and go. There is an Ebb and flow, a rise and a fall. Birth and death, winter and spring. Even in the kingdoms of men, one rises to power, but then another rises to take that power. It is a constant cycle, nothing lasting, nothing permanent.
"But the Reds. They are constant. They are power unending, life unending, the antithesis to the ebb and flow of nature."
Handers was unconformable. This was turning into the exact conversation he needed to avoid. “I guess its a little out of my area of expertise. Most of what I've inherited is associated with the family clan OSO. Shields, crests, things like that.”
“Don’t discount them to quickly. You’d be surprised what you might learn from a family heirloom. There could be a wealth of information right under your fingertips.” Valance said.
“Interesting. Maybe you could take a look when we get back. Lend us your expert opinion. Can't say what I'd be willing to part with though. Family history and all.”
“Yes, perhaps I will pay you a visit once you're back safe with your boy.” Lord Valance put the book down. “I'm sorry I'm not able to get you to the Old Capitol faster. If I thought it was safe I'd put you on my fastest horse and send you on ahead.”
Valance stood up and circled around the desk towards Handers. “Do you know where you're going once you get to the city?
“I have a few ideas.” Handers answered.
“It's a very large city. I might be able to help.” Valance offered.
Handers nodded then stood himself. “Help would be most appreciated.”
 
-
Handers pushed through the flaps and stepped into his own tent.
Rinacht was laying on his cot, attention fixed on a book he was reading.
“Let me guess. Rinacht said without looking up from his book. “His tent is immaculate. You demanded that they upgrade our quarters, and we're moving to an officers tent?”
“No.” Handers answered quietly as he sat down on his own cot.
Rinacht looked over. “What? No witty retort?”
Handers sat staring at the ground.
“What's wrong?” Rinacht asked as he put his book down and sat up.
“I think we're in trouble.” Handers said, making eye contact.
Rinacht thew his arms up in exasperation and laid back down on the cot. “You know, you're possibly the most optimistic person I've ever met. You radiate sunshine and happiness. It's almost blinding.”
Handers stared back without response.
“This man pulled us out of the swamp twice, saved us from a band of barbarians, and offered us safe and secure passage for the remainder of our journey.” Rinacht almost shouted. “What else do you want? Angles from heaven?”
“I don't think it was a coincident that he found us in the swamp. That he happened to be passing through at the same time. I think he was looking for us.” Handers said.
“I don't understand. Why would you think that?” Rinacht asked, his tone suddenly more serious.
“I don't know.” He answered quietly.
“You don’t know? Or you don’t want to tell me?” Rinacht scowled at him. “What did you see?”
“What do you mean?” Handers asked.
“You came back here all doom and gloom. Something happened.” Rinacht said.
“The point is, I don’t think it would be safe for me to travel with our friend Mr. Valance.” Handers said.
“OK, assuming you are right, that leaves us in quite a predicament. Our wagon was smashed, our provisions are rotting in the swamp, and our protective escorts are all injured and miles behind us.” Rinacht exclaimed, staring at Handers with firm resolve. “Honestly, what choice do we have? We have to go with Valance.”
Handers stared back. Trying to read the reaction of his friend. Was he just being his stubborn usual self? Or was there something else? He looked away. That wasn’t fair, he thought. He hadn’t offered Rinacht any concrete reason for his concern. Of course, he’d be doubtful. And he was right they had no other transportation, food or protection. They wouldn’t get far on their own. That was for sure.
“You're right, we have limited options. Hopefully I'm just paranoid.” Handers said.
“You are paranoid.” Rinacht added.
Handers pushed back the entrance flaps to the tent. “I'm going to go see what they have for food.” He’d need as much as he could carry. As well as water and a small supply of Manea. Rinacht was right but only about himself. Rinacht would be safer with the caravan. No need for him to risk the danger of going out on his own just because Handers’s had a bad feeling.
This Lord Valance was obviously a extremely powerful man. Powerful men had ways of getting what they wanted. And if Handers was right, if Valance didn’t just happen to find them in the middle of the swamp, then he had something Valance wanted. Or at least Valance suspected that he might have it. How long would Valance wait to put that suspicion to rest? How long before he had him searched? What would happen then? What would happen after he got what he was looking for? Would he let them go on their way?
He even thought about just giving him the Token in exchange for safe passage. He’d choose finding his son over holding on to the Token without hesitation. But the Token was the kind of thing that the person you’re taking it from probably holds some importance too. Valance would probably want to know where Handers found it and how. He’d want to know what Handers knew about it. He might press him to talk about the experiences he’d had with it.
He wasn’t going to let him just walk away. Valance was the kind of person that, if he want a person to stick around and keep him company, he could make that happen. He’d be stuck for as long as Valance decided.
No, it would be much better to leave now while he still could, before Valance made his move to force the issue.
“Food? You just ate!” Rinacht shouted after him as he hurried out the tent.
 
-
Handers trudged through the underbrush, the moonlight shining down through the thinly wooded forest. He wished he had never brought the thing with him. But how could he have known it would’ve caused such a frustrating problem.
That raised another question in his mind. How did Lord Valance come to suspect he had it? If he hadn’t have just made it all up in his head, that is. How would this man have come to know anything about him? Even more, how would he know he was passing through the old roads on the way to Shishkameen?
He stopped and opened his overcoat. Then slid a hand down into an inside pocket and removed an object covered in black velvet.
“What did you drag me into?” He asked aloud, staring at the object in his hand.
Maybe he could just ditch it here in the forest and go back to the camp. No longer having anything of interest to anyone, they’d let him pass through, and he’d be on his way to find his son. But… He thought. The way Valance spoke to him, he was pretty sure he already suspected Handers had it. If his men found it in the forest close to the camp, they’d know who put it there. He’d still be in the same mess.
He unwrapped the velvet exposing the forest to a bright white light from the tiny object. Handers covered his eyes with his other hand.
“What are you?” He asked, holding it up higher. 
“More importantly, why am I talking to you?”
He turned his attention back to the forest, back to the journey ahead of him. He had a lot of ground to cover before he ran out of food.
In front of him, lit brightly by the glowing Token was the same stone archway that had visited him so many times already. The same stone path extended out in front of him, starting at the base of the arch and winding off into the forest.
He looked back at the shining Token. Then, a surge of images raced across his mind. All of the things he’d seen in Bedic’s book. All the things he’d seen touching the archway, touching the token. Maybe to understand the rest of this puzzle, all he had to do was ask.
His brought a finger down gently to rest on the white surface of the token.
His vision flashed to white. As the glare faded, he saw himself traveling along the stone pathway, weaving quickly through the trees then exiting the forest into a wide meadow with mountain peaks visible in the near distance.
In the middle of that meadow rose a beautiful white structure. Tall and magnificent, more beautiful than any building he’d ever seen. In fact, he didn’t think he’d ever actually called a building beautiful before. It’s flat walls, intricately carved with patterns and symbols, hit at irregular angles, then extended up into the sky as pointed spires.
How could such an incredible structure have been built in such a remote place, he wondered. It would’ve taken thousands of men decades to build.
Then the world spun, thing went white and he was somewhere else. Standing in a forest somewhere. His son was lying crumpled up on wet pine needles and rotting leaves. He remembered this place from the first time he saw it. This was the question he needed the answer too. What was happening here in this place with his son? He tried to look around, to expand the scope of his vision. To his right he followed the edge of a beautiful red glow as it swept towards him. He wanted to see what was producing it, what it meant.
With effort he was able to push his sight further into the glow. There growing up out of the forest floor was a tiny red plant with brilliant red leaves.
“Dad?” A small voiced called. He turned back and saw his son calling out for him, standing. 
With a jolt he felt himself being sucked backward violently. A moment later he was back in the moonlit forest, his finger hovering over the token.
“OK.” He nodded his head, wrapped up the token and stepped through the archway onto the stone path. His feet clacked against the hard stone as he quickened his pace.
-
A dozen yards back, hidden in the underbrush Rinacht watched through bent branches as Handers paused on the forest trail talking to himself then left abruptly on a new course off the path. He moved quietly through the underbrush to follow.
 
-
Sinesh peeked out from behind a large barrel. It was dark and the wagon hadn’t moved in hours, so she was pretty sure they were camped for the night, where ever they were. The wagon was packed tight enough that she had almost no room to sit. That and the bumpy road had left her pretty sore. Sore and hungry and cold.
But she couldn’t think about those things. Not until she found her grandpa.
The back of the wagon was uncovered and looked as though it had been pushed up against the side of another wagon. That should make it easier to get out without someone seeing her, she thought. She pushed out from behind the barrel and squeezed her way to the back where she could get a better look of where she was. It looked like her wagon was parked in a row with a whole lot of others. That was about all she could see. Trees on one side and wagons on the other. Most importantly, though, she didn’t see any people.
She scrambled over the back gate and dangled the few inches before dropping to the ground. The last thing she remembered seeing was her grandpa being tied up and thrown into the back of a wagon. There was a decent chance he was here still in the back of one of these wagons. But which, she wondered.
She climbed onto the rear bumper of an old covered cart that seemed to stand out from the rest and peaked down into the shadows of its contents. Nothing but crates and canvas bags. She dropped down. But then, just as she was about to turn the other way noticed out of the corner of her eye a slight movement in an old carriage.
She rushed over and climbed up on the back. Sure enough, her grandpa was curled up in the dark with his hands tied behind his back. He rocked back and forth violently against a knotted rope at his wrists trying to fray it. "Blasted…!" He cursed.
"Grandpa!" She shouted.
"Sinesh?"
She pushed her face against the bars of the back window.
"What are you doing here?" He hissed in a loud whisper.
"I followed you!" She replied sternly.
"You did? Thank you darling. Can you open the door?"
She pulled on it, but it wouldn't budge. She shook it back and forth. "Uhg. It won't open, Grandpa! I think its locked."
Soft footsteps pattered across the forest floor. Bedic stopped fraying the rope. "Sinesh, hide!"
She peaked around the corner of the carriage and saw two large men with swords walking towards her. Why'd they have to come now, she thought. She didn't want to go back to her hiding place. Not when she had finally found Grandpa.
"Sinesh, hurry." Grandpa whispered.
She hopped down off the back and crawled underneath. “Ah.” She exclaimed in excitement. About midway there was an empty storage compartment entirely obscured by the wheels and side walls.
She climbed up and curled into a ball. She was so sick of hiding. But at least she could stay close now.




 
 
 
 
 

 
Emret woke to shouting and footsteps outside his and Moslin's small cabin. Men ran back and forth, pounding on the wooden planks of the boat's narrow corridor below deck.
Moslin sat up, "What's going on?"
"I don't know," Emret answered.
The lock on the heavy door of their cabin clacked, then their door slammed open. One of the processional clerics stuck his head in. "Stay in here, don't make any noise!" He commanded. Moslin and Emret both nodded their head before he shut and relocked the door.
A moment later, a storm of heavy boots pounded down wooden stairs. Muffled through the walls, they heard a man yelling, frantically. It sounded like it was the processional cleric they'd just spoken to. "You must leave this ship immediately. You have no right to board!" He screamed.
The pounding boots continued unabated, turning down the noisy corridor outside their cabin.
"Stop!" The Cleric demanded. 
A nearby Cabin door slammed open. "Please, step outside the cabin," a stern voice demanded. Two more cabin doors slammed open. "Please, move above deck!"
Their cabin door shook with a loud thud as something hit up against it. "This is an outrage! I will not stand for it!" The Cleric yelled, his voice right outside their cabin. "The Holy Master Cleric himself will be notified immediately. This will not go unpunished, I promise you!"
"The Holy Master Cleric?" The stern muffled voice asked with a laugh. "He ordered the search!"
Their door lock clicked. Moslin reached over and took Emret's hand. He looked back at her.
"We'll be OK," He told her with confidence.
 The door opened. Two large Botann Soldiers stepped into the room. After eying the Botann woman and Zo child, the second soldier leaned his head back into the corridor and yelled, "Commander!"
A moment later another Botann solider, his uniform indicating a higher rank, pushed into the crowded room. He smiled at Moslin and Emret, "I believe we've been looking for you!"
Moslin and Emret exchange worried glances.
 
-
Emret wiggled around the side of one soldier and then squirmed back to the other side. How frustrating, he thought. He couldn't see a thing except the tall backs of the soldiers and the high walls of a strangely decorated building.
Moslin reached down and took his hand.
"Where we going?" He asked, looking up at her for reassurance.
They passed under an incredibly tall door way. Then without warning, the crowd of soldiers split apart revealing an enormous room that expanded out in front of them. Emret scanned the room from side to side, trying to take it all in. He’d never seen anything like it. It was so big and fancy, it was something you read about but never actually see in person. Every inch of every wall was painted in brilliant patterns of swirling color. On top of that, framed paintings the size of murals hung above lavish couches that lined the edges of the room. The ceiling was painted too. It looked like the sky but in a sort of decorative way.
Sculpted trees rose up to the ceiling in regular intervals in between murals and furniture. Instead of being planted in pots above the floor the trees seemed to grow up out of the floor itself. In fact the more Emret studied the room, the more the ornate moldings along the corners and crown of the room all seemed to flow out of the large trees. It was as if they were extensions of a large root system that had some how grown into the walls of the building.
At the far wall of the room, a Botann man sat at his desk, completely dwarfed by the enormous trees and room. He could’ve fit a hundred desks in the room and still had plenty of space between them. Several men and women rushed to and away from the desk, caring papers. One of these men, coming from the desk, stopped and signaled to the soldiers who standing on both sides of Emret and Moslin.
One of the soldiers turned to face them. "You may now approach his Holiness."
Fear gripped Emret. His Holiness? He didn't know who that was, but it sounded important. Was that what happened to run away children? They were brought to his 'holiness' for punishment? The whole situation reminded him of being escorted to his father’s study where he was informed of how unpleasant his life would become over the next few days.
They approached the large dark wooden desk. The elderly Botann man sitting at the desk looked up at them. His Botann skin was unusually lumpy, leaving large pits and bulges all over his face. He smiled, the bulges of his cheeks protruding even further.
"Welcome, my friends.” He said, raising his hands in polite gesture, “I hope the eager young boys weren't to rough in bringing you here."
Moslin leaned forward, "No, your holiness. They were very courteous."
"Good." He eyed them intently. "Moslin, correct?"
"Yes," she answered.
"I know your father, he's a very devout man. Especially considering the conditions in which you both live. I'm going to speak frankly with you for a moment.” He tapped his wide leafy fingers on the desk. “We currently find our selves in a rather dire situation. One, in fact, that you could say strikes to the very core or our faith. I'm hoping that you and this young boy might be able to help us."
"Of course, your Holiness," she responded in earnest.
"I need to know the nature of your visit. And the reason for the false pretense of your travel arrangements." He said.
"We came to seek medical treatment not available in Pipfe. For Emret," she added.
"You couldn't arrange the treatment through the boy's doctors? Where are his parents?" He asked.
"His doctors wouldn't consent to the treatment." She looked down Emret before adding, softly, "and neither would his father."
The wrinkled old man grunted, "Hardly justifies taking the boy. And who gave you authority to make decisions on his behalf?"
"She didn't," Emret answered. "She's here because I asked her to come. I would've come alone."
The Holy Master Cleric leaned forward to get a better look at the boy. Several of the advisers surrounding them muttered quietly.
"He's a very determined young man," she commented.
"So it would appear," the Holy Master Cleric acknowledged.
"Without this treatment he..." She glanced down at Emret. He caught her glance. He knew she was uncomfortable talking about it. But he didn't see the point. He was in trouble, and something needed to be done about it. Simply avoiding the topic didn't help him feel better.
"Most unfortunate. I will pray for you and the hands of our doctors. With which hospital have you made arrangements?" He asked.
"Well... The treatment is actually religious in nature. That's why his father and his doctors refused to allow it."
He sat back in his chair, surprised. "Religious? What sort of religious, medical treatment?"
She hesitated, A bit embarrassed. Emret watched her. He didn't understand why she was having a hard time talking about what they came to do.
He'd answer if she wouldn't. "We came to see Red Leaves to ask to be healed."
The men standing about the desk glanced back and forth at each other, puzzled. One started chuckling. Then another. Finally, the entire room was laughing.
Moslin shrunk back, trying to hide, as if the entire room were laughing at her. Emret wheeled his chair in front of her. “Why were they laughing?” He didn’t understand.
The Holy Master Cleric calmed himself. "I apologize. I appreciate your humility. Only the truly humbled would ever be permitted to see Red Leaves. If anyone would be allowed to see him, it would be the two of you, I'm sure."
He turned to the immense wall sized painting behind his over-sized desk. It depicted a large Tree with light emanating from its red leaves. Botann men and women dwarfed by the size of the tree knelt towards it with their heads bowed in reverence.
Moslin, still upset, followed his gaze. Emret scowled at the old man. The painting made their reaction even more confusing.
The Holy Master Cleric stood up. "You have to understand my young friends. Our beloved RED with his leaves of light and life hasn't been touched in over a thousand years."
He walked to a wall of windows on the east side of the room. The crowd moved to follow behind.
Looking out the windows, Emret was in awe at the immense plaza that opened up below him. Tiny dots of people scurried about while others crowded together motionless. In the center of the plaza was a walled off section with nothing in it but sandy dirt, without a single plant growing in it.
The tiny dots of people collected around the border of the protective wall. They seemed to be pushing in to get as close to the wall as possible.
The Holy Master Cleric in his silken robes, pointed to the walled off earth and explained, "Red Leaves is no longer with us. A thousand years of history tends to blur the details, but the most credible account contends that he was cut down as the first act of the great war."
He turned back to Moslin. "Surely your father taught you this history?"
"No. He did not," she answered, trying to hide her emotion. Tears had already formed at the edges of her eyes.
Emret stared at the empty square of dirt with in the walls. He tried not to think about what this meant. He tried to force it from his mind. His heart started to sink. He closed his eyes. What was he going to do? What was he going to do! He slouched down in his wheel chair.
Moslin watched the boy. "May we visit the wall?"
"Of course." He answered.
"I'm sorry we couldn't be of more help with your critical situation," she told him.
"It is a burden I hope you'll never have to worry about. Again, I apologize for having brought you here by force. Under the circumstances, it was unavoidable."
Suddenly his soft disposition turned cold. "You weren't given anything to help you find Red Leaves were you?" He asked sternly.
She responded, "No. I wasn't aware that I would have to look any further than where I stand now."
He nodded his head, apparently satisfied with the answer.
 
-
Moslin and Emret wandered through the crowded plaza, a wall of red stone rising up in the background. Emret kept his eyes to the decorated tile ground. He couldn't bring himself to look at her. He couldn't look at the people in the plaza. Above all, he could not bear to look at the dead spot of earth where he should have found life.
“I don't want to see it.” He told her.
She stopped his wheel chair and knelt down in front of him, bringing herself down to his eye level. “Emret, I'm so sorry. I don't know what to say.” Tears welled in her eyes. She took him in a tight embrace.
"We'll figure this out. I promise."
He looked up at her for the first time. "How?" Tears fell down his cheeks.
But then, through his blurry tear streaked vision, he saw something. Something past all the people. Something beyond the wall. He wiped his eyes with his sleeve.
There appeared to be a faint red glow above the wall. It looked as though it was coming from behind. He squinted. Was something there? No. He was seeing things. He blinked and rubbed his eyes, then looked again. This time he noticed a slender branch of a tree, twisting and turning into the air, just above the wall’s top trim.
"Moslin, look!" He pointed.
She turned around. "What?"
"I see it!"
She studied the wall where he was pointed then turned back to him, confused. "See what?"
"It's there! It's still there!" He pushed his wheel chair around her. "I can see it."
She stood up as he raced his chair on ahead. "Honey!" She called after him.
As Emret got closer to the wall, he could see more of the brightly glowing branches. A collage of brilliantly red leaves sprang up out of them.
Moslin chased after him.
"It's just like I imagined. So beautiful!" He shouted to her. The Tree now extended well above the wall. Its branches dense with the vibrant leaves.
Emret stopped at the wall. Not able to get any closer, he turned and followed the perimeter of the stone wall as it cornered around, hoping to find a hole or crack. Moslin dodged in and out of the thick crowd of people trying to keep up with him.
Finally, he found what he was looking for. The wall ended abruptly, leaving a sizeable ten foot section where there was nothing but an iron fence between him and the red earth. For the first time he saw the entire tree in all its radiant beauty. It's trunk and limbs swam with dazzling patterns of light. It almost hurt to look at it. He stared up at it in amazement. He'd never seen anything so incredible.
Moslin caught up to him. "Are you OK?" She followed his gaze, turning to the iron fence and the empty spot of red earth beyond." I thought you didn't want to see it?"
"Help me up," he asked her without breaking his gaze from the Tree.
"You sure?" She asked.
He nodded.
She bent down and helped him out of his chair. He put his weight on his wobbly legs. "Help me to the fence," he asked.
She supported his shoulder as he took step after careful step, finally reaching the fence. He took it in both hands. Then slowly worked his way to the space where the iron fence met the stone wall.
There was a gap. Just enough for a small boy to squeeze through. Before Moslin figured out what he was doing, he pushed his shoulder through, then quickly slid in the rest of his body.
Moslin gasped. "No!" She yelled.
The crowd ignited into a roar of screams and hisses. A guard standing ideally, by jumped to attention and darted towards the fence.
Emret stepped wobbly forward then fell to his knees below the dazzling red tree. A low lying branch hung down inches in front of him. He reached up high above his head. Straining to reach the delicate limb. Everything went silent in his mind as his finger neared the tender branch. This was his life returning to him. He sucked in a last breath as his finger glided into the surface of the tree.
But his finger didn't stop. It passed right through the branch. There was no substance. It wasn't real!
In that instant, his normal sight ended and a new sight began. He saw himself somewhere else, on a mountain side in deep underbrush, Moslin standing next to him. There was a strange object in front of him that glowed with a brilliant white light. He leaned forward to get a better look. Lying in the soft ferns was a tiny white stone carving of the majestic tree he had just been standing in front of.
He reached up to touch it, but before his body could respond, his vision pulled back as though there was a cord tied around his waist. In an instant, he was back in the plaza. But then, in front of him, across the plaza, on the mountain side far in the distance he could see something glowing. It was a tiny bright spot of light shining like a beacon.
His awareness returned to the walled square of red earth beneath him, to the radiant and beautiful tree he had reached up to touch. Only, there was no tree. His hand was raised, and nothing was in front of it. The square was empty.
With that his body gave, and he collapsed.
 
-
Emret woke under the warm covers of an adult sized bed. Moslin, sitting in a chair next to him, put down her book. "How you feeling?" She asked.
"A little dizzy." He looked around the strangely decorated room. It looked to him like what her bedroom might look like. Religious paintings and drawings. Botann iconography. An image of the Holy Master Cleric. The room even had two room height trees in opposite corners. Like the larger version, he’d seen earlier these trees too seemed to flow into the make up of the room. "Where are we?" He asked.
"Before we left I made arrangements for us to stay with a good friend of my fathers. After the episode in the plaza, he came and helped me get you home." "What happened?"
"What happened? You trespassed onto one of the most sacred places in the Botann faith, almost started a riot and came this close," she pinched her fingers together, "to being killed by the guards on duty. I don't suppose you noticed the large, do not cross, signs before you squeezed through the fence? Or the fact that there was a 10 foot high stone wall around almost the entire ground?" He let out a heavy breath. "I'm sorry. I..." He looked away, avoiding her eyes. He wasn't ready to talk about what he saw. He wasn't comfortable himself with what he saw. "What were you doing?"
He glanced up at her long enough to see the anger and frustration on her face. How could he explain that all he cared about was getting to that tree. He would've done anything to get to it. He was looking at his life being restored to him. Just over that wall. Just within reach. Wouldn't she have done the same? "You put both of us in jeopardy. We're lucky we're not both in a cell right now. Literally. My father's friend worked a miracle getting us released," she explained. He gulp in a quick breath. "I thought I saw... I thought..."
"You thought what?"
He rubbed his hands together. How could she be so cruel?
Her angered glare softened. "Oh." She put a hand on his. "You thought you saw... Him?" He nodded.
"I'm sorry. I knew what happened was overwhelming. I didn't realize..." She scooted over the bed and took him in a tight hug. "Do you want to talk about it?" He shook his head.
"You know, I meant what I said. We'll figure this out."
He nodded, still hanging his head low. "Would you take me somewhere before we go home?" "Sure." She cocked her head and smiled. "OK." She studied him, not sure what to make of his request. "There's a mountain to the south of the city. I need to go up the second canyon a little ways." She chuckled. "You need to go to the mountains? Really?"
"Yes I'm serious." He said.
She stopped laughing and stared at him, confused. "Why?"
"I can't tell you."
"You can't tell me? She shook her head and muttered to herself, "great!"
The door creaked open after a quiet knock. An older Botann man with dark robes poked his head in. "Moslin, I have a moment now if you'd like to talk." "Yes, thank you." She said then stood up. "We'll talk more about it later, OK?" She turned before slipping out the door. "Get some more rest." Emret pushed back the covers and slid out of bed. On his knees he carefully hobbled over to the door and pushed his ear quietly up against the wood. Sure enough, he could hear them talking. Moslin's voice was faint but still understandable. "I wanted to ask you about something the Holy Master Cleric had asked me. He wanted to know if we'd found something to help us find Red Leaves." "Hmmmm...," He mumbled.
"First of all, I now have the understanding that the Red Leaves hasn’t been seen for a thousand years? "Right," He added.
"What could he be referring to then? How could we have something that could lead us to something that doesn't exist?" He admitted, "Does seem a bit puzzling. I'm not sure what his Holiness might've been referring to." He paused. "Did he talk at all about the Red Leaves return?” He asked.
"Return? No, he didn't say anything about that," she admitted.
"There are writings from the time that Red Leaves was destroyed that warned of the three Reds imminent return. It said, on that day they’d avenge their betrayal and desecration. They'd deliver justice to those who destroyed them and grant redemption to their defenders." "I think we're all inclined to believe justice will be delivered to our Nemeses. We all blame each other for the great war. Not until the Reds finally return will anyone really know who committed the destruction." "But what was the Holy Cleric worried I might've found?" She asks.
"That I don't know. It's unlikely he said that because he believes the Reds have actually returned." "More than likely he saw an opportunity in your story. If someone professed to be looking for Red Leaves and had something to give their search credibility, it could be used to persuade the people. It could be used to say the Reds have chosen the Botann, or the Zo, or the Petra with whom to reveal themselves. It could draw concrete lines of just and unjust. The chosen people and the un-chosen. That could lead to another war. Troubling." "What would give credibility to someone searching?"
"A claimed miracle with witnesses. Or a religious relic. Or even better, a combination of the two, a relic said to have been created by a miraculous event. Something with a good story behind it." "You my friend," he continued, "have a compelling story. He painted a picture in the air with his hands. "A dying boy seeking to be healed by the long lost Reds, risks his life by sneaking into the sacred grounds because he believed he saw Red Leaves still growing there." "If you had any other legitimizing factor thrown on top of that you could become a powerful tool to the politically motivated. After the young man's stunt yesterday, it would not be difficult for someone in power to turn you into the catalyst they're looking for." "That being said, I would suggest you take the boy home as quickly as possible. They will do you no favors here."
 
-
Moslin climbed out of the Botann carriage and stepped down onto the uncut wooden boughs of the river port boardwalk. Emret stayed in his seat and watched as the driver lifted his wheel chair off the storage racks and handed it down to her.
He turned his attention back to the inside of the carriage. He’d have to admit, it was rather impressive, entirely unlike anything he’d seen in Pipfe. Rather than cutting and bending the dead wood to fit a design, it looked as though they had trained the tree to grow into the shape they wanted. But what was truly impressive was how well they were able to do that. The branches all flowed in the same direction, circling around the rims of the windows and doors, curving up and fitting in with others to form the ceiling. It fit right in with everything else Botan that he’d seen so far. He liked how they made things.
Moslin stepped up to the carriage door and held a hand out for him to take. "We really need to get back." She explained.
He turned his head away and let out an angry grunt.
"Going up into the mountains, a woman by herself with a sick child, is a terribly dangerous idea." She said, then waited for a response. Emret didn’t give in.
"It's simply out of the question!" She finished.
The driver hopped down from the upper rack. "I'm sorry, my boy" He said as he reached up and lifted Emret out of his seat and handed him to Moslin. "I have to be going."
Moslin set him down in his wheel chair."
"So that's it then?" He pounded his fist on the chair armrest. "We're giving up? So I should just be quiet and not make a fuss while you take me home to die?" He glared at her. "You sound like my father?"
"Maybe your father was right to begin with." She said.
He couldn't believe her. This was completely ridiculous. She brought him this far, she was so resolved to help him. And now? He turned his chair around and pushed into the crowd rushing back and forth along boardwalk.
"Emret! Wait." She followed. "You're not being fair. I mean, I brought you half way across the continent looking for help. If I had any idea where else to take you I would. But... I was wrong, and it wasn’t there. There’s nothing here to take you too," she finished, her voice trembling with emotion. "I don't know what else to do."
He clenched his fist. She doesn't know what else to do? He told her what else they could do. She's not listening. "Fine. You don't have to go. I'll take myself."
She grabbed the handle on the back of the chair. "Emret! Would you please tell me what's up in the mountains that's so important? How could you possibly know anything about the mountains here to begin with? You haven't talked to anybody but me?"
He wheeled his chair around.
"When I touched the lowest branch of the tree it took me there." He pointed behind them, "to that mountain side and showed me a little white stone sitting in the forest."
Several people in the crowd slowed down and looked at the boy as they passed. Another stopped completely.
"It was glowing like the sun. I could hardly look at it."
Moslin gave the gawking pedestrians a dirty look then grabbed Emret's chair from behind and wheeled him away.
He turned in his seat to face her. "I can't go home yet."
"OK." She half shouted as she tightened her grip on the back of the chair. "If I take you up there we're going straight home after wards. No complaining."
He nodded, "If it leads to nothing, I'll go home."
She lets out a frustrated sigh. "I can't believe I'm doing this."




 
 
 
 
 

 
Handers hurried down the stone path through the forest underbrush. His mind wandered, filling with images of the white building he’d just seen. This path lead to that place, he was confident. But what he still didn’t know, even after all he’d seen, was the purpose of that place, or what it had to do with him, or even more importantly, what it had to do with his son?
He wanted to know who built it. It was obviously enough of an undertaking to be considered significant. That meant it was most likely not going to be left abandoned. And that meant the likely hood of running into to someone there was rather high. That made him terribly uneasy. How would these people feel about strangers showing up uninvited?
He held the little glowing Token, wrapped in its protective felt cloth, up where he could see it. He was putting so much trust in this strange little object. He hoped he wouldn't regret it.
A voice came through the forest behind him. "Sir! Mr. Handers, sir!" He spun around to the voice.
Rinacht hobbled over a few stones cropping up in the middle of the path as he hurried towards Raj as fast as his short legs would carry him. "I thought I'd never catch up." He stopped and curled over, breathing in gasps.
"Rinacht, what're you doing here?" Raj asked.
"I'm sorry I didn't realize you were that uneasy about the situation. You have a tendency to... dwell on the negative." Rinacht said.
"Yeah? Then its a good thing you came back to cheer me up. I feel better already." Raj joked.
Rinacht straighten up as his breathing eased. "If I'd known you were about to run off into the woods on your own I would've..."
"Made some jokes?" Raj interrupted.
"Well, does seem liked a missed opportunity." He smiled, wiping his brown. "I didn't come all this way to see you walk off into the woods by yourself."
Handers grabbed Rinacht's hand and pulled him into a half embrace. "Thank you." He turned back in the direction he was headed and continued down the path. "Not a lot seems to be going my way. It’s good to have at least one person on my side."
"There you go again. Dwelling on the negative." Rinacht jabbed.
 
-
Handers stopped suddenly. "Did you hear anything?" He glanced back at Rinach who was panting heavily behind him.
"Hear what?" Rinacht asked, happy to have the chance to catch his breath. He let out an over exaggerated exhale. "Woowh! And pointed his stubby legs, "these little guys weren't made for long distances."
"Shhhh!" Alarmed, Handers held up his hand to quiet his noisy friend, his attention focused on a spot of trees in front of them just off the path. He motioned for Rinacht to come up beside him then pointed towards the spot of trees.
"Look!" He whispered.
Rinachted waddled over to him and leaned forward into the trees with his eyes squinted. Something beyond the trees shimmered like a piece of metal catching sunlight. "Someone's back there!"
Handers crept forward into the trees. Rinacht grabbed his arm to stop him. "What're you doing?"
"If they were going to attack they would've done it by now." He shook off Rinacht’s hand and pushed through the underbrush. Carefully, he pushed his body up against the trunk of a large tree and peered around the side. It wasn't a someone behind the trees. It was many! An entire column of what looked like some kind of decorated royal guard in fully polished metal armor extended into the forest as far as he could see, and ,unfortunately, in the same direction as the path.
The closest guard was only a few yards way. It was easily twice his size and covered in shiny plates of metal from head to foot. The color of the plates alternated between gold and silver making an intricate pattern down the center of their chests. It was obvious they were there as much for display as for any kind of deterrent or protection.
A suit of armor didn’t stay that shiny clean with any kind of use. Matching full helmets covered their heads entirely, leaving only a few small slits for their mouth and eyes. That made it impossible to identify their race. They stood upright like a Botann, but their hand were shaped like the Zo's.
The strange guards held an almost perfect line formation. And for the entire time he’d been watching them, he hadn’t seen a single movement. It made him wonder if there was anything there under the armor. They looked like the kind of motionless decorated guards that would stand outside the entrance to a palace. They made you question where or not they were statues or capable of actually causing harm.
If they were willing and able to cause harm, that caused a bit of a problem given their size and number. It wouldn’t take much for the closest guard to put an end to he and Rinacht. Yet, for some reason he wasn’t afraid. In fact, he felt quite the opposite. A calm warm had settled over him.
Back on the path Rinacht waited nervously. At the first sight of Handers, he stammered over. "Did you see anything? Anyone there?"
"A column of soldiers," he answered without emotion, then continued across the path and into the forest. "I suspect they're on both sides."
"W..What?" Rinacht hobbled after him. "A column of what?"
Handers crept through the underbrush on the other side of the path. He motioned for Rinacht to follow.
Rinacht shook his head, "I'm fine thanks."
Handers returned a moment later. "Solid flanks on both sides."
Rinacht turned around and waddled back down the path the way they came.
"Hey, where you going?" Handers called after him.
Rinacht turned. "You aren't seriously thinking of going through there." He waved his stony arm in an impatient gesture.
"Actually," he hurried back to his escaping friend, "I think they're here to protect the path not attack it."
"Why would you think that?"
Handers put an arm around him. "Come on. We'll be fine. I have a good feeling about this."
Rinacht gave in and moved forward with him. "You and your feelings!"
 
-
As they kept their brisk pace down the path, the shimmering light reflecting off the metal armor of the guards seemed to close in on them. The further they went, it seemed, the closer the guards stood to the path.
The trees hid less and less of their still and silent company until finally the forest ended entirely, leaving nothing but tall tufts of grass that extended up the mountainside above them. Their pathway cut directly through the center of the grassy meadow, the column of guards flanking it on both sides.
Rinacht stopped, taking in the full size and scope of the giant metal guards for the first time. "This is insane! We're insane! I'm going back." He muttered, then turned around.
Handers caught his arm. "Look!" He pointed up the mountain beyond the meadow. They could see the summit in the distance. Just below the summit rose the stone buttresses, peaks, and spires of what appeared to be a white marble church or temple.
The double rows of guards ran right up to the arched wooden doors of the building. Another ring of guards circled around its entire circumference. 
"I think we're here." He glanced back at the nervous Rinacht. "Where ever here is."
Rinacht nodded his head, "Yeah."
They continued cautiously until the structure was towering above them, blocking the sun. The massive doors were already opened inward.
Handers took a moment to appreciate the impressive view surrounding them. The mountain meadow fell away below, revealing a wide expanse of land that stretched out to the horizon. Beyond the forests to the west the Zo lands filled the flat lands down to the coast. To the north the Botann lands cut into a larger dark green expanse of forest that vanished into the blue horizon. To the east the grey rocks of the Petra dropped down into a sea of green forest. 
Handers turned back to the white marble building and walked up the large stone steps leading to the doorway. Noticing Rinacht wasn't beside him, he turned back.
"You wouldn't make me go in there alone would you?" He asked.
Rinacht stood gazing up at the spires above him in a strange stupor. "I know this place," he muttered.
Handers stared at him curiously. "You've been here before?"
"No." Rinacht whispered as he passed Handers on the steps and disappeared into the darkness beyond the door.
Handers stared at him in bewilderment.
 
-
Handers followed Rinacht into the shallow anteroom of the temple. A few feet further, they passed through another set of large doors that opened into an enormous central chapel. White stone walls at the back reflected a rainbow of colored light that filtered down from stained glass windows a hundred feet above them. Full color murals, detailed illustrations, and inscriptions covered the base of walls from the floor to ten feet up. 
Thick pillars, inset four feet from the walls, encircled the entire room. Robed statues carved out of the base of each pillar seemed to hover over them, making Handers feel uneasy, as though they were being watched. They reminded him of the rows of sentries who were standing outside along the path. Only these in here had no armor. 
He stopped below the closest stone figure, not sure what it represented. It didn't seem to have a pelt of fur as he did, nor did it have the knots and bulges of the Botann, or the Petra’s sharp blocks of mass. Its skin was bare and smooth, like nothing he'd ever seen before. It was incredible and strikingly beautiful.
The white stone creatures all held their gaze on one location in the room. Handers turned to follow their eyes to a stair case that curved down into the room. It’s base widened in a large Y shape. At the top of the stair case an open doorway poured a bright reddish, light down into the room, brighter than the light from the windows high above.
Intrigued, Handers hurried across the hard marble floor towards the base of the steps and peered up at the lighted room. As he did, a sudden chill raced down his spine. A cool breeze kicked up behind him that seemed to carry a strange whisper with it. The voice came as though from behind, then from all directions at once. It was audible but not intelligible. He cut his eyes back to the statues, half expecting to see their lips moving. They weren't.
A marble pedestal rested at the base of the staircase, anchoring the heavy railing. The top of the pedestal tapered up to form a small figurine equal in size and shape to the Token he had in his pocket.
Handers stared at it. Either this was the place he was meant to find or this was the place he never should have come. He put a hand down on the pedestal as he took his first step up the white stairs.
In that moment, a flash of white pulled him out of the room. He saw himself standing across from a tall creature just like those carved in the chapel’s stone pillars. Only this one wasn’t stone. It extended its smooth, hairless hand out to Handers. In its large open palm was the Token. Handers reached up and accepted it. As he did, it flared brightly in his hand.
Suddenly, he was in another place, struggling through difficult terrain, through dense wooded trails and frozen mountain passes. Then, he saw himself standing at the center of a beautiful garden. The sky above him was dark with a strange purple hue, unlike any sky he’d seen. Behind him, in the middle of a small thicket at the center of the garden, he saw the small red leaved plant.
He noticed his hands, burdened, heavy. In one he was holding the same white sword he had seen before, in the other he held the scepter. His body was covered in white glowing armor. 
He saw himself standing at the front of a large crowd of Zo, Botann, and Petra. They were of all ages, young and old. Those in front were kneeling to him. That caught him a little off guard. Were they worshiping him? Was he a king? Then he heard their voices pleading for help, begging for his mercy, his protection.
He watched himself turn around, then felt his heart sink. Behind him was another crowd of people. But they weren’t kneeling. They were charging, clad with armor, their weapons held above their head ready to strike.
He saw himself raise the white scepter that he held in his hand, the Token affixed to its top. As he lifted the scepter, the warriors spun out of the way, jerked at the waist by an unseen force.
He heard screams of pain and terror behind him. The numbers of the enemy were so vast and coming from so many directions that some had gotten past him. They had swarmed over the people who had pleaded for his protection, slaughtering them. Bodies covered the earth. He knelt beside a small girl, one of those who had fallen and touched the token to a wound on her chest. She convulsed violently then sat up. Others that had fallen nearby convulsed then sat up as well.
Handers stood and quietly lifted his arms above his head, the Token scepter extended high into the air. The ground shook. The earth split. Two enormous slabs of what once was flat ground tilted into the air, exposing the bowels of the earth below. The endless black swarm of soldiers pushed forward in countless numbers pushing the front line into the open earth.
The vision closed and another opened. He was back in the beautiful garden. The purple sky above him once again. The storm was darker now, swirling ominously. Then a portion of it dropped down, spinning like the head of a tornado. It bent into the shape of an arm, a great arm of storm and thunder and struck down over the thicket protecting the tiny red plant. Handers watched as he lifted the scepter. A white light erupted from the token, intercepting the storm, splitting the arm. Trails of purple mist spun off in eddies on both sides. He looked back. The red plant and thicket were untouched.
The storm recoiled, drawing the arm back up into his central mass.
He heard a thunderous noise from the trees beyond the garden. A Vast swarm of Botan and Petra soldiers crashed through and dropped down into the center of the garden.
 He felt a stabbing pain. He looked down. Blood dripped from a large wound on his chest. He fell to his knees then to the ground.
Then, just as before, he saw his son lying on the forest floor motionless. A warm glow grew into a brilliant red light. Emret stood up, his legs steady and strong.
Then he saw his son running through the forest.
Another flash of white light overtook his vision. As it receded he found himself back in the temple chapel. His foot on the first step and his hand on the railing. 
He backed off the step. This was too much. What ever this place wanted of him, he'd have no part of it. It angered him that his son was used like a dangling carrot after the horrible images of war. He'd never fought in a war. In fact he couldn't remember the last time he'd even been in a fist fight! What protection could he possibly offer anyone? He couldn’t even keep his son safe. His thoughts began to spiral downward.
"Mr. Handers! Mr. Handers!" Rinacht called from behind him. Handers turned. 
"You OK?" Rinacht asked.
"I'm fine," he lied. He was angry and frustrated after having come so far only to find another dead end. He had no delusions. That person he saw holding the scepter was not anyone he could ever be. To his shame, the idea of having to become that person scared him. And that made him all the more angry. It wasn’t right, being made to feel guilty for not being able to be something that no normal person could ever be. And having to become that person was somehow connected to finding his son? That wasn’t fair. That was crazy!
Yet, something felt... Something tugged from within. Was he missing something?
"Come look at this," Rinacht beckoned. He pointed at another set of stairs at the other side of the room. Instead of leading up, this one lead down. Like the other, it had an ornately carved pedestal that marked the beginning of the railing. And, like the other, it had the same Token carved in the marble that adorned its top. But it wasn't clean white. This was a semi translucent purple. Its color spread into the white marble below in thick, dark veins that thinned with distance from the top.  
Handers peered down the steps. At the bottom he could see a small landing and another open doorway leading to another room. A faint yellow glow spilled out of the room below and onto the lower landing.
"I think I know where we are," Rinacht explained. "This stair case," He approached it slowly, running his hand in the air over the railing, careful not to touch it. He turned to room behind them. "The markings on the wall. The circle of statues. It all fits."
"Fits what?" Handers asked.
"The Keepers."
"Who?" Handers's asked.
"You don't understand," Rinacht stepped away from the stairs cautiously. "This room," he looked around, "this place is supposed to be symbolic. I never thought it actually..."
"Symbolic of what?"
"The Keepers are supposed to have created the Reds. It's beyond..." He paused.
Handers stared at him. "How do you know all this?"
"I think we've found their temple." Rinacht said.
"Don't tell me my Butler's a religious scholar." Handers jested.
Rinacht scowled. "My Grandpa had an affection for traditional Petra mythology."
"So what's down the stairs, according to this mythology?" Handers asked.
"In the myth people come to this place when they have problems they can't solve on their own. When the complexities of life get in the way of getting things done, things that need to be done, sometimes the only way around is through brute force.” He punched his fist for effect. “If you believe your cause is just, then you have the inherent right to claim the power concealed below."
Handers raised an eyebrow. "And who determines who's cause is just and who's isn't?" He asked.
"You are your own judge." Rinacht shot back quickly anticipating the question.
Handers eyed Rinacht for a moment then moved towards the stairs. He put a hand on the pedestal and took a step down.
His vision fogged then burned to white. As the white faded Handers saw himself standing in a dark room staring at the back of what appeared to be a large marble throne. He watched himself approach the back of the throne then cautiously move around to the side.
Sitting in the throne, with its body slumped forward, was an old and tattered figure. It had the same smooth hairless skin as the temple statues. It wasn't Petra, Zo, or Botann. This one wore a large purple crown and held a scepter loosely in its rested arm. It seemed wholly unaware of his presence.
He watched himself sneak up to the side of the figure and put his hands on the throne. With a swift move, he lifted the crown off his head.
The figure jolted up right, roaring and hissing wildly. It held Handers in a fiery stare as he stood there holding the stolen crown. Then, with blinding speed, it lunged at him.
The vision changed and he found himself watching a Botann militia standing guard over a bridge into Shishkameen. 
He swooped down to the ground level and saw himself push into the crowd of soldiers. They turned as they saw him then stumbled backward in panic. Those that could, ran in terror. He quickly overtook one of the soldiers and tossed him to the side like a rag doll. He caught another by the tendrils and threw another into the air.
The crowd of soldiers separated in their flight, revealing an officer standing in the middle of the bridge. Handers recognized him immediately. It was the Botan who tortured him in the swamp, who wrapped him in vines, ripped the skin off his arms and almost squeezed him to death. Suddenly, he found his hands in a tight grip around the officers neck.
Everything vanished. In its place rugged mountain landscape with sharp bare rocks lifted up to fill his view. A sea of soldiers, a vast Petra army, blanketed the jagged land as far as he could see. 
It came to his mind that his son was being held captive at the opposite end of the army, that all he needed to do was get through the soldiers and he could save his son. The closest Petra towered over him, easily twice his size.
Then he saw his own arm raised up to the sky, the skin blackened, bare of fur, and charred. It shook and began to swell. Handers cried in pain as every muscle in his arm bulged to an impossible size.
He saw his face, the right half deformed and hideous.
With a ferocious crash of his massive blackened arm, hundreds of Petra soldiers splashed away from him. Another crash sent another wave of soldiers in the opposite direction. He tucked his head and charged, burrowing through the giant rock soldiers like they weighed nothing.
His vision cleared, he was back in the warm reflected light of the chapel. Handers stepped back from the stair case.
“What's wrong?” Rinacht asked, giving him a strange look.
Handers didn't respond. His thoughts still raced through his mind, uncollected, uncertain. Was any of this at all possible? In the real world? Were these things he saw meant to be literal? If not, what did they mean? Having the strength to get to his son regardless of who stood in his way, that seemed too good to be true! He hadn’t liked to admit it to himself but one of his biggest concerns with leaving the protective escort of Lord Valance was that he’d be vulnerable again. Weak.
He hadn’t realized how unable to defend himself he truely was until he came out here. And the horror was, that meant he would be unable to defend his child. Even if he did find him, how would he keep him safe long enough to get him home.
What ever it was down that staircase, if it offered him greater strength to do what a father was supposed to do, to protect his family, then he wanted to see it. 
Rinacht pulled him back towards the stairs. "I think this is the answer to our problem. This is what we've been looking for." 
Handers turned back to the other stair case across the room. There too was an offering of immense strength. The glowing weapons and armor seemed incredible and miraculous. But they came with a price. He was running around fighting other people’s battles with them. What ever strength and assistance he would get from that room up top, would he be able to use it rescue his son? Or would he be stuck doing someone else’s bidding? And maybe, if there was time, he’d be able to fit in his son rescue?
And then one of the last thing he saw was what looked like a mortal wound in his chest. How could he accept that? Who would be there for his son after that?
"This is how we get your son back!" Rinacht said.
“What about the other stairs?” Handers asked.
Rinacht followed Hander's glance. "I don't know. There was only one stair case in the myth."
Handers remembered what he saw happen to his body. The blackened skin. Hopefully it was figurative. Whatever it meant, if it was the price he’d have to pay for his son’s freedom and safety, he’d pay it. He took a deep breath then committed to the first step, careful not to touch the railing. 
Rinacht followed him down.
 
-
The stairs curved down and opened into a dark circular room similar in shape to the one above. Light filtered down from slots cut from the ceiling in regular intervals.
As the room above, the walls were covered with an assortment of frescoes, diagrams, and writings. Stone pillars, inset from the walls, circled the room. The base of the pillars were carved into statues, as well, only in the place of the upright robed figures were various shapes and sizes of wild beasts. The beasts seemed to be based on the three races, wild Botann, Zo, and Petra.
The floor of the room stepped downward in stadium fashion, ending with a large basin that rested directly in the center. Streams of black liquid seeped in from cracks in the walls, ceiling and floor and cascaded down the steps into the basin.
The circle of floor beneath the basin, the lowest point in the room, was made of an oddly bright red colored wood. The streams of black liquid that dripped down the stone from all around the room trickled down channels that feed it into the basin. But where there weren’t channels to carry it over the floor it just dripped and collected into puddles on the wood. Little puffs of steam rose from the puddles with a subtle hiss.
The wood appeared to be heavily corroded, as though it were being eaten away slowly by the pools. Visible holes had already formed between slates, and the weight of the giant basin was causing the wooden floor to sag in the middle. It was in poor enough shape that Handers was hesitant to step on it. It appeared it was only a matter of time before it gave way entirely.
Rinacht circled around the basin, running his fingers around the lip. "This is exactly as it was described!"
An enormous marble throne occupied an entire section of the far wall. Handers stared at the shape and size of the throne. It was similar to the one he'd just seen in his last vision.
A detailed fresco covered the wall behind the throne. The fresco depicted a vicious battle with repeating figures holding black weapons who stood out against a back drop of death and carnage.
In the far right of the fresco, painted stone steps led up to a large figure sitting in the same repeating throne, dressed in a purple tunic with a purple crown on his head. The figure was twice the size of everyone else in the painting. He had no fur, no knots or jagged edges. He was smooth and beautiful. Perfect.
Like the statues above and the guards outside, he guessed this was what Rinacht was describing as a ‘Keeper’.
Filling the steps below the Keeper were an assortment of regular men and women, Zo, Petra and Botann, soldiers and civilians. They weren’t standing on the steps but were instead lying or kneeling, with their hands all held up towards him as though pleading with him. In his right hand, he held a dark purple scepter with what appeared to be the purple version of the Token affixed to the top.
A thick black storm cloud cast a shadow over the steps and throne.
Three people, one of each race, knelt at the top of the steps, each holding out their hands with a gift for the Crowned Keeper. The gift in each of the three's hands glowed red. In the Zo's hands was a small Red Animal, in the Botann man's a small Red Plant, in the Petra's a small Red Stone.
The Keeper held in his left hand a long red knife raised to receive the Red gifts.
"Rinacht, know anything about this guy?" He pointed to the Fresco depicting the man on the throne.
Rinacht came up behind him. "These three I recognize." He pointed to the three warriors welding the black weapons. "The three heroes. The three paths to power and greatness… if you read into the analogy.
"But the rest of this. I don't know." He studied the image, moving with it up to the high steps. "Looks like some kind of King... But, he's not in any of the stories." He ran his fingers over the wall where the three people held out the glowing Reds in offering to the King. "I wonder what they're doing here."
"Maybe we shouldn't be down here, you know. Doesn't look like he's a very pleasant fellow."
"Come take a look at this." Rinacht motioned him back over to the basin. "There's something down there." He pointed down into liquid. "Something shiny, metallic."
Handers watched as Rinacht leaned in for a closer look. He noticed something around the outside edge the basin and stooped to inspect it, rubbing away the dust. "Rinacht look. There's something written here." He followed the writing around the circle of the basin, brushing at the dust as he went.
"Behold, the weapons of the crown!" Rinacht read as he walked around a portion of the bowl. "Appears to be written in several languages."
"The weapons of the crown?" Handers asked.
Rinacht leaned over the edge again. "Yes, yes. That's right. The Royal Weapons." A strange expression covered his face. He put his hand toward the surface of the liquid, intent on reaching down to grab something. His finger touched, then, with a hiss of steam and a puff of smoke he jerked it away. "Oww!" He cried out and leaned back.
Handers laughed. "Suppose you really have to want them, right?"
Rinacht glanced over at him with a look of contempt, still holding his finger in pain. "There's supposed to be a key. Something that allows access. In the stories it was always a small white statue of a plant or animal." He indicated the size with his hands. "You haven't seen anything like that have you?"
Handers glared at him. "Both staircases had a little tree carving at the base of the handrail."
"Yes, yes. I noticed that. What we're looking for is something just like that."
Handers leaned out over the liquid. "What kind of weapons?"
"You don't understand. Weapons of the Crown. Weapons of the Crown of the gods. This is one of the three paths of power and greatness. This is the answer to our problems! I know it!" Rinacht said.
Handers stared into the liquid.
Whack! Rinacht slapped the outside of the basin. "Come on Handers! What do you think its for?"
Handers jumped, surprised. He stepped back, a little bewildered.
"Keep it safe, I understand that." Rinacht continued. "Keep it a secret, of course! But only until the time comes to use it, then you use it! Otherwise, what's the point."
"I don't know what you're talking about." Handers growled.
"Fine!" Rinacht muddled over to the first stone step that circled the room and slumped down with a frustrated grunt.
Handers was confused. How did Rinacht know he had the token? He'd been so careful about keeping it out of sight. He hadn't even shown it to his son.
"What does it cost to try?" Rinacht added. "I'll tell you what it'll cost us both not to try." He paused. "Your Son."
Handers scowled. He knew Rinacht was right. However uncomfortable it made him, having his secret exposed, it was unavoidable. He'd have to deal with him later. Right now he need to move forward to where ever this path might be leading them. He knew Rinacht was right about the basin as well. There was something powerful in the bottom. He could feel it.
With a small uncomfortable sigh, he reached a hand beneath his shirt and pulled out the small velvet pouch containing the Token. As he unfolded the velvet, bright streams of light flooded the room.
Rinacht jumped to his feet and approached quickly, shielding his eyes with his hand. "It's beautiful!" He mumbled as he watched Handers hold it up over the basin. "Can I see it?" He asked.
Hander ignored him. The bright light cut through to the bottom of the liquid, exposing the full contents of the basin. A kingly breastplate encrusted in jewels, numerous swords, scimitars, and shields all rested on a bed of jewels and coins. In the very center, pushing out from the coins was a majestic purple Crown, the same that he'd seen on the wall as well as when he touched the pedestal. Below the crown was the scepter he'd seen as well. "Incredible," he whispered to himself.
Here was the Crown, Scepter and the Throne. What worried him now was the missing piece. Where was the creature that these belonged to? The thing he saw sitting in its throne wearing this crown? Was he long since dead? Or just gone for a walk?
He lowered the Token closer to the surface to shine more light on the Crown. With the Token's approach, the black liquid repealed as if a silent wind were blowing it back.
"Rinacht, look at this!" He pushed the Token lower. The liquid reacted in equal proportion, pushing it back with greater force.
"The Royal Crown!" Rinacht almost shouted. "I knew it!"
"You said you didn't know what any of that was," Handers argued.
"The Crown I knew. Yes."
Handers stared at it. From what he could see through the liquid, it was quite impressive. Much more so in person. As he stood there hovering over the basin, studying the exquisite craftsmanship, the intricate lines of jewels encircled with golden flowers, he remembered what he had seen moments before in the other room. He remembered that the first thing he saw was himself taking this Crown off the head of what he was guessing was a Keeper. After that he had super human strength. This crown, he guessed, was the source of that. It had to have been, or why else would he have seen himself taking it. He had to get the Crown!
He leaned in and pushed the Token down towards the crown. The liquid displaced further, creating a deep depression near the center and an overflow against the brim of the basin. As the the liquid lapped up and over the side, it dripped on the wood floor below, giving off a hissing plum of smoke.
"What're you doing? You can't take the Crown!" Rinacht yelled. Handers ignored him.
Rinacht paced back and forth behind Handers peaking over one shoulder then the other. He rubbed his forehead as Handers inched closer to the Crown.
"We're here for the weapons, not the Crown!"
After a moment, he turned away and fidgeted with his hand. His eyes darted back and forth, indecisively. He chewed on his hand. Finally, he turned back to Handers with a confident and immobile gaze fixed firmly on the back of Hander's head.
He lifted his massive stone like forearm high above his head and bought in down with a loud crack onto Handers' neck.
Handers dropped backwards, his arm swinging out of the basin. The Token dropped to the floor. Rinacht stepped over Handers and picked it up using the black velvet lying next to it.
Handers' head throbbed. He rolled over onto his back. Rinacht stood over him holding the Token. The realization sank in. Rinacht had just hit him. "What are you doing?" He demanded.
"I'm sorry. I can't. I can't let you take it!" Rinacht answered.
With that, Handers lunged full force at his house servant, knocking him off his feet. He grabbed violently for the Token, just managing to wrap his fingers around it. Rinacht rolled hard onto Handers arm trying to break his grip.
"The Crown is the way to Emret!" Handers yelled.
"No. You don't understand. It won't help you!" Rinacht argued.
Handers leveraged his weight and launched Rinacht into a nearby pillar.
The Token clattered to the floor between them. Handers looked down at his hand. He still held a piece of the Token. Rinacht sat up, still holding a piece as well. The Token had broken into three.
"What've you done!" Rinacht yelled. He stared at the broken piece of the Token in his hand.
Handers got up and darted towards the black pool. He pushed the Token fragment down into the basin. Liquid splashed up on the sides, as it was pushed away in the middle. He reached in for the crown with the other hand. Turbulent waves of liquid splashed up over the edge of the basin sending up plums of smoke as it burned the wood floor below. Handers leaned his upper body over the brim, pushing his entire arm past the shoulder into the basin.
With a jarring whip, Rinacht grabbed him from behind and wrenched him back with all of his strength. Handers twisted and slid to the side, tumbling to the floor.
Rinacht shoved his own arm into the basin, one hand holding his piece of the Token, the other reaching for the closest weapon to the surface.
More black liquid gushed out and splashed onto the wood, causing two of the floor boards to crack and split. The basin groaned as it shifted position from the weakening floor. Choking smoke filled the air.
Rinacht curled his fingers around a short sword. Immediately, with his touch, the piece of Token in his other hand turned black. The liquid it had been pushing away swept back in a crashing wave, submerging his hand and forearm in the black acid.
He jerked his hand out in surprise and dropped the sword which had turned black with the token. "Aaaah!" He cried out in pain and stumbled backward cradling his injured arm. He held up the blackened Token, still clutched in his good hand, trying to comprehend what had happened. He turned his gaze back to the basin full of irretrievable treasures.
"I'm sorry." He pleaded. "I never should've agreed to this." His face twitched with pain.
"Agreed to what?" Handers demanded in a low growl.
"You're not the only fool looking for this place. And you're not the only one of us with problems. You think I live in your country doing your cleaning because I choose too?" He backed towards the stairs. "I'm done trying to help. Good luck with the boy. Just remember, you were warned."
He turned and paddled up the stairs.
Handers watched with bitterness as his old friend left. Who did he sell him out to? He wondered. And why? He knew he wasn't happy where he was. But he had always tried to help him the best he could. It wasn't his fault Rinacht couldn't go back home. And how could he abandon Emret like that?
He turned back to the basin and leaned his body out again over the edge, dangling the Token over the liquid. As he lowered it, the black acid pushed away. He could see the Crown more and more clearly the deeper he pushed the Token. Finally, the top of the crown peaked into the open air. He reached in with his other hand then stopped, remembering what happened to Rinacht.
There didn't seem to be any other way. Hopefully the crown would react differently than the sword Rinacht had grabbed. If it didn't and the acid did come crashing back he'd just have to be quick.
He wrapped his fingers tightly around a band of gold that formed the top of the crown and pulled.
Without a moment's forgiveness the Token fragment turned black. Acid crashed down over his arm and shoulder. "Aaaaah!" He cried. The crown hadn't budged, but he couldn't let go, not yet, not when he was this close. He pulled harder. The acid burned fiercely. He could feel his skin dissolving. He repositioned his legs and tore at the crown with everything he had.
Steam rose from the acid as it ate away his flesh. "Aaaaah!" The pain was overwhelming. He couldn't hold on much longer. His fingers slipped a little. "No!"
With a rumbling boom and splash, the Crown finally gave. Handers slammed backwards to the ground from the sudden release.
He immediately inspected his arm. The sleeve of his shirt was gone. The fur was entirely burned away as well as most of the outer skin. Long streams of blood and acid dripped down what was left of his red flesh.
His burnt hand still clutched his new prize firmly. Free of the basin, the Crown was no longer gold with purple felt trim. Instead, it seemed to be composed of the very acid from which he'd just removed it. His hand burned where he held it, but it was still solid enough to hold.
Then he noticed the basin. A flood of liquid poured out of decorated spouts all around the bottom of the basin, splashing onto the wood floor.
He pulled himself up onto the stone floor quickly to avoid the flood of acid. It appeared that there was some sort of drain below the Crown that fed the decorated spouts. Removing the Crown unplugged that drain.
The room started to shake. The floor boards groaned, then a loud crack shot out as several of them split. Then, in an eruption of splintering wood, a large section of the floor beneath the basin gave way, tipping the massive stone bowl down halfway into the floor.
Cradling his arm, Handers backed away further up the stadium steps.
The rest of the slatted wood floor snapped with a cloud of acid and debris, swallowing the basin into a black abyss below.
The room shook like a volcano about to explode. Then, from deep within the abyss something howled and moaned, growing louder, echoing off the stone around him. Louder. Then without warning, it exploded into an ear bursting screech, like a million voices screaming.
He covered his ears and ran as fast as his adrenalin pumped body would carry him.
A moment later he burst out of the wide temple entry way and raced down the long stone steps that prefaced the building. The structure shook behind him as he charged full speed across the soft meadow grass.
The white stone of the tall spires fractured sending the enormous mass toppling forward into the meadow. The fractures continued deeper into the temple’s core. The great walls started to implode. Then, the earth shook, the temple exploded. A storm blast of giant stone and debris billowed into the air. A shock wave of compressed air knocked Handers off his feet.
Then a second eruption. A jet of black liquid shot straight up into the air accompanied by the same mind breaking screams. The ground shook with the violence of the erupting liquid.
The third token fragment, the plant portion, that was left in the room after the fight, twirled through the air and landed in the forest down the mountainside.
Handers rolled over, semi conscious. He watched the jet of black liquid shooting in a power stream into the sky. High above him, it had already started forming into a thick black cloud.
The horrific scream continued but had diminished with distance up in the high cloud. In its place a roaring wind had picked up.
Lighting flashed in the storm above. The clouds twisted and swirled in an unnatural way. Hard shapes seemed to phase in and out as though something was swimming behind the clouds.
Handers looked up in horror as one of the twisting shapes in the center of the mass took the solid unmistakable form of a face. Its eyes opened and stared down at Handers. Great black arms shot out on both sides of the face reaching out to him.
With that, his overwhelmed mind slipped into unconsciousness.




 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Handers awoke to the repeating jab of a foot hitting his side. He looked up.
"Welcome back." Lord Valance grunted, standing over him with his arms crossed, obviously irritated. "Didn't Rinacht specifically warn you not to take the Crown?"
Handers shifted his focus to sky behind Valance. Lighting flashed in the dark purple storm clouds overshadowing the mountain top. He searched for the nightmarish face that he'd seen earlier, hoping that somehow he'd dreamt the whole thing.
But then it appeared in the center of the darkness. A shapeless form that stretched and twisted past the surface of the clouds, solidifying into the distinct features of a face before dissipating back into the surrounding clouds. His heart sank. The weight of what he'd done returned from its momentary reprieve.
"If I'd know you were that stupid I never would've let you go in." Valance shook his head in frustration. "All you had to do was take one of the weapons, and you could've gone merrily on your way to retrieve your son. With that advantage you would've succeeded without a doubt. But now," Valance turned and looked up into the sky behind him, "the situation has changed."
"What is that?" Handers pointed at the sky.
"Now that would've been a good question to ask before you violated his sanctuary!"
"I..." Handers thought about trying to explain. He could tell Lord Valance it was a mistake. Or that it was a reasonable course of action given the promise he saw of his son. But then why was Lord Valance here? What did he want? Then he remembered what Rinacth had said before he left. Lord Valance must’ve been who Rinacht was talking about, who he conspired with. Of course, he thought. It all made sense, the coincidence of being found in the swamp, Bedic’s book on his desk.
Then, another piece of the puzzle fit together in his mind. Valance didn’t want the Token. He could’ve taken it at any moment. And that explained why he didn’t. Lord Valance wanted Handers to use the Token, so that he could follow him here.
"Let me explain what’s going to happen now." Valance crouched down next to him. "In two or three hours the Lord Prince," he pointed up at the face loosely formed in the clouds, "will solidify in form enough to regain his senses. He'll wake up. And when he does he's going to want this back." Valance opened the top of a large velvet sack showing Handers the Royal Crown inside.
"And rest assured when he finds his crown he'll obliterate anyone anywhere near it. The next thing he'll be looking for is the Token. Because you have a boy to look after, I'm going to overlook this trespass. "He turned back to the Temple in ruins behind him. "I'm going to spare your life. I'm going to take the Crown and Token and hide them away.
"Once you're off the mountain he'll have no more reason to pursue you."
Handers stared back at him, not sure how to respond. The Crown meant his son. The Token was the link that lead him here. He couldn't part with either and hope to see his son again. Could he?
"As you can see I have the Crown, but you still have the Token." He opened his palm towards Handers.
"I can't!" Handers answered.
Valance stood up. He glanced up at the ominous sky then walked away. "Suit yourself."
Lighting flashed followed by a boom of thunder. The flash revealed an enormous skeletal structure forming in the cloud. Hideous arms shot out and clawed aimlessly in the air before dissolving into wisps of vapor.
Handers sat forward determined. "Wait!"
Lord Valance kept walking.
"Wait!" Handers yelled.
Finally, Lord Valance stopped then doubled back.
Handers stared up at him. "The Crown. It's mine!"
Valance laughed. Lighting flashed again, turning Valance into a black silhouette. "A fool is one who persists in a direction that has proven futile. The Crown will not be returned and you have no hope in obtaining it by force. Further, I would suggest you surrender the Token voluntarily while that option is still offered. If you do not I can't guarantee your life. It's your choice.”
Handers struggled to his feet. "The Crown!" He glared at Valance, trying to make as much of a threatening appearance as he could. But his body was not with him. A stabbing pain shot through his right leg and ribs as he tried to hold his weight. He fell back awkwardly.
"Your stubbornness won't help your son." He unsheathed his sword. The blade swirled and shifted, made of the same dark purple liquid as the Crown. The edge dripped as Valance lifted the blade. "The Token, I insist."
Handers scooted back from the weapon. He checked his outer pockets as well as the inside pocket he kept it before. What happened to it? He tried to remember. "I had it in my hand when I ran from the Temple."
Valance lifted up a small velvet pouch from his pocket. "Yes we found that piece. Where's the rest of it?"
Handers stammered. "I don't know. That's all I had."
"Come now, that's not very helpful," Valance reproached.
Lord Barnus rushed up behind Valance carrying a bundle of black handled swords. "We've found most everything."
Valance frowned. "Most? What's missing."
"We can't find any more of the Token."
The Valance turned back to Handers. "Time's up." He put the tip of his sword to Handers neck. "Where is the rest?"
Handers squeaked out the answer. "Rinacht tried to steal it from me and broke it apart. He has the other piece."
"And where is he?"
Handers stammered, "I don't know. He attacked me and ran."
"Two pieces? It broke into just two pieces?"
Handers nodded.
"Are you sure?" He pressed the sword down harder. Black liquid from the tip of the sword dripped down the sides of his fury neck.
Handers didn't react in pain the way Valance anticipated. So he scowled and pushed down harder. The tip of his sword seems to melt around Handers neck instead of pushing into him. He withdrew the sword and inspected the tip. "What is..." The liquid sword appeared intact.
Without warning, he whipped the sword into the air and in a blur of movement brought it down to strike Handers.
"Aah!" Handers screamed and tried to pull away. But he wasn't fast enough. The sword struck his arm with a clank. But to his surprise his arm was still intact. He lifted his arm up through the blade, completely unaffected.
"Impossible!" He lifted the blade and swished it through a bush next to him, toppling the plant and setting it on fire at he same time.
Handers's eyes darted from the bush back to Valance Then he noticed something in the sky out of his peripheral. The clouds were swirling around a center point creating a distinct funnel shape. The funnel was dropping directly towards them.
Valance noticed the look of dread on Handers' face and turned to look behind him. "He's early!" He muttered to himself.
Lord Whitting and Barnus ran up behind Valance and ushered their master out of harms way. "Time to go!" Barus yelled over the noise of the roaring wind.
The earth exploded in a deafening crash a few yards to the right of them. After regaining his composure, Handers looked over to see the cause of the explosion. He saw a giant black foot rising up out of the ground. He traced the source of the leg up into the sky. It had formed out of the funnel cloud.
Another leg took formed out of another stream of twisting vapor. It descended towards them. The ground shook with another horrible impact, sending dirt clumps into the air.
"I warned you!" Valance yelled at Handers before he disappeared into the trees beyond the meadow of the Temple.
Handers was alone.
 
-
Sinesh held a large rock high above her head and dropped it down onto the carriage door handle. It landed with a spark and loud metallic clank.
Good. That was good. Do it again just like that." Her Grandpa coached. She'd wondered what he had been doing rocking back and forth up against the side of the carriage all that time until he came back forward in his rocking motion with his hands free. He had worn right through that rope. She remembered he could be very persistent.
Again she lifted the rock above her head and brought it down as hard as she could onto the door handle. It landed with a low metal clang, and the door handle fell right off.
"You did it my girl! Now hop down."
She did. Suddenly both back doors to the carriage burst open with a cloud of splinters. Her Grandpa climbed down carefully. "Lets be as quiet as possible. Stay with me." He held out his hand to her.
She took his hand. Then he looked up into the sky. Lighting flickered across dark purple storm clouds.
“Looks like we might get a little wet,” she said.
He didn't say anything, he just looked at the forest around them then dragged her away into the trees. Her grandpa held his back as he walked, half bent over. He looked funny, she thought.
The forest ended a little ways ahead of them. "Stay here for just a moment, dear." He rubbed her head then stepped as quietly as he could towards the edge of the forest.
Beyond the trees she could see some people. There was a tall man standing over another who was laying on the ground holding his side. Then there were two more running all over the place like they were looking for something.
Grandpa kept staring up into the sky. She found a place where she could see up through the trees to see what he was staring at. The clouds were swirling into a big tube shape that was dropping down out of the sky.
After a moment he came rushing back to her. "We need to get out of here, fast."
"But what about that man on the ground out there. He looks hurt." She pointed towards the meadow just beyond the trees.
"I'm sure his friends will take care of him." He tried to corral her back into the forest down the mountain slop.
She stepped around him. "They're not helping him, Grandpa!"
He turned. The other men were running towards the forest off to their right, abandoning the man on the ground. He grunted in frustration then shook his head. "It's too dangerous, my girl."
She folded her arms. "I helped you, and that was dangerous!"
He looked back at the man lying in the clearing. He wasn't making any attempt at fleeing the danger growing over head. "OK, OK. I'll go. But you stay put."
Her Grandpa was a good man, she'd always thought. He always went around helping people. That's the way she wanted to be when she grew up.
 
-
Handers saw someone coming out of the forest. He sat up to get a better look, hoping it wasn't another of Lord Valance's helpful friends coming back to get something else from him.
It was Bedic! What was he doing here? How could he have possibly known? It didn't matter. Really, there weren’t many other people he'd rather see coming out of the forest. If anyone would know how to handle the mess he'd caused, it would be Bedic.
"What did you do?" Bedic yelled as he stomped across the meadow towards him.
"What do you mean what did I do?" Handers said defensively.
The funnel cloud dropped down. The back bone a giant creature appeared to be swimming just beneath the surface of the clouds like a whale beneath the water, peaking up for a moment then disappearing below, back lit by the occasional bolt of lighting. Two enormous arms pushed out of the clouds from where he saw the arched back and shot straight at them.
"Bedic!" Handers yelled.
Bedic turned to see the two monstrous hands with claws slashing towards him. Faster than Handers thought possible, the old man whipped something out from deep within his robe. A bright light filled the darkness as he withdrew a small dagger from its sheath and held it above his head.
The gnarled hands recoiled as though they’d been touched by something hot. Then they dissipated in a puff of thin trails of purplish black vapor. The funnel stopped dropping towards them, redirecting away to the side.
"Waah... What is that?"
"This?" He lowered the dagger. "You've been where I've only dreamed of going. You went inside the Temple. You should know more about this than I do."
"Weapons of the Crown." Handers mutters to himself.
"Weapons of the Crown?" Bedic asked, taking a step forward.
"From the pool." Answered Handers.
Bedic charges towards him. "You went down?" He stomps around in a circle unable to control himself. "You went down? You did this?" He points to the ruins of the temple. You're responsible?"
He darted over and grabbed Handers by the cuff and shook him. "They trusted you enough to share this place with you. They wanted to help you get your boy back. They may have even offered to heal him. And this is what you do? You spit in their face! You desecrate their most holy sanctuary!" Bedic looked him up and down in disgust. "Why'd they pick you?"
Handers pushed him off. "You don't know anything!" He tried to get up but collapsed right back to the ground. "I did what I thought I needed to do to get my son back! I didn't come here with an instruction manual!"
"What did you do?" Bedic asked again.
"Don't preach to me old man! I came here with one goal. That was to get my son back. I only took what I thought would help make that possible. I thought that was what was being offered!"
"What did you take?" He waited for an answer. "No. I know what you took. But you didn't just pick it up. You had to break it free. You broke it out."
"Yes, I took the Crown! But I didn't know it would do this!" He pointed up at the sky. "I swear, I didn't know. I was just trying to get my son back!"
Bedic charged at him again. "Where is it? What did you do with it? He kicked dirt on him. "Come on!"
"I didn't know, Bedic!"
"Where is it Handers!"
"Valance took it!"
Bedic froze. "No!" He whispered staring past Handers, his eyes glazed over.
"He was armed, what did you want me to do?"
"You have no idea what you've done." He whispered.
Handers sat back, defeated.
"This has been foreseen. It's been written. The storm will spread, infecting everything trapped under its shadow, the soil, the rivers and lakes, the air, the trees and grass, our food crops, everything!
"And then he'll attack." Bedic finished.
Handers leaned forward. "That doesn't make any sense! I'm not going to take responsibility for destroying the world just because I took something I thought would help me get my son. Especially when it was being offered to me! That's just ridiculous!"
"Don't tell me there was no warning. Don't pretend you knew nothing of what you were doing!" Bedic stepped backward. "You're just like Valance!"
"What?" Handers didn’t know Valance that well. But he didn’t like being compared to someone Bedic despised. "Oh, that's really fair Mr. high and mighty. Have I lied to anyone? Have I intentionally tried to hurt anyone? No!"
Bedic retreated towards the forest. "No Token, no Crown and no Temple." He turned back to Handers with a face torn with rage. "You!" He pointed a shaky finger at him. "You stay away from me! You knew! You knew what you were doing. Now you've killed us, Handers! You've killed us all!" "
Bedic stumbled back towards the trees.
I knew nothing, Bedic! Bedic! Hey, don't leave me here, Bedic! Please!" Handers yelled after him. "Valance left me to die! If you do the same, you're no better!"
Bedic stopped for a moment then continued passed the trees towards Sinesh.
She stepped out from behind the tree she'd been hiding behind. "Grandpa? I thought we were going to help him." She cocked her head curiously, then took his hand and led him back towards the clearing.
He resisted. "No. Sinesh. We can't. He’s dangerous."
She continued to tug. "We can't leave him!"
He scowled at her, then glanced back at Handers with an angry grunt.
"Come on Grandpa! We have to hurry."
He threw his hands up in the air. "Unbelievable!"
She grabbed his hand again and pulled him through the trees towards Handers.
 
-
Moslin pushed Emret up a rocky trail that switched back and forth up the mountain side above them. The dense forest made it hard to see how far up or down they were. All they had to gauge their progress was time and fatigue. 
By the sun, Emret guessed it was now late afternoon. That had to put them pretty close to where they needed to be. The carriage they rode from the city had dropped them off at the end of the canyon road by late morning. And from what Emret could tell that road brought them most of the way up the canyon. They really should’ve only had a short ways to walk.
A bright flash lit the sky above the forest towards the top of the mountain, followed by a deafening blast. They both ducked in reaction, covering their ears.
In the distance they saw a black jet spraying up into the clouds from somewhere beneath the tree line.
"What is that?" Emret asked.
"I don't know." Moslin answered, a little shaky. 
Emret stared at it, waiting for it to stop. "I've never seen anything like that?"
The spray collected in the sky rolling out into thick dark clouds. Moslin backed Emret's chair down the slope. "I think maybe we should head back."
Emret turned to her. "No. Wait."
"You wanna keep going up towards that?" She asked.
"No." He stared at darkness.
She twisted his chair around and pointed him down the mountain. 
"No. I mean. I don't want to go all the way up there." He clarified. "I don't think we have very much further to go."
She threw her hands up in the air. "OK, well, I think, Emret, I'm going to have to insist." 
"Moslin, I promise, we're almost there!" He pleaded with her.
She put her hand to her temple in frustration. "I'm not gonna keep taking you up the mountain. Look at the sky Emret. We have to get out of here now!"
"I'm not leaving!" He wheeled his chair around and pushed  with all his energy. The chair inched forward up the steep slope. "I'll meet you back at the bottom. You don't have to come!"
She stamped her feet. "You are an impossible, little boy, you know that?"
He proceeded with out her, zig-zagging back and forth across the trail to lessen the slope. She watched with her arms folded as he progressed by the inch. "You're as stubborn as your father!"
Emret ignored her, saving his concentration for the climb. He was surprised that he was able to make as quick of progress as he did. As long as he could maneuver around any large rocks or wash outs he didn't have too much trouble. After a moment he stopped to catch his breath. His chest throbbed from the exertion.
"Good. Had enough?" She asked.
"Nope!" He answered, then started to zig-zagging up the trail again.
"Hrrrr!" She grunted in frustration. "Come on, Emret!" 
He kept wiggling his way up the mountain.
"I can't believe this." She stomped after him. "Fine, you've got twenty more minutes and then I'm dragging you down the mountain by your fur!"
Emret smiled.
 
-
The sun dipped down just below the trees, as Moslin continued to push Emret up the trail. Emret was running out of time, and he knew it. Once the sun set they’d have to turn around. The forest was already getting dark, and that meant a much harder way back. In fact, he was surprised Moslin hadn’t stopped them already.
He tried to think of a strategy to convince her to keep her going, so he’d be prepared for when she tried to make them stop again. He knew they were close, but he could also tell she was reaching her limit.
Almost on cue, the wheel chair stopped abruptly. He turned and looked up at her, ready to start his argument for continuing, but she wasn’t looking at him. She was focused on something off in the trees ahead of them.
“What is that?” She asked.
Emret turned to where she was looking. A faint, but unmistakable, glow lit up the underbrush, as though someone was hiding in the bushes with a lantern.
“That’s it!” He shouted. “That’s what we’re looking for.” He couldn’t believe he’d almost missed it. He’d been so focused on coming up with his next argument to keep them going that he had stopped looking.
“What do we do now?” She asked. She still hadn’t moved or looked away.
"Could you push me over there?" He asked.
"Sure," She pushed him forward again.
The glow brightened as they approached. Shafts of light peeked out from under the drooping leaves of the undergrowth. She crouched down half way behind the chair and pushed as quietly as she could, as though she was going to scare it way.
"What is it?" She whispered.
He bent over and brushed a leaf aside with his hand. Bright light beamed out from a cavity below the leaf. The source of the light was siting on the forest floor. It was a small object shaped like a small plant. He scooted to the edge of his chair reached his hand down in between the plants towards it.
"Be careful!" She cautioned.
As soon as his finger touched the glowing white surface, his mind went blank. Then he saw himself laying on the forest floor, bathed in a red glow. Just beyond his reach was a shimmering red leafed seedling. It looked almost identical to the white glowing object he had just touched.
He saw himself gather his strength and then stand up without wavering. He stepped forward, solid and sure. This was what he'd come to find, he thought. It was true! He would be healed!
His surroundings changed, and he saw his father running through the forest. Then without warning, his father’s legs buckled, sending him tumbling to the forest floor. He looked over at his father and saw a dark pool of blood flowing out from under his chest. His father wasn’t moving.
Everything around Emret shrank, and he found himself back in the forest, his finger touching the white seedling shaped object.
"Emret? Emret!" Moslin shook him by the shoulders.
"Dad!" He cried.
"You OK?" She asked.
He stared at her, disoriented. He wanted to tell her what he had just seen. He wanted to share the weight of it. Was that the price of his healing? His father would be injured? Killed? How? Was his father already in the forest somewhere looking for him? They'd have to find him. They'd have to stop it. What ever it was that happened.
He turned back to the object and curled a leaf half way around it to pick it up.
Moslin gasped as she caught sight of it for the first time. "That's..." She stammered. "Why... Why is that here?" Tears swelled in her eyes.
"What is it?" He asked.
"The Token!" She cried. "The Token," she said softer. This is impossible." She wiped a tear from her cheek.
"What's wrong?" Emret asked, not sure why she was upset.
"It’s just... I've been struggling with a lot of things since we came here. You know, what we found in the city, or didn’t find… That wasn’t exactly what I expected.
"I grew up believing the world was a certain way. And when we came here the facts indicated that the world was not that way. My father... all the things he taught me growing up. I really needed those things. When Anesh died... finding the empty earth in the courtyard… He lied to me. All those years.
"But..." She put her hand near the Token as though she wanted to hold it. "This... What you've found. It gives me hope that some of what my father taught me was true.”
He needed it to be true even more than she did. If it wasn't, he would die. He held up the Token for her. "This part's true, Moslin!"
She smiled and put a hand on his shoulder. "I'm sorry I made it so hard for you to get here."
Then she noticed that something was happening around them. The plants of the undergrowth, as well as the trees above them, had shifted. Every leaf, every branch, and every vine had rearrange and untangled itself. Every part of every living plant surrounding them was now pointing in one clear direction. Due East.
Emret looked up at Moslin and smiled. "I think we have to go a little further."
 
-
Two large Botann soldiers, wearing the crest of the Holy Master Cleric, crouched in the underbrush. A short distance away, Moslin and Emret held the Tolken up high as they studied it, high enough for the soldiers to see. 
One of the Botan scouts turned to the other, his mouth open in awe. "They have the Token!" 
Three more soliders lay on the forest floor, hiden further back in the trees. One in the front signaled to the smallest in the group. "Report to his Holiness. Ask for reinforcements. Be quick!”
 
-
Two of Lord Valance's over-sized Zo guards stood on either side of the open doors at the rear of a black carriage, the same that Bedic had escaped from earlier.
"It looks like forced entry. Someone broke the lock from the outside." One of the guards said.
"Who would've done that?" Lord Valance demanded.
The Soldiers looked at each other without response.
"Follow the tracks. I want him found immediately. The last thing we need is someone else on the mountain looking for things.
"And where is Rinacht? He never showed up to collect the other half of his money." He turned to Lord Barnus who was leaning up against another black carriage. "Find him!"




 
 
 
 

 
Rinacht stopped outside the incredible stone gate that protected the Petra lands. A hundred foot high wall extended past the gate as far as he could see in both directions.
Seeing his home again after so many years brought up an unexpected degree of emotion. He'd kept it bottled up so well for so long that he'd forgotten how much leaving his home had effected him.
"Rinacht Turl, nephew to General Turl, requests entry." He yelled up to the gate guard who was standing on an outcropping a good 30 feet above him.
The guard eyed him for a moment then signaled to someone inside the gate. Rinacht waited patiently. He fully expected the guard to return with a cross bow and ask him to withdraw from the gate. Such had been the state of affairs when he was asked to leave years ago. 
The massive stone walls shuttered as the internal mechanics started to move. Perhaps he had less to fear than he thought. With a loud rumble, the two doors separated to reveal a polished roadway beyond. Gas lamp poles of black iron paralleled the tightly paved stone road, as it vanished into the distance. It was still a ways into the city. At least he'd made it this far.
He'd find an inn on the other side of the gate and save his visit with his uncle for the morning.
 
-
Rinacht waited outside his uncle's office. He'd been kindly directed to a row of plain grey chairs up against the far wall. Twenty years later and his uncle still had the same chairs, he chuckled. He couldn't remember how many times he'd had to sit in them as a youth. They were uncomfortable on purpose, he'd been told once, to help him think about what he'd done to warrant the visit.
He felt as though he was fifteen again, waiting to be reprimanded. In a way he was. If he couldn't convince his uncle that he had a legitimate reason for coming back, it'd be the worst reprimand of his life.
The office director signaled to him. "Your uncle's ready to see you now.
He stood up. His legs were unsteady. He wasn't that nervous, was he? His heart was pounding. He'd have to it rein in. His uncle could smell fear. The way he saw it was, it meant you were guilty. He took a deep breath and prayed for confidence.
He opened the door gently and entered the office. His uncle stood behind his desk staring out a window. A busy plaza filled the view, full of Petra soldiers hurrying about. He closed the door behind him.
"Take a seat Rinacht," General Turl invited, without turning from the window.
“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice. I know you're a busy man.” Rinacht said quietly.
The General finally turned to face him. He had a pained expression on his face. "I've been thinking a lot about the last time we talked, about the decision we came to. Was it fair? Was it just? You're my sister's son for Red's sake!"
He leaned over onto his desk, his palms flat. "Rinacht, you can not come back here! I'm sorry."
This was a surprise. His Uncle had been thinking about forgiving him? Thinking about it? That was a miracle. When he left he was lucky his Uncle hadn't killed him. Twenty years was a powerful thing indeed.
"Please, I'm not here to ask for my way back." He lied. This was precisely what he had hoped to gain. But not before he leveraged what he'd found. "I have something that I believe might be of great Petra National interest."
The General leaned back off his desk. "What?" He shook his head disbelieving.
"Let me show you." He lifted his shoulder bag up onto his lap and riffled through the top pouch. "Uh."
He pulled out a dark cloth and unwrapped the dark purple figurine in the shape of a small bird.
The General leaned forward and stared at the little bird carving. He furrowed his brow and shook his head again. "What is that supposed to be?"
The door burst open. Startled, Rinacht fumbled the figurine, then turned to see a little boy bouncing into the room. The General slipped around the desk and picked up the boy. "Rinacht. Meet your Nephew, Haden."
"My Nephew?" He stood up and set the figurine on the desk.
"Your little sister's married now. This is her oldest little boy."
"Hi Haden." Rinacht tried to shake his hand, but the boy just stared at him with pitiful frown.
The General set him down. "I forget how big you’re getting. I can hardly lift you!" He tickled the boy under the arms.
"Stop it Grandpa!" Haden laughed and squirmed away.
"Grandpa?" Rinacht asked.
"Well, someone had to raise your sister! But I don't really need to explain myself to you. And quite frankly, Rinacht, this makes it more difficult for everybody. Now your sister's gonna have to explain to Haden why he's got an uncle he's never met."
"Wait. Wait." He rushed back to the desk to get his figurine. But Haden was already there studying it. "Oh, Haden, please don't."
It was too late. Haden had picked it up out of the cloth. Rinacth watched as the darkness of the figurine dissolved. Then a flash of brilliant white light flooded the room. Both the General and Rinacht ducked in reaction and covered their eyes.
The light receded to a less brilliant glow. Haden stared at the object in his hands in amazement, his eyes full of wonder. Then Haden froze, his eyes went blank.
Rinacht was stunned. The boy restored it to white. How? The boy stood motionless in some kind of daze. He watched him, recognizing the look. Handers had done the same thing when he touched the Token.
Then Haden was back. He blinked a few times before a look of profound sadness came over him. He sat down.
"Haden?" His adopted grandpa asked.
He looked up at Rinacht. "What is this?"
"A fragment of the Token." He answered.
The General stepped up behind the boy with his hand out to touch it. "Is that possible?"
"Yes." Rinacht answered.
"How?" The General asked.
"My employer found the entire Token buried in the sand on a beach. I don't know how he found it. He went out there by himself after visiting his son in the hospital. His son is sick and is probably not going to make it. I imagine he was out on the beach wrestling with that. Then it was just there, right in front of him.
“He followed the Token to our mountains, saying it was the only way to save his son. He didn't say how or why, he just figured it'd help him somehow. And indeed it did. The Token took him straight to the Temple of the Reds."
"Impossible!"
A small butterfly fluttered past Rinacht and landed gently on Haden's head. Another landed on his arm.
Rinacht noticed a few moths that had darted back and forth in the middle of the room. They suddenly lined up next to each other and froze in mid air, still beating their wings. They just hovered. The butterflies launched up from Haden and joined the moths in their strange hover. More flies and other small insects joined the group until together they had created an unmistakable solid line floating in mid air. The line pointed straight down the middle of the room to the north.
The General stared at Haden in disbelief. "A just cause and physical evidence? This man, your employer, was he Petra?"
"No. Zo."
The General slammed his fist on the desk. "Zo!" The hovering insects broke formation and fluttered away. "Where is this man now?" He demanded.
"I left him on the mountain 12 hours ago."
"Could you find your way back?"
"Yes. That is why I came."
"Good. I'm sending you with my 12th Battalion. Find him and bring him back here. We must contain this. Where's rest of the Token?"
"He still has two other pieces."
The General strolled up behind Rinacht and patted him on the back. "Rinacht, I know coming back here wasn't an easy thing to do. I commend you for facing your fears in light of what needed to be done. You've rescued part of the Token. You cannot fathom the service you've done for your country. Now my son, go and save the rest of it!
 
-
The Holy Master Cleric sat at his unnecessarily large desk scribbling a note on a pad of paper. An aid approached him from the side and whispered in his ear.
"Yes, I was expecting a report, but I'll hear from him directly." He answered the aid.
She signaled to the door assistant who ushered a young soldier into the room. They hurried across the polished tile floor, the distance exaggerated by unbroken emptiness between the door and the Holy Master's desk.
"Thank you for your faithful service young man." The Holy Master Cleric greeted the soldier. "We are indebted to the young souls who serve us in your capacity. But please, you wished to speak to me?" He signaled for the soldier to come closer.
"Yes, your holiness. Due to the nature of the report I felt it would be best to deliver it personally." The soldier explained.
"OK."
"We were under order to follow the Zo boy and his guardian when they took an unexpected trip into the mountains outside the city. The boy insisted on going up a steep, winding trail despite his chair. Near the top of the trail, he wandered off into the underbrush and came back with a white glowing object.
"Upon closer inspection we determined it to be the Holy Botann Token."
"The Token? Your certain?" His Holy Master Cleric asked.
"We're fairly certain, yes." The soldier said.
"We'll need you to guide other personnel to the location as soon as you can."
"Of Course." The soldier said.
"Thank you, young man." He motioned to the door. The soldier turned and hurried the same way he'd come. The Holy Master leaned over to speak as if there were someone on his right even though no one was there. As soon as he made the motion an assistant rushed up to fill the empty space and hear the Master's command.
"Assemble the captains of the militias as well as the commander of the special guard. I want them here in twenty minutes."
 
-
Hander's woke up in a dark room lying in a bed next to a window. His head was spinning, but he sat up anyway. He couldn't remember where he was or how he got there. His wounds were dressed, and his clothes were clean.
He realized he wasn’t alone. Two figures were in the room with him. It was Bedic. He was sitting at a small table reading. The other, a small girl, was standing by his bed looking out the window behind him. She looked familiar. Had he seen her before? Ah yes, he remembered. She was in the room when he first met Bedic. His granddaughter. Moslin’s little girl.
"Thank you," Handers muttered.
Sinesh turned to him from the window and smiled. He leaned back to see what she was looking at. There was a mountain side a little ways off. They must still be in the mountains, he thought. Up on the mountain side something glowed in the darkness, partially obscured by the dense forest.
The faint light was beautiful. It was a beauty he'd grown very familiar with. So much, in fact, that seeing it from a distance had a strange effect on him. It wasn't until now that he realized how significant the separation was for him. The Token was gone. The light shining in the distance was for someone else now. That hurt him. He touched his top shirt pocket gently, feeling to make sure there was still something there. It was.
"Who has the Token?" Bedic demanded.
"What?" Handers wasn't prepared for the question.
"The Token." He pointed towards the pin point of light on the mountain side. "If Valance had it, it wouldn't be glowing."
"Valance only has a part of it."
"What do you mean he only has a part of it! Why didn't you tell me that?"
"I didn't know it was important."
The old man grabbed Handers by the shirt. "List to me boy, where is the rest of the Token?"
Handers was surprised by the Cleric's intensity. It seemed out of place. What happened to the Token seemed irrelevant next to the destruction of the temple and all that followed. "We broke it apart before we got out of the Temple. Rinacht took a piece. Valance took the piece I had. And the third piece." He looked out the window. "I don't know what happened to the third piece."
"Obviously, it's still up there. We need to go get it before Valance finds it. I’m sure he can see that light as easily as we can. And then we need to find your friend Rinacht." Bedic said.
"I already had the Token. It didn't... I mean, I don't see what good it'll do running off into the dark trying to get it back." Handers said.
Bedic pointed at Handers with the stern finger of school teacher. "You want to fix what you've done. You stop your friend Valance. You go get that other piece!"
Handers sat up. To his surprise his head seemed to have cleared, and the incredible pain in his ribs had dulled to a throb. He didn't understand why the old man was so obsessed with the Token. He didn't see what good it would do. "I'm not going up there in the middle of the night looking for some glowing piece of rock."
"You have another problem, my young friend. There's a very good chance that your son is out there tonight looking for that glowing piece of rock. Your son and Valance."
"Oh really. And why in the world would my son be anywhere near here, let alone, looking for the Token?" Handers asked.
"Because, my close minded associate, you, for reasons I cannot comprehend, were chosen to find the Token. And as much as I struggle with the idea, the fact still remains, you found it. And now that you've so successfully botched up what ever it was that you were chosen to do, that responsibility has passed to your son.
"He'll find the Token the same way you did. Lets hope and pray he succeeds where you failed."
Handers frowned. "What responsibility? The Token didn't find me, I found it! Besides, how would you know what it wanted from me?"
"I don't have time to argue about this, I'll go by myself," Bedic shouted. "Sinesh you stay here with Mr Handers."
"Bedic wait," Handers called after him.
"There is no time to wait! And if something happens to your son. It'll be on your head." He rushed out of the room and slammed the door behind him.
Handers laid back down with a sigh of resignation. The man was impossible. How could he possibly know that much about the Token? He was just trying to guilt him into running out into the night like a crazy man. If he lacked the sense to wait till morning, that was his problem.
He pulled a small object out of his top shirt pocket and stared at it. It was a tiny leaf, colored the same dark purple that the Token had become. Just a tiny fragment, but at least it was something.
"What's that?" Sinesh asked.
"Oh, just a little trinket. Something to remind me of my son." He put it back in his shirt pocket.
"What happened to your son?" She asked innocently.
"He went away on a trip. I was actually on my way to go find him, so I could help him get back home." He turned back to the window to watch the evening stars.
"Really? My mom went away on a trip too. Grandpa said he was gonna help me find her as soon as we got away from the bad man.” She said.
"The bad man?" He asked.
"Yeah, the man who tried to hurt you on the top of the mountain. He put grandpa in the back of a carriage and locked it up. I had to break the lock off.
"That's when we saw you. I told him we had to help you so that man wouldn't put you in the back of a carriage too."
"Well I'm glad you did. Thank you." He turned back to the window. Down in the courtyard below their window he saw Bedic crossing the lighted square before he disappeared into the shadows on the other side. "My son'll have to thank..." He bolted up right and put his face up against the window.
On the mountainside just outside the village walls above the courtyard, a string of torch lights blinked in and out as they passed under trees, weaving down the steep trail switchbacks. He strained his eyes. In the faint light he caught glimpses of Zo men on horses in between a column of carriages. Carriages with a distinctly recognizable design. Valance!
"That looks like trouble. Bedic's going to run right into 'em." He hopped out of bed. As soon as he took his weight on his second leg he grimaced in pain.
"What is it?" Sinesh asked as she climbed up on the bed to look out the window.
"Stay here, sweetie. Don't let anyone in the room but me or Bedic. OK?"
He limped through the door and shut it tight. He had to catch up to Bedic before he passed the village's night gate.
 
-
Handers hurried across the courtyard; he felt his limp ease the more he used his leg. "Bedic!" He called in a hushed yell, careful not to let his voice carry to far.
The night gate was just up ahead, and there was no sign of him anywhere. He noticed a small, single person, door off to the side of the larger gate that was swinging gently on dry creaking hinges. He rushed over and poked his head out the door. The forest was calm and dark outside. No sign of Bedic but no sign of the torches either. "Bedic!" He called again. Nothing.
The moon light grew in intensity as his eyes adjusted to the dark. A wide stone road extended into the forest. He couldn't believe he was doing this. Bedic insisted on running off; he should let him go. Who goes out into the forest the middle of the night?
He slipped through the doorway and clung to the edge of the pathway ready to jump into the trees at the first sign of danger. The stone ended abruptly leaving a deeply rutted dirt road in its place. He followed the road as it turned sharply to start its first switchback up the mountain.
Then, up at the top before the road doubled back the other way, he saw a figure, barely visible in the darkness, sitting on a fallen log. "Bedic!"
The figure turned then stood up. Finally, Handers thought. He ran up the road. They might just have to time to get back out of sight before the caravan came down. Handers waved his arm at him, trying to signal him to get off the road. Bedic stared back, not understanding, then turned as if startled by something up the road.
Hoofs clattered on the rocks above them. Handers ran hard. He hooked Bedic and tugged him off the road into the trees and covered his mouth. "Valance!" He whispered in his ear. "I saw him from the window." Bedic nodded in understanding.
"Where's Sinesh?" Bedic asked.
"Still in the room."
"You left her?"
"Would you've rather I'd stayed in the room with her?"
A single horse clomped down over the loose rocks in the road. It passed them then stopped. Handers held his breath. The creaking of the rider's leather and the noise of the horse's breathing were exaggerated by the silence. He watched the riders feet, waiting for him to dismount.
Another horse clapped over the rocks and stopped beside the first. The two men conversed in hushed voices. They were focused on the lights of the village spread out below.
One of the men broke off the conversation and swung his torch down low to the ground. He dismounted then crouched over the foot prints in the dirt. Two sets of prints diverged from the rest and led off into the trees, off into the trees towards Handers and Bedic.
"Go! Go!" Handers pulled Bedic behind him down the side of the mountain. They hoped over ferns and ducked under low branches charging down as fast they could. They could hear the gallop of horses behind them.
The village was within reach. The torch lights along the wall cast shadows though the trees, lighting the forest in a warm glow around them. A few paces later, they were out in the clearing in front of the gate. Behind them a roar of hooves echoed across the clearing. They turned around and found a dozen armed men on horses fanning out around them. They backed up against the gate. The open door into the village, their only escape, only ten feet to the right.
"Go! Go get Sinesh I'll hold them off!" Bedic instructed.
"And how are you going to do that, Bedic? They'll kill you."
The horsemen parted to allow another horse to come up from the back. It was Lord Valance.
"Come now. No need to be that dramatic. We're not going to kill anyone," Valance said calmly, as he rode up in front of them.
Handers inched towards the doorway, keeping his eyes on Valance.
"I'm glad you made it to safety Mr. Handers. But then, why were you both headed back up the mountain at such an inconvenient hour?" Lord Valance asked, as he looked over his shoulder to emphasize the direction they were headed. Then for the fist time, he noticed the glow coming from the top of the mountain.
He turned his horse around. The bright shimmering light was just high enough to see over the tops of the nearby trees. "Ah, I see." A smile stretched across his face. "All we had to do was wait for the dark!"
He turned back to Bedic and Handers. "I apologize for distracting you from your purpose, my friends. By all means, please continue." He motioned up the road. "Lets go find what you were looking for."
Bedic tossed up his robe and pulled out his dagger. The clearing filled with hard white light. Lord Valance and his horsemen covered their eyes.
"Go Now!" Bedic yelled at Handers.
Handers obeyed, bolting through the doorway.
He heard Lord Valance yelling behind him. "You two bring him back!"
What was Bedic doing? Handers thought. He stopped in the courtyard waiting for Bedic to come running after him. But he didn't. Was he really going to stay and fight them? "Bedic!" He yelled.
Light flickered and flashed up above the gate, synced with the clanging of metal blades. He was fighting them!
Then the light went dark. "Bedic!" He yelled desperately. Two large men stepped through the doorway, stooping to fit under the low door frame.
Handers stared at them in horror. Their bodies were covered head to foot in silky black armor topped with horned helmets of bone that made them look more like beast then Zo. They drew long metal swords and charged towards him.
He snapped out of his fear induced trance and ran with every thing he had; through the heavy tavern door, past the empty dinner hall and up the long stairs to his room. The clanging of metal boots closed in on him.
He wiped around the corner of the long hallway and burst through the door of his room.
"Sinesh!" He scanned the room. Empty. He slammed the door and bolted it shut. His injured arm caught his attention. It was throbbing in pain. The bandages were pulsating up and down. He needed to calm down.
Where was she? "Sinesh!" You've got to be kidding me, he thought. Where could she possibly have gone? This was not the time for games. He looked under the bed. Threw open the closet. Nothing.
The door rattled with a fierce metal on wood pounding. "Open the door!"
Handers didn't make a sound. The pain in his arm intensified. The bandages. Was he imagining things? They were stretching.
"Oh, you don't wanna make us angry, my friend. Open the…"
The door exploded into a spray of wood and splinters. The two enormous men charged into the room. Handers backed up against the wall. The first soldier struck a blow across Hander's face with the back of his hand, knocking him down. The other kicked him in the stomach. Again and again and again.
Handers started to panic. He couldn't breath. He tried to get his hands down to protect himself, but the blows were coming from all angles. He didn't dare move his other arm from his face enough to see where they were going to hit him next. Then he noticed the hand in front of his eyes. The bandages had been torn off. The skin on his fingers, his palm, was pitch black, almost shiny. Most importantly, it was healed. Completely.
The soldiers had stopped. He lowered his hand to see them. They had apparently noticed the same thing he had. The bandages had unraveled down to his wrist, exposing a disproportionately large black hand.
"What a’ you looking at?" The soldier drew his leg back to kick him again. Without thinking, Handers' arm moved to intercept.
He shut his eyes in anticipation then heard a wet smack of metal against flesh, but he felt no pain. He opened his eyes and found the soldier's metal boot stuck in the tightly clenched grip of his black hand. How? How was his hand not broken?
The soldier stared down at Handers, his face pulled in an odd look. He was probably wondering the same thing.
He felt his arm again, felt the power of it. He flexed the grip of his fingers. They tightened down ever further on the metal. The soldier winced in pain and tried to kick his leg free. Handers held it firmly with almost no effort. The solider could feel his grip through a metal boot? He wondered. Or had he actually bent the metal? What had happened to his arm? The sensation was incredible. He could actually feel the muscles swelling. They were getting bigger. And there was another sensation. An itching desire to use them, to push them as hard as he could.
He yanked his arm to the side, and twisted his black, swollen wrist as hard as he could. He heard a crack. The man's ankle and leg bent unnaturally, flipping him off his feet and crunching him to the floor.
The other soldier drew his sword and held it to handers neck before Handers could get up. "Please!" Handers begged.
The soldier lifted to strike but then hit him with the butt of his sword instead. Handers collapsed onto his stomach from the blow. His consciousness blurred.
He felt the soldier's knee in his back. Then winced with the sudden pain of his arms being wrenched back. The soldier was tying cord around his wrists.
"You OK?" The solider asked the other who was still crumpled on the floor.
"No." The other answered.
The soldier dropped his face down behind Handers' ear. "I look forward to meeting your son. I'll be sure to extend a warm, personal greeting."
Handers gritted his teeth. He knew the man was just taunting him, but it still made him burn with anger.
"Hey," the other soldier interrupted. "Let's get him back to Lord Valance. Watch his hand."
The soldier kneeling on Handers, back put his elbow on the back of Handers' neck and leaned down hard. Handers choked. He leaned over and continued whispering, "Listen to me, you fat waste, if you run, if you struggle, if I you do anything other than what I tell you, I'll open you up. Do you understand?
Handers squeaked out a, "yes."
"Good. And I mean what I said about your son. When we find him, we're gonna have a ‘hole lotta’ fun."
Handers shut his eyes hard trying to control his anger. His face shook.
The soldier noticed. He put his open palm on top of Handers' head and ground it down onto the stone floor. "Does that upset you? I'm sorry, I don't want you to get too upset right now. I want to save that for later when we find your son." He slapped Handers in the face. "We want to make sure you have something to look forward to."
The burn of Handers' anger intensified. An uncontrollable tremble spread through his body, concentrating in his misshaped arm. He clenched his black fist, flexing his muscles against the cord that bound him. It felt good to push against something hard.
The other soldier pulled himself up to a sitting position and stared at him intently. "Let’s get him out of here!"
The bandages on his arm stretched from a swelling underneath. "Aaaaah!" Handers screamed. The stitches popped, hard bulging muscles ripped through the white cloth, ripping the bandages to shreds. The cord around his wrist snapped.
In one swift movement Handers grabbed the man on his back with his massive black hand and threw him across the room.
He pulled himself to his feet, huffing.
The man he had just thrown was already up with his sword drawn. He charged, "Hrrrrrraaah!" He was across the room in an instant, bringing his sword down on Handers in a blur of motion.
As a reflex, Handers shot his black arm up to block the blade. The impact made a sickening wet slap. Then the blade was still in his clenched palm. He'd caught a striking blade in his bare hand! Without injury!
His rage was bubbling over, spread across his body uncontrollably. He gave into it, focusing all his anger on the sword in his hand. He flexed, twisting his wrist against the tip of the sword, curling it over on itself.
His anger shifted to the man who was still holding on to the sword. His raised his swollen arm and lifted the solider up into the air then turned to the side and whipped him back and forth against the floor and wall, flipping him around like he was on the end of a string.
The other soldier crawled out the doorway as fast as he could with his one good leg. The soldier's fear shocked him. He was afraid of him!
Handers dropped the sword and the man holding it and ran out the door stepping over the crawling soldier.
His arm. The power of it was frightening. He'd never hurt anyone like that before. It was upsetting. It was upsetting that it felt good. That seemed a bit monstrous. And he was no monster.
He ran out into the courtyard. The light still glimmered brightly up on the mountain side. He still had time.




 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Moslin pushed Emret's chair over the dead fern leaves and pine needles of the forest floor. The underbrush, like the larger trees above them, had twisted itself to point in a specific direction. The lower bushes and ferns had even leaned to the side to form a path for his chair.
As they moved forward, the forest shifted ahead of them into its new shape, cutting into the silence with an eerie hiss of fluttering leaves and a deep, guttural moan of the thicker trunks and branches. The unnerving sound reverberated behind them as the forest they’d passed returned to its previous form.
Moslin studied the unnaturally bent branches and leaves around her, touching a trunk with her finger tips as she passed by. "This is extraordinary," She muttered to herself.
Emret smiled. It was better than extraordinary. It was everything he had hoped for. It was an offering of life. It was proof of the power that would heal him. It was truly going to happen! He thought.
The chair stopped abruptly. Emret turned back to her. She was staring through the trees down the mountain. "What?" He asked.
"Shhh." she whispered. "Look!" She pointed in the direction that she was looking. Emret saw movement passing behind the trees. He leaned over his chair and strained to see clearer.
It looked like Petra. Petra soldiers. Lots of them. He tried counting as they passed through a break in the trees but gave up after the first dozen. "What are they doing up here?" He asked.
"I don't know." She said.
SNAP! A branch cracked in the forest above them. They both wheeled around towards the sound.
A half dozen Botann Militia men dropped down silently from the trees landing in a half circle in front of them. Moslin spun the chair around only to find another group behind them. She tried darting between them into the clear trees. But it was too late. The militia was too close. Before she'd gotten the chair past the first tree, they'd already moved in to cut her off.
She circled around the chair trying to keep herself in between them and the boy. "What do you want?"
The Captain of the small band of men, the same that had been watching them earlier stepped forward. "Come with us, please. His holiness has requested your presence."
"We were just there!" Moslin protested.
The Captain pointed towards the forest back in the direction of the Shishkameen. "Please. Time is of the essence."
"Oh is it? And why's that?" She demanded.
He looked back at his men. "We were under orders to wait for a more comfortable and secure transport to take you back to the city, but the situation has changed. The Petra have arrived. We must get you off the mountain now!"
Emret tugged on Moslin's sleeve. He didn't like the idea of running into the Petra. They were rude and didn't seem to be to fond of anyone but Petra. On the other hand, going back to the city now could jeopardize everything. "We can't leave yet." He told her.
She looked down at him and nodded. "I know, I know." She turned back to the soldier. "We appreciate your concern, but we'll take our chances with the Petra. Please tell his holiness that we'll return to see him shortly."
The soldier stared at her, obviously confused. "We're weren't asking." The circle of men tightened. Two men behind her grabbed her by the arms. Two others grabbed Emret's chair.
Moslin jerked back and forth. "HELP!" She screamed in an ear piercing high pitch. "HE..." They covered her mouth.
"That was not wise." The Captain of the small militia scowled. Two of the men lifted Emret's chair and carried him. Another two grabbed Moslin and picked her up. The band of men with their cargo launched into the trees.
Trees and bushes whizzed by them in a blur. In a matter of seconds, they had lost what had taken Moslin an hour to climb.
Then a strange blaring horn sounded a little ways beyond the trees in front of them. Their guards froze, jarring Moslin and Emret to a stop. A horrible crashing sound echoed across the forest, like thick tree trunks cracking in half. The entire line of trees in front of them vibrated then fell in unison with the same explosive sound. A column of Petra soldiers marched over the fallen trees, toppling everything in their path. It looked a rock slide, like a column of boulders falling sideways over the forest.
In an instant they fanned out into a line formation wide enough it’d be impossible to go around.
“Back! Back!” The Captain of the Milita yelled in a panic.
But it was too late. Another line of boulders flattened the forest behind them.
The Captain looked straight at Moslin. "Trust us or not, we risked our position to help you!"
The impenetrable line of stone in front of them made a horrendous thud. The entire formation of boulderous Petra soldiers stepped forward at once causing the ground and everything attached to it to shudder.
Distracted by the thunderous march in front of him, Emret didn't notice until they were almost on top of them, four Petra soldiers on their right and left had been racing towards them on a collision course. A collision course with eight massive boulders. They'd be pulverized! He ducked his head, unable to watch. The ground grew into a violent rumble. That alone was enough to indicate how close his death was. He didn't need to watch.
The violent shaking intensified until Emret was sure the soldiers still holding his chair up would be toppled to the ground. Then, it stopped.
"Put down your weapons and lay face down!" A deep voice rumbled. It sounded like two stones grinding together. Emret opened his eyes. He was staring at the stone belly of one of the giant rock men. And he was still being held a good five feet up in the air. He glanced around. Eight of the giant Petra surrounded them. Each of them carrying a strange stone weapon looking something like a round club.
He'd never been afraid of a Petra before. But then, Rinacht didn't look like this!
The Botann carrying him set his chair down and laid on the ground.
 
-
Bedic thumped along on the back of a horse behind one of Lord Valance's giant hired brutes. They had tied his hands at the wrists which made it extremely hard to keep his balance as the horse jerked back and forth up the rocky trail.
He wondered why they hadn't thrown him in the back of the wagon again. At least there they wouldn’t have had to worry about him falling off the horse. Lord Valance dropped back to ride next him.
“I apologize we couldn't provide you with your own horse. I hope it's not too uncomfortable.”
Bedic faked a smile.
“I regret having to drag you back up towards the… um, storm.” He flicked his eyes up to the dark sky. A flash of lightning streaked through the clouds emphasizing his sentiment.
"What do you want?" Bedic demanded. 
"I want to talk to you about this Handers fellow."
Bedic looked away. The last thing he wanted was to have a conversation with someone he despised about someone else that he loathed. Seemed pointless.
"I'm just curious. There's something I can't seem to make sense of it. I mean, you and I both know what he's done, the irreparable damage he's caused.” He paused. “Why were you helping him?"
Bedic chuckled. Lord Valance should be asking Sinesh that question. But then in hindsight, after the anger of the situation had cooled, he knew she was right. He didn't think Handers had done what he did on purpose. He seemed to be a bit misguided but not malicious. 
"How long do you think he spent looking for the Token before he found it. How long did he search for the Temple?" Lord Valance continued.
Bedic kept his thoughts to himself. He knew what Lord Valance was doing. His own frustration towards Handers didn't need any encouragement.
"It isn't like it was his life's passion. Not like you. In fact, I believe the ease with which he found the temple is part of the reason he showed it so little respect.
"You found him up there too. How did you feel to see what you'd spent your life searching for lying in ruins? To actually find what you've so desperately sought only to have the opportunity ripped away because of the destruction caused by this man.
"No matter how great the differences between us Bedic. This pain we share!"
Bedic stared at him in horror. His anger towards Handers had allied him with this treacherous man. Yet he couldn't dispel the anger. He couldn't push the events out of his mind. He was trapped in a destructive union with this Valance. The fact made his anger towards Handers even stronger.
 
-
Rinacht sat next on a bench next to a row of Petra Officers. It made him nervous being so close to so many powerful and potentially threatening Petra. He had no idea what any of them thought or knew of him. He was lucky his uncle hadn't instructed them to transport him in a cage. Apparently his uncle truly needed his help.
The giant stone transport they were riding followed the 12th battalion as they crashed through the mountain forest. He noticed that their momentum slowed and leaned out to the side to see what was up ahead.
The soldiers had stopped and formed a perimeter around a small group of what looked like Botan soldiers. Strange, he thought. He wasn't anticipating being part of any kind of foreign conflict. This mountain was inside the Petra border as far as he knew.
As they moved in closer he saw two other people laying on the ground to the side of the Botan soldiers. He squinted, trying to see the details.
It looked like...
The transport ground to a stop just outside the large circular perimeter the soldier had formed. Rinach's heart jumped. It was Emret laying on the ground next to Moslin. The boy was alive and looked to be in decent shape. What good news, he thought. Hander’s would be so happy!
He hoped down from the massive stone transport and rushed over towards the boy.
“Rinacht!” One of the Officers shouted, then motioned towards two of his assistants.
Rinacht turned around towards the voice, towards the bench of men sitting on the bench high above him.
“Lets not get ahead of ourselves.” The officer said, then motioned for Rinacht to return to the transport. Two large Petra soldiers stepped up behind him and gestured in the direction of the transport.
They still didn’t trust him. He thought. But then he couldn’t blame them. Not after what he’d done.
 
-
Emret lay face down in the forest, waiting. He had no idea how much time had passed, but it seemed like an eternity. He couldn't see what was happening, nor could he hear anything useful. The Petra soldiers standing over him weren’t talking. He didn't understand what they were waiting for. He'd rather get it over with, what ever it was going to be. But waiting. It made it so much worse.
And then they told him to stop talking. Who did they think they were? Suddenly, he doesn’t have the right to talk? It's not like it would make any difference anyway. They weren't answering any of his questions. They wouldn't tell him why the Botanns got to go somewhere else while he and Moslin had to stay. They wouldn't tell him what they were looking for when they made him and Moslin stand up and empty their clothes.
He had tried to keep the shining token tucked away in case that wasn't what they were looking for. If they saw it, he was sure they'd want it, so it was best to keep it out of sight, he thought. But they found it anyway and wouldn’t tell him what they wanted it for or what they were going to do with it.
A new Petra voice, loud and bossy, brought Emret out of his thoughts. Gauging by the way he was talking to the others, he was probably somebody important. That was a good sign. Maybe they’d get things moving, he thought.
After a loud discussion with some other Petra, he could hear the bossy one coming towards them. To Emret’s surprise, the man suddenly dropped down on his knee, so Emret could see his face.
"I apologize for the rough treatment,” He said. “There must have been some kind of misunderstanding." Then Emret felt himself moving. Strong hands had lifted him up from behind and set him on his feet.
He glanced over his shoulder and saw an enormous mass of stone working to untie the knots on his wrists. "Thank you." He said. Another helped Moslin to her feet a little ways off.
This new man asked the Petra that were guarding him a few questions about the Token. They told him how they had found it tucked away under his clothes. It was weird hearing people talk about him when he was standing right there.
And he couldn’t believe they just took it. Big stupid rocks! It wasn't there's! It took a lot of work to find, and he and Moslin took a lot of risk coming up into the mountains. And they just take it? That wasn’t right. He told them that when they took it, but they just ignored him. Typical adults. Just because he’s a kid, nothing he says matters, right? He bet they’d listen to Moslin’s explanations. If she offered any. So far she’d hardly said anything.
"Lets get you both a warm meal and a comfortable place to stay for the night. Its getting rather late. We can make further arrangements in the morning if you don't mind."
"Sir, do you think I could have my little tree back now?" Emret asked the important man with as much of a pitiful look as he could make. Sick, helpless kid, was the only thing he had going for him.
The bossy Petra chuckled. “You don’t have to call me sir. My name’s Commander Paklin. I'll see what we can do. Maybe we can talk more about it after you've had a nice meal." He walked beside Emret, escorting him towards a group of soldiers who were waiting for them a little further down the sloped forest. "It’s truly a remarkable thing, you know. How did you come into possession of it, if you don't mind my asking?
Emret was reluctant to explain. He was shown were to find it by an imaginary tree. Certainly, that gave him more right to it than simply being the one who found it lying in the forest. He was guided to it. He was supposed to have it. How could he explain that to this man? It wasn't just something he found. It was something he was meant to find. Yet if he told the man that, there’s no way he’d believe him. But then if he lied, it may not sound like he had much of a right to keep it.
Perhaps he could give only some of the details. "I was told where to find it by someone trying to help me." He said, still making his pitiful face.
That seemed to work. The Commander raised his eyebrows. "That's really interesting. It must be pretty important to you then," he said.
"It is! I wouldn't be up here if it wasn't." Emret pointed at his wheel chair. “Not exactly easy to get around.”
"No I supposed you wouldn't. I wouldn’t want to be pushing around up here in a wheel chair either. You seem to know much more about this than I do. Maybe you could help me understand. Why did you need to find it? You said someone was helping you? What is it that you need help with?"
"Oh, well...” He liked that he looked sick and pitiful and maybe he could use that. But what he didn’t like was actually talking about being sick. It reminded him that he was actually sick instead of just an act to get people to do what he wanted. "I got sick a little while ago. I need help to get better."
"I'm sorry to hear that, young man. I hope you do get better. If there anything we can do to help you, let us know.”
“Well, you could give me the tree back.” Emret said boldly.
“The tree's going to help you get better?”
“Well, that's why we're here.” Emret answered.
“That's remarkable. How will it do that?” The commander asked. Then he reached into his front pocket and removed a small bundle. He unwrapped it and held it down where Emret could see it.
Emret’s eyes lit up. It was his tree carving. He reached up for it, and as he did, it started to glow. The tall grass around his feet started to react, to bend into the shape of a path extending out in front of him.
The Commander’s face went wide as he noticed the grass moving in front of him. “How?” He stepped back in a jerk reaction.
Emret pulled his hand back. Great, he thought. How was he going to explain that? How was he going to explain any of the rest of it? Where the little tree was taking him, why he thought he would be healed when he got there. "Its sorta taking us to a place that can make me better." He tried to explain.
The Commander recomposed himself, masking his previous wonderment. "So someone told you that this little tree was up here on the mountain. And you came up here to find it because it's going to take you someplace to make you better?"
Emret nodded.
"How did you know it would do that? Did this friend that sent you tell you that?"
He supposed that would be right. He saw himself being healed during his episode in the Red's plaza. Red Leaves, he could say, told him where to find the token. The rest he just kind of figured out. He nodded again.
“This friend sounds like a really great person.” The commander said. Then he leaned in closer as if he was going to tell him a secret. "You know, I don't tell many people this, but I have a little sister who's taken ill herself. I've been trying to help her, but I didn't know what to do. Do you think, maybe your friend might help her too? Could she meet him?
Well that made things tricky. He didn't know if the man was lying. He was making the face that adults make when they’re talking to kids and think the kids are idiots. But then maybe he was telling the truth. Maybe he did know someone who needed help like he did.
"Maybe I could help her when I find what I'm supposed to find." He offered.
The man smiled. "OK. Well lets get you to bed. And maybe you could tell me more about your friend tomorrow."
He was glad the conversation was over. He did know how much longer he could keep it up.
 
-
Handers ran along the edge of the plaza keeping out of the light. He hoped Lord Valance and his entourage had moved on despite missing two of their soldiers. That was probably just wishful thinking though. So he planned on finding another way out of the village.
He stopped abruptly. Someone was crossing the lighted center of the plaza. Someone else, it seemed, had business at this ungodly hour and didn't mind being noticed.
They had covered themselves in a heavy cloak, apparently trying to make themselves look bigger. A child? It was a child, he was sure of it. Why would a child be out alone in the middle of the night?
He watched them hurry back to the door of the inn that he'd just left. Sinesh? It had to be. She must have followed after him when he left to warn Bedic. He decided to risk exposure and called out, "Sinesh!"
The cloak stopped and turned towards the darkness that was he was hiding in. Two little green hands pulled the hood of the cloak down. He was right! It was her!
He stepped out of the darkness and rushed towards her. "I told you to stay in the room!"
She frowned at him. "Where's my Grandpa?"
"I don't know." He scolded in an angry whisper.
"But I saw you with him." She pointed past the night gate. "Before those people came."
"Good grief, you know how to get in the middle of trouble. Did anybody see you?"
"No." She answered.
"Good." He said. "Did you see them leave? Did any of them stay behind?"
"I don't think so." She said.
He knelt down and put his face at her level. "Listen, you're Grandpa is fine. They just wanted his help to find the Token."
She shook her head. "No." She turned towards the mountains beyond the night gate. "They were hurting him. Because I helped him run away. They were punishing him."
Handers felt a sudden knot of guilt welling up. Bedic had helped him twice now, and still he was reluctant to rush into the mountains to help him. He imagined that he was the reason that Valance was interested in Bedic in the first place. Valance must have been watching him when he visited Bedic’s church.
"Do you have any family here?" He asked her. Surely he couldn't drag this little child up into what was sure to become a dangerous situation. But who could he leave her with in the middle of the night?
"No.” She answered.
Then again, maybe he was just looking for reasons not to go. Either way this was bad.
"Lets go look for your Grandpa." He said.
She reached up and took his hand. "OK."
 
-
Handers hurried up the mountain road caring Sinesh in his blackened arm. He slowed at each switchback to check up ahead. He didn't think they'd catch up to them for quite a while. But it didn’t hurt to be cautious.
A half hour up the winding steep road, he froze. His heart started pounding in his chest. Above them, through the trees, a single torch light made a swipe in the air then vanished as quickly as it appeared.
"Shhhh!" He whispered. "There's someone up there."
He knew they couldn't keep going up the road without being spotted. So what did they do now? Should they hide somewhere a little further down and wait for morning? What if it wasn't Valance and they waste the night waiting?
They had to get a closer look to confirm what it was they were dealing with. Bedic needed them now. If they waited out the night, they might loose him. He knew this, yet he couldn’t seem to convince his body to move forward. He heart was still pounding.
Sinesh squirmed out of his arms. "Let’s go look." She put her fingers to her lips. "Shhhh!"
She was braver than he. And that, as he thought about it, was a little shameful. He was being led through a dark forest, in the middle of the night, towards what was most likely a source of extreme danger, by a 6 year old girl.
He shook his head and stepped past her, taking the lead. They covered the distance quickly and, to his surprise, rather silently. When they had gotten pretty close to where he thought he saw the light, he reached his hand out to stop Sinesh.
A flash of lightning from the storm still raging at the top of the mountain lit the mountain side for a brief moment revealing one of Lord Valance's shiny black carriages about a dozen yards in front of them.
Beyond it there was a small collection of tents. There were no fires, no lamps, no torches. Everything was dark and quiet. Apparently they were intent on not being noticed.
There was a pretty decent chance that Bedic was in that camp. He had to think of what to do now. He hadn't really formulated much of a plan. Perhaps he should take a minute and think this out, he thought. Should they wait for morning, so they could see where he was? But then they’d be easily spotted as well.
He glanced over at Sinesh. The thought actually crossed his mind to ask the six year old if she had any ideas. But to his horror, she was gone.
"Sinesh!" He whispered. Wow, this little girl was so much trouble! Then he spotted her as she snuck under the carriage. He knew bringing her up her was going to be a mistake. What was he going to do now? Follow her. Again?
He hurried through the bushes and then pushed up against the carriage that she had crawled under. He dropped down to look under it, but she wasn’t there. She had already moved on. He got up and crept around the side. There she was! She was peering in the back of another carriage. She hoped down from the bumper of one and then climbed up on the bumper another, peering in quickly before jumping down again..
He shook his head. She had no idea what would happen if she actually got caught. He convinced himself that that was the source of her courage. If she knew what he knew, she’d be just as immobilized.
Two soldiers came around from behind the tents, walking around the perimeter. He was too far away to call out to her to warn her. But then, it didn't look like he needed to.
She saw them as she climbed down from one of the carriages and quickly tucked herself underneath as they passed.
Handers stood up. What was she doing now? She had crawled out after they'd passed and was following them! Why? This wasn't going to end well for either of them, he was sure of it.
To his surprise, she broke off before they noticed her and disappeared between the carriages. Where was she going now? After a moment, she reemerged closer to him. She was coming back! She crawled back under the same Carriage she'd left under.
Handers grabbed her. "What are you doing!" He whispered. "They'll kill us if they see us! Do you understand that?”
She stared up at him, dumbfounded.
He wanted to know what she saw, if anything, but he didn't want to encourage her for running off. She seemed to have been making a habit of it.
"He's not there." She said after a moment.
"OK." He said.
" But those men said some of the people went up the mountain. They took Grandpa with them." She said.
"They did? Did they say why?" He asked.
"Lots and lots of Petra are here too. So they have to stay down here and be quiet."
"Petra? Great!" Handers wasn't particularly fond of the Petra. But then again, who was? Other than Rinacht, of course. He’d surprised himself when he hired Rinacht. Never thought he'd ever work with a Petra let alone take one in by choice. But then, Rinacht had seemed a little different from other Petra he'd met. Less smug. Turned out to be a mistake after all.
The bitterness resurfaced. Rinacht had become his closest friend. The one he trusted above all others. How could he have let that happen? How had he allowed himself to end up with a Petra as his one good friend? He knew better than that! Somehow, somewhere inside him, he knew this was going to come. Not this specifically, but the betrayal. It was inevitable. But that wasn’t fair, was it?
He simply trusted too easily. Take Moslin, look at the damage she'd caused him. It was hard for him to admit now, but there was a time when he had felt quite close to her too. He trusted her like he trusted Rinacht. Now it was clear. Trust was a mistake.
And what of Bedic and Sinesh? They're her family! But he owed Bedic. If he turned on him now, he'd be just as guilty as the Rinacht and Moslin. He'd be unworthy of trust himself. As Bedic, no doubt, felt he was already.
"Lets go around the camp and keep going up the mountain. They can't be too much further." He told her.
 
-
They'd been climbing up the road another twenty minutes, keeping close to the trees in case they needed to hide, when they heard a faint thumping sound, like the beating of an incredibly large drum, pounding out a slow, steady pulse. Boom. Boom. Boom.
"What is that?" Sinesh asked.
"Someone who wants others to know they're here." He answered. The thumping grew louder as they pushed up the road.
"Should we hide?" She asked.
"Now you want to hide?" He laughed.
After another switch back the trees one side ended abruptly. It appeared they’d come to a sort of ridge where the mountain side beyond the road leveled then dropped down out of sight. The thumping had become so loud Handers was sure whom ever it was, was just over the ridge.
They stepped off the road and climbed up the embankment carefully, so they could see down over the ridge without being seen. Beyond the ridge the mountain side dropped down into a small valley bowl before resuming its steep ascent to the summit still a considerable distance above them.
To Hander’s dismay, in the valley was not empty. Two columns of Petra soldiers marched down the center of a road that wrapped around the perimeter of the small valley. A solid mass of tents and military equipment filled in the rest of the open space from one edge to the other.
Loaded wagons and carts, twice the size of anything he'd seen and made of what looked like some kind of polished stone, were spread throughout the tents. It looked like they were still moving in supplies. And lots of them.
Another group of stone soldiers, in regular formation, made their rotations around the perimeter. This was the second group in only a few minutes. They must be expecting someone, he thought.
The site was pretty impressive, he had to admit. It looked more like a city than a mobile encampment. Roads where clearly cut in between the square, building sized, tents. Rows of oil lamps attached to the top of high posts lined the sides of the roads. From a distance, they looked like regular street lamps.
In the center of the camp, he could see a complex arrangement of more rigid structures, looking like a command center of some sort. If they weren’t up in the top of the mountains, he would’ve guessed they were permanent buildings. They must’ve brought them up in pieces and assembled them here.
People said a lot of things about the Petra, but one thing was certain, they were industrious.
Lighting flashed, throwing a flicker of light on the intricate little city. Soldiers buzzed to and fro as though it were the middle of the day. What ever they were doing, it was urgent. No body was sleeping.
Sinesh picked herself up and scampered down the ridge. The double column of soldiers had passed, leaving enough room to move in towards the camp without being noticed.
Handers scrambled after her. "Sinesh wait!” He hissed as loud as he dared. The girl had absolutely no sense of danger. “We don't know if your grandpa's down there."
He had no idea if Lord Valance had the same kind of business relations with the Petra that he had with the Botann. If he did why did he leave half his men down the hill hiding in a dark camp? So Bedic was either down in the make shift city surrounded by a million boulder sized soldiers or somewhere in the woods with Valance.
He’d guess Valance was hiding somewhere in the trees just like they were. Watching to see what the Petra were doing. That would mean, all they'd need to do was walk around the perimeter of the camp to find Valance.
If he came up the same road they did, he couldn't be too...
"MOM!" Sinesh yelled. She was still a good distance in front of him. He was trying but hadn’t been able to catch up to her. He followed her glance. Sure enough, marching down a wide road between the rows of massive tents was a small group of soldiers. In the middle of those soldiers was a tall Botann woman. Moslin!
Handers’ heart pounded with sudden intensity. It felt like he was going to collapse in a panic attack. Moslin meant... He scanned the crowd trying to see in between the soldiers.
Lighting flashed again, and he saw a small boy peak in and out behind the front row of stone men. Was that him? Was that his son? As he hurried closer down the hill, another gap formed in between the soldiers. This time he was sure. It was Emret being wheeled down the road in his chair alongside Moslin. "Emret!" He yelled.
What was he doing here? Was Bedic right? Was he truly being drawn by the Token? And the Petra? Why were they here and why did they have Emret and Moslin? What was going on? What if Emret was in danger? They wouldn't hurt a child, would they? Zo or not.
He quickened his pace. "We have to get down there." Sinesh was still ahead of him, making a straight line for her mother.
A little off to their left he noticed what appeared to be an entry station to the camp. A new column of outer perimeter guards like the ones that had just passed by were filing out of that station.
If he understood one thing about the Petra, it was their affection for order and law. There were laws protecting parents and their children. He was a law abiding citizen. He'd done nothing wrong. They'd have to give him custody of his son. They couldn't keep a thirteen year old child captive for no reason.
That was it then, he'd just go straight to the entry guards and explain.
"Sinesh!" He called. She looked back, and he signaled her to veer to the left towards the entry gate. "We're not going to sneak in this time."
She eyed him pensively, then nodded her head. “OK.”
 
-
The narrow entry checkpoint was crowded with the wide bodies of soldiers returning in a line of soldiers from their rotation. The two station guards leaned back against the gate posts, bored, only half watching.
Handers wasn't sure the best way to approach this. He wanted to avoid startling anyone. Perhaps the best way, he thought, would be to walk straight in like he belonged there and talk to the station guards.
He took Sinesh's hand and marched out of the trees, cut across the road, and made straight for the gate. If any of the soldiers in the line took notice, they didn't say anything and he didn't turn to look.
When he and Sinesh finally reached the gate, the two guards looked up at them with slightly more interest than they'd shown the rest of the soldiers coming and going.
In fact, he suspected now that the only reason they took notice of him at all was because he stopped. He could've just as easily kept on going. They must not be too concerned with security. That or the guards didn’t think the entry gate was a concern given constant flow of soldiers coming in and out.
"Yes?" The ranking guard asked with indifference.
Handers was a bit surprised. Who did the guard think he was? A civilian traveler?
“I'm sorry to bother you so late, sir. We camped not too far away from here, and it seems my son has gone missing. I believe my son wandered into your camp by mistake.”
The guard got up, obviously bothered at having to do something. He noticed Sinesh.
“Is this your daughter?” He asked with a sudden look of suspicion.
“No. She's... Her family's traveling with us. She was the last one to see my son.”
The guard folded his arms, then stared them up and down. "What's wrong with your arm?"
Handers had forgotten about his torn shirt. The sleeve over his blackened arm had ripped up the middle. Fortunately it was dark and hard to see much more than that.
"That, oh, I had a little trouble trying to fix a broken wagon wheel," He lied.
The guard stared at him another moment before turning back to the camp. "Wait here." He turned and disappeared down a road that passed behind a large tent.
After a few minutes, a larger Petra returned with the first. His uniform indicated some sort of rank. Handers had no idea which, exactly.
“I understand you're looking for a missing child?” The officer asked.
“Yes. We think he wandered into your camp.” Handers explained again.
“I see.” The officer said.
“He's Zo.” Handers added nervously.
“Yes, I imagine he would be. About what age?” The officer asked.
“He's thirteen.” He answered.
“Anything identifiable? Backpack, color of shirt?”
Handers debated. Should he say the boy was in a wheel chair? If he did, they’d know exactly who he was talking about. But that was the plan, wasn’t it? He wished he knew why they had Emret. If they had a compelling reason would they ignore his parental rights?
Or would it be better to mislead them into thinking he was looking for some other child? How would that help? They'd probably just turn him away right here, tell him they'd keep an eye out. He had to make it was clear that it was Emret he was looking for and that he knew they had him. Maybe this plan wasn't so great after all. His nerves started to get the better of him. He felt his hands start to shake.
Sinesh looked up at him. Apparently, he had paused too long.
"He's in a wheel chair," He answered.
The Officer raised his brow. "A wheel chair? I see." He stepped around the half wall protecting the entry guards and gestured for Handers to follow him into the camp.
"Yes, I believe we maybe able to help you." He said.
Handers face lit up. He couldn't help but feel a little hopeful. He was so close to his son now. Although he’d never admitted, the thought had crept into his mind that he may not ever see his son again.
Finding him had started to seem like such an impossible task. So many things had gone wrong that now he imagined everything ahead would be difficult in the extreme. No, he hadn't imagined they'd be difficult, he'd seen that they'd be difficult, over and over. The token had shown him.
A sudden weight lifted off his heart. The idea that the token was wrong, that he could simply return home with his son without worrying about anything else that he had seen or that had happened, it almost overwhelmed him to the point of collapse. Everything would be alright after all! He smiled. Emret was here, he’d found him. All that was left was the formalities of his release, and they’d be on their way home.
He and Sinesh followed the officer to the back of an enormous tent. They waited as the officer knocked on a post hidden beneath the canvas.
A soldier came out through a flap next to the post. The Officer whispered some instructions to him that he couldn't make out. He turned his attention back to Handers and beckoned he and Sinesh to follow him into the tent.
Was this where they were keeping Emret? Seemed a little extreme for a small boy. He noticed the soldier that the officer had whispered too didn't follow them in. He glanced back and saw the large Petra hurrying over to another tent. He wondered what that was all about.
The interior of the tent was impressive. The sheer size made him feel small and insignificant. Even the ground was covered with canvas. Tall posts topped with Oil lamps circled the outer walls of the tent, casting a warm light on a table and three chairs sitting in the middle.
The officer pointed at chairs. “Please have a seat.”
Hander sat down. Were they going to bring Emret in to him here? Was this somewhere they brought him to wait? Sinesh climbed up onto the high chair next to Handers.
The officer sat down across the table from them. "I'm sorry, tell my your name again?"
"Raj Handers." He said.
"And your missing child?" Asked the officer.
"Emret." He said.
"And you last saw him how long ago?"
"We noticed him missing a few hours ago." Handers said.
"And where were you traveling from?"
"Pipfe." Handers answered.
"And your destination?"
Handers hadn't thought about that yet. This wasn't working out to well. If they'd asked any of the same questions to Emret, they'd be entirely different. He didn't even know where the road they had been on led to. He was such a terrible liar. What about the small border village they just left. What was it called? Upper Archtlier? "Upper Archlier." He answered.
The officer looked up from his notes with a raised eyebrow. Not a common destination then, Handers guessed?
"And the nature of your visit?"
"We're visiting friends of the family. They just had a child." That sounded pretty reasonable. Maybe?
"I see." The Officer paused. "And your son was by himself when he wandered off?"
Oh, no! He forgot about Moslin! He hated lying, he was terrible at it. There were too many things to keep track of. What was he suppose to say now? Just add Moslin in? 'Oh yeah, Emret was with another lady who also happens to be missing, but I didn't mention it for some reason.
"Look, have you seen my son or not? I thought you said you could help?" Handers asked, working himself up to sound upset.
The officer put down his pen. He pushed his chair back and stood up. "I'm sorry Mr Handers we haven't seen your son." He walked away from the table.
Handers stood up too. "What do you mean you haven't seen my son? Wait! Where are you going? You just said you could help me! I know he’s here!" Handers was too tired and had gone through too much to play any more games. This was it. He wanted his son.
The Officer stopped and turned back to Handers with a smile. "And how would you know that?"
Anger stirred from within. Why was this so difficult? Who care if he couldn't tell a consistent story? He was just a boy, what did they want with him? They should be happy to get him back to his parents. "Where is my son? What's going on here?"
"Excellent question. What is going on here?" The officer folded his arms and waited.
Handers stared back at him for a moment then gave in. Fine! "You want to know what's going on? I'll tell you. That lady you have with my son kidnapped him from his hospital bed and dragged him half way across the world. I've been trying find them for almost a week.
"So now, I'd really appreciate it if you'd return him to my custody, so I can get him back to the hospital to resume his treatments, so that he doesn't die!"
The Officer took in a deep cleansing breath. "Aaah, now we're getting somewhere." He returned to the table. "What do you know of the small figurine the boy was carrying?"
"Figurine?" Handers asked.
“Yes, the small, broken fragment of stone that's shaped like a small plant.”
Bedic was right. Emret came looking for the Token! Unbelievable. Was that what the Petra were after as well? What would they want with it?
"He didn't have anything like that the last time I saw him." He answered.
The Officer leaned his arm out to the side and snapped loudly. Immediately, two rows of Soldiers filed into the room, circling around the back to form and full circle.
Hander's face dropped. This was not good. He did not plan on this. Was he being interrogated now? By what right? He'd done nothing wrong.
"Lets try this again. You would like to see your son, and I would like some information. Let see if we can help each other. I need you to tell me everything you know about the piece of stone your son was carrying. I want to know everything about the purpose of your son's travel here. I want to know everything about the woman accompanying him. If you do not tell me everything I want to know, you will not see your son again. Am I clear?"
“You can’t do that.” Handers said, almost to himself.
“I most certainly can. You and your son have illegally crossed into Petra land. If you refuse to answer my questions, I’ll have to assume you are an enemy to the Petra state.”
Handers sat back down. He looked across the stone faces of the soldiers surrounding him. He found no sympathy in the eyes staring back at him, only the hardened faces of trained soldiers, emotionless. He was sure they wouldn't hesitate to kill him if they were instructed. Order and Law? He grossly misjudged them. Order and law apparently did not apply to foreigners.
"I found the Token on the beach outside my son's hospital. I brought it here. I don't know how my son got a hold of it."
"You found it on the beach? Interesting." He jotted down a few notes. "Please continue."
"I'm sorry, I didn't find much use for it. I don't know what else you want to know. You probably know more about what's going on than I do."
He snapped his fingers again at one of the soldiers behind him. "I believe there is a great deal more that you are not telling us. And that discourages me.” One of the soldiers stepped up to him, holding a patch of brown fur in his hand.
“This belonged to your son.” The officer continued. “Lets call it a little incentive to cooperate. If you doubt that really was his, I’m sure we can bring you something a little more recognizable. Maybe a finger or a toe."
Handers shot up. "I'm telling you what I know! What's wrong with you!"
Two soldiers were on top of him before he could finish his thought. They pulled him back and sat him down.
"I apologize for the interruption. Please continue." The officer said.
Handers fought the two giants still restraining each arm. "Let go of me!"
The soldier on the right cocked his massive stone arm back and snapped it forward, striking Handers in the face with the back of his hand. Handers flew off his chair, tumbled backwards, and rolled onto his stomach.
Blood gushed from his torn lip and cheek. His head spun violently. What did they want from him? He was trying to tell them what he knew. Then it occurred to him, if they were doing this to him, they were probably doing it to his son. They were hurting him!
His black arm started to throb. The glossy, sleek muscles bulged. He screamed in pain as his arm literally doubled in size in a matter of moments.
The guard that hit him reached down and grabbed him by the back of the shirt and lifted him up to put him back in his chair.
Handers bore his teeth like an animal, spun around while in mid air, then clawed and struck with a wild frenzy, ripping and tearing chucks of stone from the soldiers arm and face.
The soldier dropped him and stumbled backward covering his injuries.
The other soldier who'd been restraining him in the chair lunged at him. Handers grabbed him with his enormous hand and used the momentum of the soldiers lunge to launch the giant Petra at the wall of soldiers circling them.
They collided with an explosion of rock and dust, leaving a gap in the line as they rolled into the dark corner of the tent.
The rest of the soldiers in the circle moved in unison to tighten the gap. The ground rumbled with their steps. The Officer grabbed Sinesh by the arm and yanked her out of the circle.
Handers charged to the closest tower of rock as it bore down on him. He cocked his massive fist and swung. With an incredible crack, the soldier flew backward. Shards of stone split off into the air.
The soldier rolled back until he hit and ripped a large hole in the side of the tent, flooding the interior with Blue moon light.
The rest of the circle pounced on him, tackling him to the ground. One soldier after another piled on top until he was buried under a steep mass of rock.
Dust and pebbles clattered down the side of the pile as the weight settled. Everything went still and silent. After the roar of commotion, the contrast was startling.
Then there was a shutter of movement. The pile of rock soldiers trembled with an impact. The entire form thumped again, vibrating upward. Again, something was pounding up from below. Thump. Half of the mass lifted up a few inches then dropped back down.
Thump. Rock and debris exploded out of the top of the pile. Handers black fist shot up then with drew back into the pile.
Thump. With a loud crack, the two soldiers on top spun into the air and tumbled down the side pile. Handers climbed up out of the hole they left and stumbled over their bodies towards the hole ripped in the side of the tent. One by one, the soldiers got up to go after him.
Outside the tent Handers found himself lost in sea of tents. A dirt road extended beyond him to the right. But it was lined on both sides with brown canvas tents as far as he could see. It didn’t look like a way out. It was same in the other direction. He was so angry. They wouldn't listen to reason, they just attacked him for no reason. That made him fearful for his son. How much respect would they show to a child? He had to find him!
Before he decided which way to go, the tents surrounding him opened up, each one spilling a number of oversize rock men. Apparently, they'd heard the commotion. The empty street between tents had filled in a matter of seconds.
He turned to the tent behind him. Several large Petra had already followed him out of the hole. He was surrounded. Which just made him all the more angry. They were relentless. Why couldn't they just leave him alone? Let him find his son and be gone. Why did it have to be a fight? But if there had to be a fight to keep them from hurting his little boy then so be it.
He screamed in rage and charged the closest soldier in the road ahead of him. He hit with a crash that sounded like thunder. The man he hit reeled backwards and fell to the ground. The other soldiers surrounding them didn't return the attack. They were looking up at the sky.
Another crash boomed. That time he knew it wasn't him. He turned. The sky had started to fill with the purple glow of the early morning. But that wasn't what they were staring at. The ragging storm that hung over the mountain peak a little ways in the distance was moving. A small finger of dark cloud was stretching across the sky down towards where they stood.
The men watched, as it dropped down closer to them and to Handers.
Handers took advantage of the distraction and marched forward. Lighting struck again, highlighting the surprise on the soldier's faces. They didn't move to stop him.
The finger of storm began a wide, slow twist which tightened as it spun faster and faster until it had pulled into a thin spiraling funnel. The funnel hit the ground with an exploding crash that ripped across the camp directly in front of Handers. It spat up giant clumps of dirt, ripped apart tents and tossed the bolder like soldiers into the air. It criss-crossing back and forth as it moved out ahead, effectively clearing a path for him.
The soldiers that were still left standing stepped back as Handers approached. His bulging black arm gave off a disturbing blackened halo that had a resemblance to the black mist of the funnel.
Through the path of destruction left by the storm, he could see right down into the middle of the camp. He could see the large command structure that he saw earlier.
That had to be where they were keeping his son. If this was all about the Token, and the boy came with the Token, they probably had him in there under some ridiculous interrogation. The thought made him furious.
The dark finger of storm swept forward, cutting a wider swath into the dense camp. Finally, a siren sounded as a reaction to the danger. Men raced out of the way as they found themselves in its weaving path. Others rushed in to help others who'd just been hit.
Hander broke into a sprint towards the command center. He'd find his son as quickly as he could and get him out of this madness.
 
-
Commander Paklin sat at an empty table across from Moslin. The room around them was lavish for a military installation. There were paintings covering the walls and carpet on the floor.
"You expect me to believe you just found it laying in the bushes?” Paklin questioned.
“What else do you want me to say?” Moslin answered.
“How did you know where to find it?”
“Emret seems to be in tune with it somehow. He knew where it was before he even knew what it was.”
The Commander stared at her, perplexed. “What does that mean?”
He paused for half a moment for the answer before continuing. “Look, we want to know who else you're working with in the Botann Government. Who else knows about this? And what their plans are.”
“What plans with the Botann government? What are you talking about?” She asked.
He slapped his fist on the table. “We caught you with a platoon of the royal guard! Don't tell me his ‘Holiness’ doesn't have plans. We know you're involved so I would suggest you cooperate now before you make things more difficult for yourself and for the boy!”
She threw her hands up in the air. “This is impossible.”
The commander gestured to an aid standing near the door. The aid disappeared for half a moment then returned holding the hand of a small Botann girl.
“Do you know this girl?” The commander asked.
Moslin jumped out of her seat and raced towards her daughter. “Sinesh!” She yelled. “What are you doing here? Where’s your grandpa?”
“Mommy!” Sinesh shouted over her sobs.
Just as she was about to wrap her arms around her little girl another guard yanked her back by the thick green tendrils she had for hair.
“Get off of me!” Moslin pounded her fist into the arm of the giant stone creature holding her.
“What do you want from us?” She demanded.
“Please, Sinesh. Your mother asked some very important questions. Would you mind answering them?” The commander said gently.
An aid rushed over to the commander and whispered in his ear. The commander shot to his feet. "What!"
He ran towards a set of large double doors with the aid. "Take the girl back to the other room and keep the woman here. I don’t want them ‘catching up’ without me." He yelled back at the two guards standing behind Moslin.
She watched as the commander left, her face betraying her murderous intent. With the double door open, she could hear the siren droning in the background. A fierce wind howled over the top of the siren.
The two guards wandered towards the double doors. Moslin followed behind them. Past the doors she could see the camp stretched out below them. They seemed to be up on the second or third story of some building in the middle of the camp. The double doors led out onto a large balcony.
From what she could see through the door, the camp was a mess as though it’d been hit by a tornado. Half the tents were ripped up and blow over. Their contents were spread in large swaths of debris. What had happened, she thought? Bodies of soldiers lay scattered all over the camp. Had they been attacked?
Then she saw him. A lone figure running down a wide corridor leading directly toward the building they were in. An aura of destruction surrounded him on all sides.
As if to accent the man's intentions, a black funnel cloud whipped back and forth behind him. The soldiers standing guard simply backed away as he approached.
Who was this man? She thought. What did he want? She squinted to get a sharper picture. His clothes, the color of his fur. It looked like... But how... The closer he got the surer she was. It was him. It was Raj!
Then she noticed his hideous black arm. It was unnaturally large and disfigured. Disgusting. What had happened to him? What ever he'd been through since she last saw him, he was not the same person.
Pains of guilt shot through her. What ever he'd been through it'd had no doubt been her fault. She and Emret had made it necessary. They’d done this to him. She felt horrible. She had to help, to do something.
She looked back at the door where they brought her daughter in. She had two children here to worry about and now an angry father who looked like he was about to get himself killed. What a mess, she thought, as she climbed silently over the balcony while the two guarding her were consumed with the terror playing out below them.
 
-
Rinacht sat up in his cot. He swore he heard something in his tent. Perhaps it was just the wind. He searched the small table next to him for his lamp.
He'd given up trying to make himself useful and had retired early. He felt terrible seeing Emret and Moslin and not being able to do anything about it. As soon as the commander had found the Token he stopped listening to him. He'd even issued a command baring him from talking to Moslin and Emret.
He knew at some point they would probably need his help. He was starting to doubt more and more his influence here. What instruction had his uncle given the commander, he wondered. It made him nervous about his future, about how much his Uncle really was willing to forgive, even if he did deliver the token.
Finally, his fingers felt the cold metal of the lamp. But before he could light it, another flame sparked and filled the tent with light.
A massive Zo man in black armor stood over his cot holding an oil lamp.
Rinacht choked. It was Lord Barnus! That meant Valance! How did he find him here? The only reason he agreed to come back towards the mountain and consequently towards Valance was because he knew he'd be protected by an entire army. Despite the army, Barnus was now standing in his tent. How was this possible?
"Good evening Rinacht. Lord Valance sends you greetings." Lord Barnus smiled big, revealing his teeth. "We've been trying to find you. Seems we still owe you the second half of your money."
"Oh." He forced a smile and laughed nervously. "I'd completely forgotten."
"No you didn't." He leaned in closer. "We want what we paid you for!"
"How did you get in here? I could call the guards."
"You'd be dead before they arrived." Barnus backed away. "Besides, you're not on the top of their list right now."
Rinacht watched him intently. "What do you mean?"
"You know what I mean. They've got what they need from you. Your lucky they haven't already sent you back from where you came from. He turned back to Rinacht.
"Or perhaps your uncle has something special planed for you when you get back. I could be wrong. Maybe your uncle is the forgiving type."
Rinacht shook his head. No, his uncle was not the forgiving type. He was the, hold a grudge but not let you know he was holding it, type.
"Lord Valance understands your position, your allegiance to your family. That's why he's willing to forgive your... momentary lapse in judgment."
Lord Barnus took off a satchel he had around his neck and opened it. "Its time you learned who your real friends are." He pulled two small daggers out of the satchel and placed them on Rinachts lap. He pulled a black breast plate and put it next to the daggers.
"What are these?"
"These are how I got in your tent. These are your freedom from your uncle. These are your future with us."
"What do you want me to do?"
Lord Barnus smiled and patted him on the shoulder. "That's my boy."
 
-
Emret sat on his cot staring at the shadows of the guards outside his tent. His wheel chair was halfway across the room. As if that were a way of keeping him from going anywhere. Move his chair across the room.
He was so frustrated at the situation. He knew he was getting close to finding what he, at one point, had thought was beyond hope. He was so close to finding his miracle. And now he sat here waiting. There had to be something he could do, somehow he could get the Token back.
As he was sitting there trying to concoct a plan, he noticed a strange glow coming through the back wall of his tent. It looked like a extremely bright light somewhere beyond that was shining through the canvas with a wide defused halo. Emret stared at it, perplexed. It’d have to be really bright or really close.
At the center of the halo was a shape, an irregular shape. He got out of bed and hobbled to his chair. The point of focus in the middle of the halo sharpened enough to where he could see what the source of the light was. The Token! The light was a perfect silhouette of the Token.
It was shining through the back of his tent from where ever it was. A broad smile crept across his face. If he could see it, he could find it. This was no coincidence, he thought. It was showing him where it was. It wanted him to come take it back! He was sure of it.
All he had to do now was get out of the tent without the guards noticing.
He lifted the bottom edge of the back canvas wall where it lay in the dirt and lifted it up to see how much slack he had to work with. He could lift it about three feet before it pulled at the corner stakes. He could get himself under that. But his chair? Probably not, and he wouldn't be getting far without that.
He heard a commotion out side the tent. The guards were talking to somebody close by. What if someone came in? He heart raced. He was at least ten feet from his bed. He summoned all his strength and pushed. His feet took two large steps, propelling him a third the distance before they gave out. He fell flat on his face.
The conversation outside picked up again but with an additional voice, and it sounded like they had moved closer to the tent.
He got up onto his knees and scrambled. He was more than half way there.
The tent flap opened. Light filtered in. Too late! He froze. Only two feet to the bed. If they saw him, he was sure they'd tie him down or something. If they knew he was trying to get out, they'd find a way to make it impossible. The bed blocked his view of the tent flap. He couldn't see who came in. But that also meant they couldn't see him.
The blankets! He slipped under where the bed faced him and squirmed up to the top of the bed. He pushed his head out the top pretending to be waking up. Two soldiers had come in the room. But they weren't looking at him. They had their backs turned. On the ground beside them was a small Botann girl.
They led her to another small cot in the corner. "Stay here!" The guard said pointing to the cot.
"But my Mom!" She cried.
They ignored her and left.
Emret sat up. “Hi”
 
-
Handers marched down the wide corridor, the command center directly in front of him. The wind howled at his back. The finger of twisting black cloud ripped through the camp in a wide zig zag behind him. The sound of destruction was all he could hear.
Three Petra came out onto a balcony on the upper floor of the command building for a moment before disappearing back inside. It would appear he'd attracted someone in the command structure’s attention. Good. He hoped by the end of this they'd reevaluate how they treated innocent civilians.
He was almost to the building when that same group of Petra came out the lower level followed by a stream of soldiers who filed past them quickly to form two columns flanking Raj on both sides of the wide corridor.
Once the flanks were formed the soldiers still coming out of the building formed a column directly behind the three from the balcony. None of them seemed to be a bothered in the least by the storm and chaos behind him. They'd fight, it seemed.
He clenched his teeth. That wasn't what he wanted. He just needed to talk to somebody. Why were these people so unreasonable? Why did they automatically assume the only solution was a fight?
"You have my son! Give him to me… now!" He screamed at the man in the center of the soldiers. His voice startled him. It wasn't his alone. Something else screamed with him. It sounded like it came from the raging wind, a howling scream echoing his words.
The Petra in the middle stepped forward. "We will not bend to the will of a Zo terrorist! Continue at your own peril!”
There was a grinding sound that rose above the torment of the storm. Handers looked to the side beyond the corridor. Two enormous stone contraptions rolled up beside the tents. They appeared to be some sort of launching weapon. A weapon the size of a building.
What was wrong with these people. They had to be the most stubborn creatures he'd met. Why couldn’t they just give him his son? This was insane!
His arm was burning hotter, drawing his attention. He looked down. It was engulfed in a spiraling black cloud the same as the larger funnel behind him. He held it up in amazement.
"All I want is my SON!" He screamed. The storm screamed with him. Adding an incredible boom with the screeching howl. He almost frightened himself.
The Petra in charge stepped back, nervously. "You are trespassing on Petra Soil. Lay down on the ground… and put your hands in front of you!" He squeaked out.
Raj felt his instincts taking over. He pointed his arm at the Petra and felt the storm as it spun down his arm and shot out. He stepped back in recoil. His arm wanted to buckle from the pressure, but he held it steady. A black mass continued to form from his arm, spinning into another raging funnel.
The row of soldiers dove out of the way. The Petra he targeted barely missed the grasp of the wild funnel. Would he listen now? Raj wondered as took a step forward.
"Raj! Wait!" A woman's voice pleaded from somewhere behind the wall of rock soldiers on his right. He turned.
Moslin darted in between the Petra and ran out in front him. They didn't move to stop her.
"You don't have to do this." She shouted.
This coming from the woman who stole his son? She was saying he'd gone too far? The only words he wanted to hear from her was the location of his son.
"I know where he is, and I can take you too him. Follow me." She yelled as she ran towards him.
She was running down the center of a battlefield without any protection. This was not smart, he thought. This was the action of someone who's emotions were driving them harder than their logic. Perhaps her guilt had finally gotten to her.
"STOP HER!" Screamed the Petra standing in front of his men. He charged forward to try to catch Moslin himself. The Soldiers on the flanks suddenly sprang in to motion, rushing to intercept.
Handers’s frustration turned to fear. She was going to get hurt. What ever she’d done, it wasn’t to deserve death. If they hit her, she would not survive.
He shot his arm out towards the advancing line on the right, sending out a rage of black. It swooped down below the center and engulfed them, sucking them up into the sky. In an instant, they were gone.
The left side pushed forward towards her aggressively. He sprinted to intercept.
"KILL HIM!" The Petra in charge ordered.
Apparently, Raj had upset this one, whom ever he was.
He grabbed the first towering rock within reach of his black arm and tossed him into the air. He caught a second by the shoulder, then pulled his arm back and struck, hard. Stone shattered. Shards flew in all directions. The Petra collapsed to the ground.
The line formation broke apart. The Petra seemed to have lost their courage at the unexpected onslaught. He chased down a third, caught him from behind and lifted him above his head, ready to pile drive him into the dirt.
"Raj stop!" Moslin shouted.
Raj turned, still holding the Petra over his head.
“I’m OK,” she cried. "Lets get Emret!" She pointed off into the camp past the command center.
He nodded then put the Petra down. The tight pack of soldiers stepped back, confused by the sudden truce, allowing them to leave the corridor unobstructed.
 
-
“Thankyou for doing this.” Emret said.
“No problem.” Sinesh said with a smile.
She pushed Emret in his chair down the wide muddy path between the rows of tents.
“Can you still see it?” She asked.
“Yep.” He answered. He didn't know how many layers of tent the Token was shining through. It didn't seem to change. As he wheeled through each successive row, it stayed constant, shining through the next wall of canvas like a setting sun.
Finally, they passed the last row of tents and continued out into a grass field. At the back of the field was a large building. Strangely, the light wasn’t blocked, it sparkled as it passed through the solid structure.
Sinesh stopped.
“In there.” Emret pointed.
He studied the towering building as they approached. It looked like the place they'd keep important things. He found what looked like a back door. It was small and simple, as opposed to the large decorated front entrances he had noticed on the other buildings. They'd have to be quick. So far they'd been lucky, he hadn't seen a single soldier. They must've gone to bed, he thought.
Sinesh pushed him quickly to the doorway and helped him up high enough to peek through the small window. It looked like it led to a large, empty room.
He pulled the door open and she wheeled him inside. His eyes were immediately drawn to it, shining brightly on a table in the middle of the room.
Then Emret froze. They weren’t alone. Someone else was in the room. Someone that he apparently didn't see through the window. Fortunately the stranger had his back to him. It was a Petra. Smaller than the soldiers. He was walking towards the table with the Token.
Emret didn't know what to do. He could hide, but his chair would be seen. They'd know he was there. He could try to make it back out the door but turning his chair was noisy and slow.
His eyes scanned the stranger as he debated his next move. There was something familiar about him, about the way he moved. He had only known one Petra in his life. Rinacht. But Rinacht was miles from here.
Then the stranger spoke as he reached out a hand to pick up the Token. "So incredible," he said.
Emret couldn't believe it. The voice. It was Rinacht! "Rinacht?" He wheeled backward to the door just in case he was wrong.
The Petra man jumped into the air. "Wha!" He dropped down low to the ground. "Who's there?"
Emret pushed himself forward into the lamp light. "Rinacht it's me!"
Rinacht ran around the table to him and grabbed him by the shoulders. "Emret! What're you doing in here!"
"What are you doing here?" Emret retorted with over exaggerated surprise.
Rinacht laughed and grabbed him in a tight hug. "It’s good to see you my boy! How you feeling? Where's Moslin?"
"Yeah I'm fine. I don't know where they took Moslin. They took her and left me in a tent with two guards. But this is Moslin’s daughter."
Rinacht turned to Sinesh and took her hand. Ah, as lovely as her mother. How are you my girl?”
She smiled.
"How'd you two get in here?" Rinacht asked.
"We snuck out," he explained then put on a more serious look. "Rinacht, how did you get here? Is my dad with you?"
"Patience, child. I'll explain everything. First, we’ve got get you out of here. There's supposed to be guards posted outside this room at all times. They're only gone because of an incident in front of the building. Who knows how soon they'll be back."
He rushed around behind Emret’s chair and spun him back towards the exit. As he did, his back whipped around wide and knocked into a small glass bottle that was sitting on a corner desk.
It fell to the ground with a loud crash. Rinacht froze with a look of horror on his face.
The door from further inside the building slammed open, and two massive stone soldiers tumbled through. “Who’s in here?” One of them roared.
“Hey,” the other shouted, pointing at them.
Rinacht grabbed at something on his belt.
“Rinacht, what are you doing? Get us out of here!”
The soldiers stomped towards them. “All of you, lay down on the ground and put your hands out in front of you!”
Rinach!” Yelled Emret.
Sinesh tried to push Emret’s chair, but Rinacht was standing in the way.
Finally, Rinacht succeeded in removing what he was fumbling with. He pulled out a long dagger with a glowing purple blade. He immediately stuck it out in the air in front of him, pointing it at the soldiers. Then he screamed, shutting his eyes tight. “STOP!”
The purple glow from the dagger expanded to fill the room. The charging soldiers slowed in their approach as though they were being pushed back by a heavy wind.
“Put down your weapon immediately!” One yelled.
Their feet scraped across the floor as they started to lose their purchase, their strong legs strained against the unseen force.
Rinacht opened his eyes, to see the soldiers slam up against the far wall, their arms pinned up above their head. He laughed and looked down at the glowing dagger.
“It worked! It worked!”
He turned to see Sinesh and Emret watching with a look of complete bewilderment.
“What was that?” Emret asked.
“I’ll explain later.” He pushed Emret’s chair through the door as he held it open. Outside they made a hard push to cross the clearing between the command center and the rows of tent barracks.
"We’ve got to get to the forest as fast as we can." Rinacht explained as he ran, pushing the boy's chair in front of him.
"Where are we going?" Emret asked.
"We're going to meet up with your dad." Rinacht said.
"My Dad?" He put his feet down into the dirt, grinding them to a stop. "Wait!" He spun around to face Rinacht. "I'm not going back home!"
"Emret, we saw you with the Token earlier. We saw what happened to the forest around you. We're not taking you home."
"Dad saw that?" This was what he hoped for more than anything else. His father to believe along with him. To help him. To take him there himself. That is what he wanted.
"Yeah. A lot of people saw it. I'm supposed to get you and the Token and get out. Why would I've gone back to get the Token if your dad was taking you home?"
A smile stretched across his face. Everything was working out. He knew there had to be a way around the impossible situation he was in. And here it was. A surprise visit from Rinacht and his Dad.
"But what my mom?" Sinesh asked.
"Your father has a plan for that as well. I'll let him explain it once we get out of the camp."
Emret lifted his feet, and they took off again. "Let’s go!"
 
-
Moslin led the still fuming Handers through the identical rows of perfectly spaced canvas tents. A mass of Petra rock soldiers collected behind them, careful to keep their distance.
"They put us in a tent just up ahead when we first got here. They left him there when they took me. He should still be there.” She explained.
"Should?" He questioned.
They crossed the last row. She stopped in front of a large tent with two guards standing at the entrance.
"MOVE!” Handers commanded. He raised his black arm with the dark cloud swirling around it. The two soldiers stared at him then at each other. Then, reluctantly, they stepped aside.
Handers pushed the tent flap aside and stepped in. Moslin followed behind him. Inside there were two empty cots and wheel chair tracks in the dirt.
Handers screamed. “Where is he!”
Moslin traced the wheel chair tracks to the outer wall of the tent. “Look!” She shouted.
He ran up behind her. “Looks like he snuck out under the wall.”
“By himself?” Handers asked doubtingly.
“Oh you have no idea how obstinate your son can be.”
He glared at her. “He's thirteen. You can't blame all this on him.”
“I know. I know. She looked embarrassed. “It's just.”
"Just what?" He fumed.
She took a deep breath, giving herself a moment before she spoke. "Raj, I am so sorry. I never should have put you through this. It wasn't my choice to make."
Handers glared at her. "You know, I trusted you!"
She started to sob. "I don't know what came over me. I can only imagine what you've been going through. At the time I thought... I'm so sorry. It was so wrong." She paused.
“But listen. Something else has happened. Something you need to know about. When we find him, please, just give him a chance to explain.”
“Explain what?”
“About the Token.” She said.
He stared at her, not sure what to say. The reality of the Token wasn't something he could ignore or forget. As much as he'd like to go back home and pretend nothing had happened. Things had. But how was his son involved in any of this? He didn’t understand that. And frankly he didn't want his son involved. The Token had brought him nothing but trouble.
None of this would've happened if he had thrown it back into the sea. Nobody would be looking for him. No one would care.
"If you want to make up for what you've done. Help me get my son back home!" He said.
She stared at him for a moment, as though she didn't want wanting to agree. Then she gave in, nodded her head. "OK." She lifted up the tent wall. The tracks continued on the other side. "Lets follow the tracks."
 
-
Sinesh, Emret, and Rinacht approached the outer edge of the camp. They found a considerable amount of outer defenses; tangles of barbed wire stretched across barricades, and a few half dug trenches with a handful of soldiers.
The forest was with in sight. Rinacht reached into this pack and pulled out a bundle of cloth. "Here, you'll need this."
He handed it to Emret who took it with enthusiasm and began unwrapping it on his lap. As he did, shards of light shone out across the early morning clearing.
A few of the soldiers dug into the trenches noticed the light. "Hey, you. STOP!"
Rinacht pushed the chair through the tangle of barricades, weaving back and forth carefully, to avoid snagging Emret. As they approached the line of trees, the forest began to react. The boughs of the nearest trees started to bend with loud cracks and groans. Branches swayed with rustling leaves.
After a moment, the entire mass of trees in front of them was leaning in one direction as if blown by a heavy wind. The grass and underbrush had parted to form a clear path that pointed them in a clear direction towards the last peak of the mountain ahead of them.
Just as Emret's wheel passed the threshold of the trees, he heard a strange voice calling. "Emret!" It sounded like his father but distorted, monstrous.
He wheeled around.
"Emret what are you doing? We have to get into the forest now!" Rinacht yelled.
Emret scanned the dark clearing for the source of the call. He couldn't see. "I thought I heard something."
"Emret!" The call came again. Handers and Moslin ran past the last line of barrack tents exposing themselves to Emret.
"DAD!" He called back.
“Mom!” Sinesh yelled.
Emret looked back at Rinacht, expecting to share the joy of the moment with him. Instead, he was confronted with a face of shear and utter terror. What was going on? He thought. Why was Rinacht mortified? His fear was infection, crushing Emret’s urge to celebrate.
Something else emerged from behind the last line of tents. Like a flash flood, countless towering stone men flowed in from the space between the rows of tents. They came in like an unstoppable wave behind Hander.
Emret turned, more soldiers had come in from the sides and were already close to him. Before he could move they crashed down on him choking everything else off. He could see nothing but the gray bodies of rock.
WHY! He thought. Was he asking for too much? To live? Why was it so difficult? Tears swelled up inside. This was too hard.
 
-
Handers watched in horror as his son disappeared behind a sea of moving stone. He thought he'd made himself abundantly clear. If they stayed back, there would be no trouble. What were they doing now?
Apparently they'd had time now to gather their entire army. This wasn't a few collected soldiers standing in front of him. This was it. They were going to try to stop him with everything they had.
It made him nervous. Not for his own safety but for the safety of his son. He had no doubt why they made an effort getting to him first. He was the hostage.
Sure enough, the Petra in charge, that had been yelling at him earlier to stop, walked out in front of the group that was holding Emrett.
What did they want him to do? Leave his son, walk away? Lay down and let them take him prisoner. Lock him up with his son? It would just prolong the fight. It didn't make sense. Why wouldn't they just let him go? What could they possible want with him that was that important?
"You are Trespassing on Petra Land in a Petra military installation. This is your last warning. Surrender or we will use deadly force." The Petra in charge shouted.
"What do you want with my son? Release him and we'll go in peace." Handers yelled.
"I'm afraid we can't do that." The Petra answered.
"Then we have a problem." Handers said.
"Commander, stand down!" A gruff voice shouted from somewhere behind the soldiers.
"General?" The Petra Commander scanned the crowd looking for the source of the voice.
Handers spun around. An older Petra man, surrounded by an entourage of new soldiers, marched up behind Handers.
He stopped a fair distance away from him. "Your son is not our principal interest. We could easily be persuaded to let him go. If..."
"If what?" Handers asked.
"If you're interests are isolated to your son. If you're willing to leave with just him."
"You mean without Moslin?"
The General laughed. "No."
Handers stared at him. Then he remembered what Moslin had said. About being open to what Emret would explain regarding the Token. Was that what all this was about? Was that what the General wanted?
"The Token?" He asked.
"Yes, the Token."
"Fine. I'm not here for the Token, I'm here for the boy. Let us go home, and you'll never hear from us again."
The General smiled. "You are a wise father. Consider it done."
The Commander stepped forward, his arm raised in objection, "But General. You have no idea..."
The General cut his commander off with the wave of his hand. "Bring this woman her daughter and arrange transportation for both these families. "
The Commander fumed but held his tongue as the General passed him by. "Show me the boy!"
The crowd of giant stone soldiers parted to expose the small thirteen year old boy cowering near the ground.
The General stoop down next to him, putting his face as close to the boy's as possible. Handers came up behind keeping a safe distance.
"What's your name, son?" The General asked him.
"Emret."
"Nice to meet you Emret. I've just had a nice conversation with your father and I've agreed to help you both get home as quickly as possible. How does that sound?"
Emret looked around, then made eye contact with Rinacht who was hiding amongst the soldiers. He turned back to the General. "I don't understand."
"What don't you understand?"
"I thought he was going to help me."
"We're both going to help you. But we need one thing from you. Could you give me the white stone piece that you found in the forest?"
"No." He shook his head.
"Its extraordinarily valuable. It wouldn't be safe for a young child to take care of."
"I can't give it to you."
The General stood up and turned to Handers. "Perhaps you could have a word with him?"
Handers nodded.
The General signaled to his men to allow him to approach.
Handers smiled broadly. He hurried up to his boy and got down on one knee beside him. "Emret!" He took him in a tight embrace. "You have no idea how happy I am to see you! I was so worried. I thought I'd never..."
"I know, I'm sorry dad." He was tearing up.
"Now what's this all about? What do you have that they want?"
"Rinacht told me that you knew about it already, that you wanted to help me, that you were going to take me where I needed to go."
"What? Where's Rinacht?"
Emret pointed into the crowd. Handers followed his fingers but couldn't see him.
"No. I'm sorry. I don't know what he's talking about." Handers said.
Emret looked away and wiped his eyes.
"Emret talk to me. What's going on?" He watched his son's face. He knew there was a lot his son had not been telling him for quite a while. He was starting to realize how much of this escapade actually had been Emret's idea rather than Moslin’s. He really could be a stubborn boy.
"You've got to trust me, Emret. Tell me!"
"Promise me you'll listen no matter how strange it sounds."
"I promise."
"I saw the tree in the middle of the old city. It showed me where the Token was. That's why I came up here. I found it just like it showed me. And when I hold it in my hand it shows me something else."
"What does it show you?"
He leaned in and whispered in his father's ear. "It shows me where I need to go to get healed. It shows me where the Red Tree is now."
Handers leaned back and stared at his son. This was the most difficult decision he'd ever made. He believed his son. He believed that he saw the things he did. He was describing something similar to what he had seen.
That wasn't the problem.
"Do you believe me?" Emret asked.
Handers nodded his head. "I do. You're not crazy."
Emret lit up. His lips curled up into a big smile. "Then you'll take me?"
Handers stared at him. He didn't know how to answer him. It wasn't that simple. Here, he had an easy ticket home. He had his son intact. He had a chance with the doctors back home. Some how they might be able to figure something out. Emret still had time.
But if he tried to do what his son was asking, he risked everything. He could die. His son could die. He would have to stand up against the entire Petra army again. Even after that, he was sure there would be more conflict. He was tired, the last thing he wanted was more fighting. He didn't want the pain and anguish of his son's life being at risk.
He took his son firmly by the shoulders, looked him in the eyes and said, "Emret, we will find another way. We have to go home. But we will find something for you. There is still time."
Tears welled up in Emret's eyes. "No." He shook his head.
"We don't have a choice, son."
"Emret, your father really doesn't have a choice." The General said. “He’s doing the right thing for you.”
"Yes he does! He can fight! He can fight for me!"
It was at that moment that Handers finally saw Rinacht in the crowd. He was nodding his head to Emret.
Handers turned back to his son to find that he had dropped out of his chair and crawled under the giant legs of the closest Petra soldier. In an instant he was gone. Handers cut back to Rinacht. He was gone too.
He turned back to the General with his hands out to his sides, shaking his head and his mouth open in shock.
"Find that boy!" The General shouted.
The soldiers burst to life, lifting their feet and stepping carefully.
Handers pushed into the dispersing crowd, crouching to look as low as he could. "Emret!" He traced the marks in the dirt where he saw his son disappeared. They didn't go very far before they were lost in the Petra footsteps.
The crowd of soldiers had spread out enough to see between and underneath them. His son was gone. Handers spun around. Where could he have hidden so fast? And Rinacht? What was he doing here? Why was he a part of this?
The marks in the dirt led towards the forest. The edge of the trees was only a dozen yards away. But for a sick little boy on his knees even that was too far to go in such a short time.
Then he remembered the nod Rinacht gave Emret just before he dived under the soldiers. Emret could've made it to the forest with help. If someone carried him.
He ran to the forest’s edge and burst through the underbrush. After a few steps the underbrush opened up onto the flat surface of a road. He glanced quickly in both directions. Nothing. And the road was completely covered in fresh wet Petra tracks, making it impossible to see anything new.
Handers dropped to the ground. What had he done? He'd held his son in his arms. He was safe. He could've taken him home. What had he said? What did he do wrong? What could've prompted him to run off like that? He didn't know what else to do. He didn't want to go on wondering what horrible thing might happen to him next. Waiting for that terrible news. He wanted it to end. He wanted him safe at home. It didn't matter that he was sick. His sickness he could handle. He still had time. But this. This could be the end, now. If this continued there could be no more time.
Should he have grabbed him? Forced him to give back the token? Then tied him up and carried him home? He was his father. It was his job to protect him, even from himself. Was he not strong enough? Not strict enough?
He heard a noise in the bushes behind him. Moslin and Sinesh stepped through out onto the road. Moslin knelt down beside him. She put an arm on his shoulder. "Come on." She helped him to his feet. "We have to get out of here before the General remembers us."
She took his hand and dragged him off the road and into the forest.
 
-
Rinacht tromped through the heavy forest with Emret balanced awkwardly in his arms. He glanced over his shoulder instinctively. No one was following. "We've got to hurry," he told Emret. "We have about fifteen minutes before their trackers catch up to us."
Emret stared back at him, frustrated and confused. "Fifteen minutes? Then what?"
He laughed. "Don't worry. We have help."
"Help?" Emret asked.
"Look Emret. Uh, I haven't been entirely honest with you. Your father and I had a disagreement a little ways back. I agreed to come with him to help him find you. You know. I thought you were danger. I thought Moslin took you.
"But then I found out about the Token. I found out what you were trying to do. I tried to convince your father to help you but... He wouldn't listen. He just wanted to take you home.
"I didn't want to have to explain all this while we were trying to get out of the camp, so I lied."
Emret nodded his head as he listened. He didn't know what to think. He knew his father could be stubborn. That's why he begged Moslin to take him. He really shouldn't have expected anything different. It was just... Rinacht had gotten his hopes up. That his father was on his side. He didn't want to do this without him anymore .
Rinacht surprised him. To stand up to dad on his behalf? He'd never seen Rinacht defy him like that. Sure they argued. But Rinacht always gave in if Dad insisted. Dad was the boss. "But doesn't this mean... Won't he fire you now?"
Rinacht laughed again. "I'm sure he'll do more than that if he catches me."
That was alarming. If Rinacht wasn't planning on being caught by his dad, what was he planning on doing after they made it to the Red? Did that mean he wasn't going to help him get home? And honestly he hadn't really thought much about what he was going to do after he found it.
“Listen, we're going to meet up with some people who've agreed to help us. Even if your father had agreed to come, we wouldn't have been able to do it without additional help.” Rinacht said.
"OK?" Emret made an uncomfortable face. Who could Rinacht possibly know out in the forest? Did he have friends out there waiting for him. Watching everything this entire time? And how did he get into the camp in the first place?
"I know this is a lot to take in. You'll just have to trust me." Rinacht said.
Emret was starting to wonder if he'd made the right choice. He trusted Rinacht. But that was because he had worked for Dad for so many years. Rinacht and his father. That was what he knew. But Rinacht and strangers? He'd never known any of Rinacht friends. He'd never even seen him talk to anyone other than the family.
"Who are they?" Emret asked.
"They're old friends. I told them what happened with your father. How sick you were. And how much you needed to find what we're looking for." Rinacht said.
"And they know what we're looking for?" Emret asked. This concerned him. Seemed a lot of people were looking for the Token all of a sudden, and none of them seemed to interested in sharing it.
"They do. But I'll let them explain themselves."
Emret found himself not wanting to continue with Rinacht. But what choice did he have? He had no better alternative.




 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A military looking Botann stood in the empty space between The Holy Master Cleric and a crowd of men at the back of the room.
"All captains of the general guard reporting.” The Botan said.
Another man stepped forward next to the first. "As is the High Commander of your special guard."
"Thank you for coming so quickly. The matter is urgent, as I'm sure you've been informed. But there is much you do not know. That's why I've called you all here. I want you to hear this first hand... from me.” He paused.
"Captains please come forward, so we may speak more intimately." He said.
The crowd responded immediately, falling in behind the first two men who stood half way into the room.
"The Holy Token was sighted by a patrol in the mountain outside the city. We sent a company of the special guard to retrieve it.
"They've reported that an entire division of the Petra army has moved into the area of the sighting. The patrol is missing as well as the persons of interest and most importantly the Holy Token.
"We can only assume the Petra command is in possession of it. My friends we cannot allow this. It is a betrayal of the oath we've pledged to protect the sanctity of the holy article, the Token. It must be returned to its shelter here with us. We've made this promise." The Holy Master Cleric said. He paused to study the faces of his captains.
"Who here is willing to fight for this cause?" He asked.
The crowd responded with a unanimous "HO!" as they stomped their right leg and lifted their right arm in salute.
"You honor me with your devotion." He said.
A thin Botan in flowing white rob rushed up to the Master Cleric and whispered in his ear.
"The Petra division has broken camp. They're moving." The Master Cleric repeated.
He focused his glare on his high commander.
"Commander, if we cannot come to a compromise in this situation?"
"We have enough numbers to stop their single division, yes." The Commander said.
"Then we must send our response now." The Master Cleric said.
"This would be considered an act of war, your holiness. A war that we are not prepared to fight." The Commander said.
"Trust me my young friend, we have no choice. The Token is our trust. It cannot be betrayed even at the cost of war.” He paused to push himself to his feet.
“Move the soldiers into position now.” He said with his hand out stretched.
 
-
Moslin and Handers hurried through the thick leaves, ducking under the branches of the low ferns and bushes. The dense ground covering made it impossible to see more than a few feet in front of them.
Moslin stopped. "Do you know where we're going?"
Handers looked back towards the camp they had just left. All he saw was a quiet and peaceful forest, no sign of anyone following. How long had they been running? Ten minutes? That put them far enough away that the Petra wouldn't run into them by accident. He didn't think they'd come looking for them on purpose. At least not yet. They had more significant targets.
"Now what?" She asked.
He stared at her, not having an answer. He'd been obsessed with what just happened. He hadn't moved on to what they should do now. He kept going over it and over it again in his mind. His son there with in his reach. The door opened for them to go home. He questioned himself, his actions. What had gone wrong? What could he have done differently? Should he have grabbed him and taken him by force. Rifled through his clothes to find the token for the general?
Every time he followed an alternate thread of action in his mind it ended with the same thing, his son's last words. That he wasn't willing to fight for him.
Moslin put a hand on his arm. He glanced back at her a little startled. He didn't notice her coming up. Apparently he'd been staring off into the trees a little too long.
"We'll find him." She offered in comfort.
"I don't know." He turned to her. He felt the guilt rising. This time he didn't push it back. He was responsible for driving his son away. Emret was right. He wasn't willing to fight for what his son wanted. Yet he was ready to kill for what he wanted, to see things turn out the way he felt they should.
"What do you mean?" She asked.
"Even if we could find him. He'd just run away again." The horror of that thought sank in as soon as he said it. It wasn't that he couldn't protect Emret. It was that he didn't want his protection. He didn't want his help. "I..."
She took him by both hands and looked him straight in the eye. "Handers, It's not too late."
He didn't understand. "Not too late for what?"
"To fight for him." She said.
Handers stared at her. Apparently she'd been thinking about what Emret had said too. He was listening.
"I've seen things in the last few days with your son that..." She shook her head. "I tried taking him back home the day after we got to Shishkameen. But he absolutely refused. I don't know how but he knew he needed to come up here to find the token.
"Something is helping him. As hard as that is for an adult to accept, he knows more than you or I what he needs to do. He just keeps pushing forward despite what anyone else thinks. That's pretty amazing."
Handers watched her as she spoke about his son with such reverence. Emret had found the Token in much the same way he had. This thing that had changed his life in so many ways. They had shared it. And yet, if she had known about his own experience with the Token, would it have caused her to speak about him in such a way? No. She would've spoke of horror and shame, he was sure.
"What I'm trying to say is." She smiled. "The same power that's helping your son find what he needs can help you just the same. When we found the token… the forest rearranged itself to show him where he needed to go."
Handers shook his head and looked away.
She put a hand to his face and pulled him back to her. "Look at me. I don't care what you've done. You are his father. You have a right to protect him, to fight for him. What ever it is that's guiding Emret through the forest don't you think it would listen to the plea of a parent seeking his child. Wouldn't it help?
"No matter what you've done wrong, in that request, you're doing right! You're right to ask for help to help your son!"
The high pitched scream of a child sounded through the leaves. "Sinesh?" Moslin shouted back as she ran towards her.
"A frog!" Sinesh laughed. "Mommy come look. A frog!"
Moslin stopped and let out a frustrated sigh of relief. She turned back to Handers. "I'll be right back." She smiled then disappeared into the leaves.
Handers watched her go then sat down on a fallen log nearby. He felt his pocket. The tiny lump was still there. He pulled out his tiny fragment of the Token that had turned black.
The guilt overshadowing his heart hadn't subsided. Staring at the piece of Token only reinforced it. How could he ask for anything now? He'd already had this chance. He'd had the token. All he did with it was cause irreparable damage.
He held the tiny black fragment up. If only he could go back and start over. He thought about what Moslin had said, that no matter what he'd done, he had the responsibility to look after his son. He could always ask for help with that. Not for himself. For Emret.
He thought about that. For Emret. He could ask for that. For help. He held up the Token. "Forgive me." He whispered. The black token flickered. "Help me. Help me with my son. The Token flickered a shade lighter. "Help me fight for him."
The Token lightened again. His heart lifted. He continued to plead. "Please!" The Token sputtered a tiny flash of light before turning dark.
He stared at it in disbelief. Something was happening.
"Raj! Come look at this!" Moslin called. She and Sinesh were kneeling in the dirt staring at the ground. He came up behind them.
They were staring at a bunch of insects who were crawling in an odd line. He'd never seen insects of different kinds crawling like that together. He'd seen ants form columns but not with other insects. Unless they were eating them.
"What do you think it is?" She asked.
"I don't know." He answered.
"Either they're all trying to get away from something or... Something is attracting them." She pondered.
He wasn't sure what she was seeing. They were bugs! Who cared where they were crawling?
A large frog hoped into the patch of dirt filled with bugs. Sinesh laughed with delight. "The frog!"
It sat there for a moment next to the array of edible bugs but didn't seem interested in eating them. Instead, it turned in the direction the insects were crawling and hoped off, disappearing into a large fern.
Sinesh laughed again and chased after it. "Come back little frog!"
"Honey." Moslin called after her. Sinesh didn't respond. "Sinesh!" Moslin scampered after her.
Handers was alone again. He took the Token out once more and focused on it, on his son, on finding him. Again, it flashed a short moment of blinding white light.
More insects gathered in the creeping column. All pointing in what could be interpreted as a line. An arrow of direction. But then again they could all be attracted by a dead animal.
Should he at least find out? The idea felt immediately ridiculous. Was this what he'd been reduced too? Following a path of insects in the dirt? Was this the best way to help his son? Was this the best he could do?
Running through the Petra camp he'd felt like nothing could've stopped him from reaching his son. The power was intoxicating. For the first time since he lost his son, he'd felt - in control.
And now? He had no idea how to find his son. There was nothing to fight. He could work his way back to the road outside the camp and follow the horse tracks. By now who knows what would be left of the trail. So was this really a valid alternative? Bugs?
He stepped forward. The insects seemed to be moving into a dense part of the underbrush. He lifted the branches out of the way and crouched under them.
There under the ferns and bushes the distinct line of all sorts of creepy and crawlies continued. A small salamander had even joined. If they were all heading towards some sort of food wouldn't they be coming from all directions?
Still this was embarrassing. He was a grown adult. He was intelligent, strong and healthy. Why couldn't he figure out a way to help his son himself.
He pushed the thought out of his mind. He had tried it his way. With his strength and cunning. He pushed as hard as he could. And all he ended up doing was pushing his son away.
Humiliating? Fine. If it helped his son. He pushed further into the dense leaves.
The insects grew thicker, the further he pushed. A small frog hopped in line next to the salamander.
"Handers?" Moslin called from behind.
"Over here." He answered.
"What're you doing?" She came up behind him, pushing aside the heavy underbrush.
Great, it was distressing enough that he was staring at insects, now he had to explain it? He tried to think of an excuse. "Uh..."
She noticed the swarm below his feet. "Oh, wow. There's more of them."
He turned back to where he was going. "I just wanted to see... Maybe we should see where they're going." He glanced back to see her reaction.
She stared at him, trying to read his expression. "Sorry, I thought it was odd. But I didn't mean... Shouldn't we be looking..."
She was right, he thought. This looked crazy.
She furrowed her brow at his lack of response. Then her eyes flicked down to his hand.
The Token Fragment, he forgot to cover it. Warm light lit up the plants all around him.
She gasped. "The Token? You have it?"
"You're right. This is ridiculous!" He said.
He got up, took a deep breath and pushed past her, heading back the way they had come from.
"Handers?" She wheeled around and followed him.
 
-
Rinacht darted through the low lying branches and ferns with Emret still wrapped tightly in his arm. The forest opened up into a small clearing in front of them.
At the opposite end of that clearing, a group of Zo soldiers in black armor sat in a half moon facing them, waiting, as if they had known they were about to have guests.
Emret noticed an older Botann man dressed like a cleric sitting behind the others, almost hidden. He was clearly out of place.
The man in the middle of the half moon stood up.
"Rinacht! You made it!" He said as he moved towards them with a graceful slide. "We were beginning to worry."
Rinacht panted as he tried to catch his breath. "Yes."
"And who is this?" The man asked, giving Emret a friendly smile.
"This is Emret. Emret this is Lord Valance. He's the one who's offered to help us."
Emret eyed him curiously then leaned to the side to look at the group of men behind him. They looked rough and unpleasant, not the kind that'd go out of their way to help a strange child. He leaned back and forced a smile at Lord Valance. "Hi."
"Rinacht explained that you needed a little help getting through the forest." Lord Valance explained.
Emret twisted to look at Rinacht who nodded encouragingly.
"We understand you're looking for something. Something rather important." Valance continued.
Emret scowled. Who were these people? The fact that they knew about what he was doing made him nervous. "Why do you want to help me?" He asked through squinted, distrusting eyes.
Lord Valance smiled. "A fair question my inquisitive young friend. I'm not going to lie to you young man. We have an interest in what you’re looking for.” He snapped his fingers. One of the men sitting in the half mood stood up and brought a small object wrapped in cloth with him as he approached.
Lord Valance took the object and unwrapped it.
Emret leaned forward and stared at the dark stone carving. It had a remarkable resemblance to the Token that he had hidden in his clothes, a resemblance that he couldn't explain because it was a different shape and it wasn't glowing. Just the same, he knew what it was just by looking at it. Another Token.
"This belongs with the piece that you have."
Piece? Emret wondered. They weren't two Tokens, they were one? Two pieces of the same? He looked up at Lord Valance. Maybe he'd been a little too critical. Maybe they honestly did want to help him. He let a smile creep across his lips.
"Where did you find this?" He asked.
"Oh, we've been looking for a long, long time." Valance grabbed the glove on his right hand by the tips of the fingers and pulled. The heavy material slid off, revealing a black hairless hand. The polished surface of his skin shone like it was wet, contrasting sharply with the blackness.
"You're not the only one seeking help." Valance said.
Emret's face lit up. Then he felt bad. Had he really been that focused on himself? Of course, he couldn't possibly be the only one looking, the only one needing help. Of course, there were millions and millions of people in the world. So how could he have been so selfish? How many of those had health problems that couldn't be fixed? At least some of those people had to have thought the same thing he did, that there was some other way, that there was something out there that could help.
He felt sorry for misjudging this man. They'd come together in this need. He would help him find what he needed just as much as he'd find it himself.
"I think we have something we need to find!" Emret said quietly.
Lord Valance handed him the dark piece of Token. "I think we do." He smiled.
Emret took the token. A rush of white flowed through the stone, changing it from a dark purple to white. With the change came a flash of radiant light that receded into a constant glow.
The older Botann man in the back stood up with a gasp. The soldier next to him yanked him back down.
Emret stared at him for a moment. The man's face still lit up with an expression of awe. He looked a bit more messy than the others. Were those bruises on his face?
Perhaps he's been looking too. He thought. He opened his shirt and took the plant shaped piece had. Holding one in each hand, he could see how they fit together, where the small bird was meant to wrap around the base of the plant.
He slid them together, curving the bird to fit under the leaves of the other. As they clicked together, another blinding white light flashed.
Lord Valance covered his eyes and stepped back until the burst of light burned down.
A loud crack reverberated through the still forest, immediately followed by a wave of movement. Leaves shuttered, branches twisted, and the thick, immovable trunks of trees leaned and twisted. In a mater of minutes, the forest had parted, leaving them a clear and straight path.
A flock of birds sitting in the tops of the trees fluttered up into the air then swarmed down onto them.
The men in the back of clearing were on their feet now, gazing at the forest around them. They ducked as the birds buzzed by their heads.
The birds shot down through the new pathway that had opened up as the trees parted. Even the underbrush conformed to the new path, splitting and laying to the side.
Lord Valance smiled.
 
-
"Can I see it?" Moslin asked.
Handers covered it protectively. "It's just a small piece that broke off."
"Well why didn't you say anything? Of course, that explains what we saw. That was what was happening." She said.
He sat down on a fallen stump. "You say that now. But you should have seen your face before when you thought I was following a trail of insects. You thought I was crazy."
She frowned. "I..."
"This isn't how it worked before." He tried to explain.
"What do you mean, worked before? How long have you had this?" She asked, then stepped closer. "How do you have this?"
He took a deep breath. "Its complicated."
"OK?" She said.
He knew she'd have a lot of questions. How couldn't she? She'd seen him storm through the Petra camp like some kind of monster. She'd seen him toss the two ton stone soldiers as easily as he'd toss a child. She's seen his hideous black arm completely exposed.
Frankly he couldn't believe she came out into the middle of the battle to help him. He couldn't begin to imagine what must be going on in her mind. What lies she made up to convince herself to trust him. To risk herself for him.
He knew the longer he spent with her the more he'd have to explain. It was only a matter of time before she pressed for answers.
If now was that time, he wasn't ready for it. He couldn't go through everything that had happened since he left right now. It was too much. The things that she saw him do brought up bad enough feelings of guilt. The last thing he wanted was to go through the things she hadn't seen. To confess to her what he'd done that she didn’t already know about. He wasn't ready.
Really, what he was telling himself, was that he didn't want her to judge him any more harshly than she did now. He needed her. She was the only support he had left. If she knew. He might lose that too.
"Please." His eyes pleaded with her before he turned away.
She sat down beside him. "You don't have to explain."
"I had the entire token at one time. And it didn't work like this."
She listened.
"It opened up a pathway. Paved with stone."
Her eyes grew wide as she shook her head in disbelieve.
Had he told her too much already? Handers thought.
"Maybe..." she started. "Maybe with all that's happened..." She wrinkled her brow, thinking. "You have to start small. You know, prove yourself a little bit again."
He looked away. Having to work at it a bit actually made him feel better, as though it wasn't so much an act of pity if he had to earn it. He nodded his head in agreement.
She pat him on the leg and stood up. "I'm gonna go check on Sinesh."
 
-
Emret held the Token up high in front of him, trying to keep it steady from the jarring motion of the horse. He could see the glow stretching out in front of him molding the forest ahead into a clear cut path.
He was surprised that no matter how fast they seem to go the forest was able to keep up with them. They hadn't yet outrun the effect. It was like having a custom road laid out in front of you going exactly where you want to go without any unnecessary bends or detours.
He had no idea how long it would take to get where they were going as he still had no idea where that was. What he did know was this had to be the fastest way possible to get there.
He glanced back at the horse behind him. He could see the old man still watching him intently. The old man smiled as they made eye contact.
 
-
Handers stared at the patch of dirt filled with insects, pondering what Moslin had said. He held up the small and seemingly insignificant piece of the Token. What could he expect from such a small thing? It made sense that if anything were to happen it'd be small.
He got up and wandered over to the thin trail of insects. They were still there, moving towards some unseen destination.
After all he'd done, he had no problem with the idea of having to prove himself. He deserved no better. He pushed into the underbrush again. This time he didn't stop until he came to the end of the bushes and ferns. Suddenly the leaves fell away, leaving only the darkening evening sky behind them.
A beautiful mountain meadow stretched out below him, dipping down into a wide bowl. The forest continued on the other side, creating a wall around the slope of grass and flowers.
Handers’ mouth hung open as he took in the sight before him. He was not alone.
A rail of emerald light had appeared in the air near his feet that stretched across the grass and disappeared into the trees beyond the meadow. The light was made up of tiny glow bugs that had pulled together in a tight cluster, gently bobbing up and down.
He lifted up the Token fragment. It glowed brightly now. This was clearly his answer, no longer any room for misinterpretation.
The leaves rustled behind him. Moslin stepped into the clearing with Sinesh in her hand. Her mouth fell open, then pulled back into a smile.




 
 
 
 
 
 

 
T he forest around Emret and his new entourage grew thicker and darker as they progressed. Those even a little behind Emret’s horse had to weave in and out of the trees as the range of the effect the Token had seemed to have narrowed considerably.
As they pushed further, the forest on either side continued to thicken. Eventually the trees were so closely spaced, and the gaps between were filled with so much tangled underbrush, that it took the appearance of a solid wall. It made Emret feel a bit claustrophobic.
A short time passed with a lot less forward progress than they had hoped. The Token’s effect constricted even further now, forcing the horses to crowd together in a tight pack, as anyone that fell back more than 10 feet from Emret would get stuck.
One of the horses reared up on its legs and whinnied in pain. A tangled branch had left a nasty cut as it snagged on the horse belly. The other horses neighed and pushed from side to side as they struggled to get through tangled vines protruding into the path.
“I think we’ll need to go on foot from here.” Valance said.
The group dismounted. One of the men handed Emret to Rinacht to carry. Emret held the token out in front of him as Rinacht pushed him to the front of the group.
As he held the Token up, the thick tangle of branches unwound slowly, allowing them to continue, step by step.
We must be getting close, he thought. There’d be no way to pass through this without help.
After what seemed like hours of slow progress the tangle of vines gave way to more thinly spaced trunks. Then the forest ended entirely, and they found themselves on a ridge overlooking a small but beautiful valley.
The sight of it confirmed Emret’s suspicions. This place was like nothing he’d ever seen. They had to be close. The center of the valley looked like a manicured garden. But not like a normal garden that was cut back to shape. It was as though these plants themselves had grown in a specific ordered way, all of their own accord. Nothing was cut or trimmed. Yet everything was symmetrical with beautiful repeating patterns.
The high rim of the valley extended all the way around, making the garden below appear to be in the bottom of a bowl. On top of the rim a row of incredibly large and old trees bowed in towards the center, forming a natural semi dome.
Under the domed canopy, smaller Manae trees grew in a sideways pattern as though blown by a strong wind that had caused all their branches and leaves to point in one direction. Only, they were all pointing inward, making it look like they were kneeling or bowing down to whatever was in the center.
Ferns and wild flowers danced in and out of the Manea trees, twisting together to form a ring around the garden, all swaying in towards the middle. Even the tall stalks of wild grass grew at a bent angle that slanted towards the middle.
At the center of the garden, rose a small hill. Atop the hill was a dense thicket of gnarled thorny vines. From the rim, it looked like a small domed shroud. From with in the shroud, a red glow beamed through the cracks between the vines and branches, casting intricate curving shadows on the hill side.
A pond circled the base of the hill then trickled down into a stream that traced the outward edge of the garden.
“Its beautiful,” Emret whispered.
Rinacht carried Emret down the steep ridge, dropping them down into the garden. The others held back for a moment, giving the boy room.
Emret felt invigorate. At the end, finally, of what felt like an impossible journey. It was hard to fathom that his life, the promise of a future, of survival, all of it, everything he'd hoped for, was here, in the center of this garden. The excitement of it, the hope, gave him a new energy. Something he hadn't felt since he stepped into the forbidden courtyard in Shishkameen to touch what he had thought was the Red tree.
He felt the urge to make the final few steps on his own. Under his own power. He asked Rinacht to set him down.
Sure enough his legs took his weight. He stepped forward, and his confidence grew. Some thing was giving him renewed strength. He could feel it, as if it were a promise of what lay in store for him just ahead.
He stopped in front of the stream that flowed down from the pond below the glowing hill. The beams of soft red light that radiated out from the holes and splits in the thicket fell across his body. The red glow felt warm like he was bathing in sunlight.
 
-
Handers carried Sinesh as he jogged through the forest, weaving in and out of trees and hoping over fallen logs. The beautiful trail of light formed ahead of him, not only showing them the direction but indicating the easiest way through the thick under brush. Moslin ran up ahead of him, not having near the trouble or making near the noise as Handers. She could slide her slender frame through the tight spots where Handers had to force his way through, breaking hundreds of tiny branches in the process.
As they progressed, the forest around them become more congested and harder to pass through. The green glowing trail started weaving back and forth to get around obstacles rather than staying in a more direct line as it had previously.
Eventually the walls of the forest had become so thick with vines and brush that the only way they could get through was by following the trail of light through small gaps that forced them to either crawl on their knees or climb up to reach.
Handers wondered how long he’d be able to continue, being the largest of the three. Would he have to send Moslin up ahead? He thought. But each time they came to what seemed like an impasse, with a little work he was able to squeeze through.
Handers pushed his head out of a twisted corridor, formed by the thick vines, and saw Moslin and Sinesh standing still. They had stopped and were looking down at something.
“I think we’re here.” Moslin said.
Handers pulled himself the rest of the way out and climbed to his feet. They were standing on a ridge overlooking a bowl shaped valley.
He could see near the center of the small valley, his son standing near a pond of water, bathed in a soft red light coming from a hidden source. His heart jumped in excitement. It worked! He had found his son!
His moment of jubilance was cut short. His son wasn't alone. He knew he wouldn't be. But... Lord Valance! He wasn't expecting him! How was this possible? And Rinacht? He was there next to Valance. How could he have partnered with that man?
There was Bedic too! With Valance's soldiers on both sides. At least his son had a friend close.
He watched the group of adults hold back as his son broke his frozen stance and took a slow, burdened, step towards the glowing hill. He crossed through the shallow pond and stopped before tackling the incline.
Suddenly, Lord Valance and his two friends whipped around and drew their swords. They seemed to be staring straight at Handers. Did they hear them come in?
In answer, he heard something whiz through the air, come down, and hit the boy with a loud crack. The impact caused Emret to shutter. As he stumbled backwards, Handers caught a glimpse of what hit him. The head of a thick black arrow stuck out from his chest, having pierced through his back. Emret collapsed to the ground and slid down the hill.
Handers screamed, "Nooooo!” and charged forward towards his son. Half a minute away, at least, he scanned the forest for the source of the arrow. The border of the garden was almost solid. Nothing. He couldn't see anywhere that the arrow would've come from.
Something moved, then he saw it, behind him. There was motion on top of the barrier of vines and branches. Several figures moved forward and stopped at the edge. They were walking on top of the trees! Botann. They didn't have to go through it. They went over it!
One after another, Botann soldiers flowed in over the rim of the western barrier. As soon as they were visible he saw what he was afraid of. Bows lifted to the air. Then a volley of arrows raining down on the garden.
He turned back towards the center of the valley. Lord Valance, Barnus, and Whiting held their strange swords up in the air. The darkness from the blades spread out to cast a dark purple shroud over them.
Bedic, Rinacht, and the two remaining soldiers ran for cover, while Lord Valance and his two friends held their ground.
The darkness spread from their three blades down onto their clothes, turning them black, and continued on to their skin and fur, having the same black effect. The arrows came down in a thick barrage, falling heavy and fast. As each arrow hit the purple shroud, it slowed then puffed into a tiny cloud of vapor.
Hander's attention was drawn away by a strange sound. The outer barrier shook with a low rumble along the northern rim. With a loud crack of splitting wood, vast blocks of plant life fell under the weight of stone. A host of Petra soldiers rolled like boulders over the impenetrable thicket. They filled in and stopped in a line along the northern rim.
The Botans responded by dropping down into the garden and forming a line in between the Petra and the heart of the valley.
Handers paused. Distracted by the armies now surrounding the garden. What were they doing here? He thought.
He noticed Valance hadn’t moved since the arrival of the Petra army. What ever they were doing it was clear they weren't backing off. Even in the face of the now two armies.
The fact that Valance and his two friends hadn’t moved seemed to have given pause to both the Petra and Botann. They both held their position.
He had to get to his son, he thought. This might be his opportunity. At least the first time he'd seen the weapons with the dark blade, it hadn't had any effect on him.
He charged forward leaving Moslin and Sinesh on the ridge.
Lord Valance, Barnus, and Whiting turned as Handers came down the hill towards the center of the garden. They didn't advance on him, but they didn't back away either.
Handers hit the edge of the darkness coming from their weapons and passed through it without trouble.
"Go help you son!" Lord Valance yelled at him as he passed. "We'll defend you."
His son was laying still at the edge of the shallow pool circling the small hill. Handers dropped to the ground next to him and lifted him up, cradling him in his arms.
“Emret? Emret!” He pulled him close listening for a heart beat, for breathing. Nothing.
Blood poured out from the wounds of the arrow. It looked as though it might have pierced his heart. He shook him again. “Emret? Don't do this!”
He stood up with his son in his arms. Rage began to swell up inside him. He closed his eyes and saw the arrow that had fallen through the air towards his son. He saw the Botann soldiers standing on top of the barrier. Why? Why would they shoot a helpless boy? What threat could he possibly have been? The Rage boiled over.
He put his son's lifeless body down on the soft grass and turned to the Botann army.
His arm began to swell like liquid boiling up under the skin, pushing, stretching out. He stomped forward. “You killed him!” He screamed. “You killed him!” All he could see was revenge, blood.
“Wait, Handers, stop!” a voice yelled from behind a nearby tree. Handers looked back to see Bedic running towards him.
“If you attack you’ll bring the storm! You can’t do that. You can’t bring the storm here! It’ll destroy the RED!” Bedic yelled.
Handers blew past him, not listening, not caring.
“What about your son? Are you just going to leave him there, lying in the mud?” Bedic argued.
Handers stopped. Bedic was right. His son’s body. But what could he do in the middle of a battle? He'd go back, he thought, as soon as they were all dead. Every last green body.
“Look!” Bedic yelled, pointing up into the sky. Fingers of the black storm stretch out from the mountain top in the west and were angling across the sky towards them.
“Your son still has a chance if he finishes the journey that he started.” Bedic yelled as he chased after him. “Look at him, he’s only ten feet away! But he won’t be going any further on his own. He needs help. He needs his father!”
Handers slowed down.
“What was it that your son wanted more than anything else in this world? What did he come half way across the world to do?” Bedic asked, catching up to him.
Handers stopped and turned to the old man. “What does it matter,” he asked. “He's dead.”
Bedic responded quickly. “The boy came here to be healed of death didn’t he? Death was coming to him. If the boy was going to be healed of death before, why couldn’t he still be healed of it now?”
Handers strained against the pull of the old mans words. He tried to ignore him, to push his thought back to the army in front of him. He wanted to punish them. He wanted to feel them hurting under the  crushing pressure of his clenching fingers.
“Finish it.” The old man continued. “Finish what you came to do. What you came to help him do. You are the only one who can grant him his last wish. Take him to the Red.”
Handers resisted. “These men, they murdered my son.” He wanted to make them feel more pain than he felt. He wanted them to know the full reality of what they did. He wanted them to see the brutality of their actions on a helpless child.
“Even if you don’t believe that your son would be healed, your son believed it. Grant him that last wish. If you attack them, I promise you will not have the opportunity.”
He looked back at his son’s lifeless body. So close to end of his difficult journey. So close to finding what Handers had refused to help him find. Perhaps he could make things right in that way. He could give his son the help he'd asked for.
Arrows slipped through the air and landed in the grass a short distance away.
But these soldiers, he thought, they were unrelenting. His fingers clenched. He wanted to feel their skin ripping under his fingers.
“There is no time! In a moment your chance will be gone!” Bedic yelled.
Handers closed his eyes and remembered the voice of his son pleading with him for help. To be taken here to this place to be healed. Then he heard his own voice in response, telling him no, telling him he couldn't. He wouldn't.
He shook his head, trying to shake away the mistake. The shame of his choice.
This time he would not refuse his son. He would fight for what Emret wanted rather than what he wanted.
He turned back towards the lifeless body of his boy laying a just beyond his reach. "I'm sorry I didn't help you, Emret." He whispered.
He ran to his son and picked up the limp body. As soon as he was on his feet he heard the low blare of a war horn.
Behind him a sea of Botann soldiers swarmed down towards the center of the garden. A row of archers raised their bows into the air and released another volley of arrows that came slicing down through the air around him, cutting into the grass with a violent cacophony of noise.
He spun around to face his attackers. Again the anger surfaced. They would all die before the end of this, he swore.
He noticed that Valance was watching him, his weapon still held in the air to form the protective shield with the others. “Listen to this man, you fool! Go take your son!” He yelled.
Several new fingers of darkness shot across the sky from the storm hovering over the peaks of a mountain in the distance.
Bedic yelled again. “The storm. It’s still coming.” You must control your anger. You can’t bring it here. It’ll destroy the Red! That’s what it wants. That’s what it’s been looking for since you let it out!”
“I’m trying,” Handers yelled back. He turned again to the glowing hill just beyond the shallow pond. He splashed through the water carrying his son quickly towards the thicket at the top.
Bedic turned to look up at the sky as he followed behind Handers. The thin fingers were now a swollen mass of dark that was swirling directly over them. Lighting flashed casting a blinding pulse of light across the valley.
Bedic stopped as two black funnels dropped down out of the cloud. "Hurry Handers!
Handers turned and looked up at the sky in time to see the two black funnels slam into the ground by the outer barrier of the garden. Botann soldiers scattered. Others were sucked into the cloud.
Handers smiled.
“RUN!” Bedic yelled.
Handers glanced back at Bedic. He didn't understand the urgency, the panic in Bedic's voice. He'd been with the storm before. He wasn't the one in danger, they were.
But there was something different this time. More of the storm had come with the funnels. The sky was quickly filling with a strange, moving blackness. Hundreds of tiny arms stretched out of the sky, clawing toward the ground, towards the middle of the garden, towards the red glow.
“Handers. GO now!” Bedic yelled.
Despite the storm, the Botann soldiers still charge forward towards Handers. Determined despite the threat.
The Petra soldiers too had decided to attack, flooding into the garden behind the Bota.
Handers ran towards the hill, now so close he could almost touch it. He felt his feet push against the ground with the rhythm of his heart beat, sending his body, his son closer with each step. He focused on the movement, allowing it to drown out his desire to turn back, to make sure the storm did what he had hoped it would. It took all his concentration not to stop, turn around and watch it destroy them.
Another volley of arrows landed in front and to the side of him. They were still attacking! They were still trying to stop him!
Impossible! The storm, it should’ve taken care of them, it should’ve wiped them out. He couldn’t help it, he turned to see what was going on.
Valance’s protective shield was gone. He and his men were dodging out of the way of a massive black funnel spiraling towards them.
Some of the Botan soldier had gotten close. One of them was aiming a bow at him.
Then a sharp but quick pain pierced his chest followed by an unimaginable burn. He panicked, turned, and tried to run. But the ground, instead of passing under his feet, rushed up towards his face, striking him as it hit.
He fingers searched across his chest for the pain and found the tip of an arrow protruding from his skin. There was pain; there was immobility in his shoulder. But still he could move his arm. His legs? He got to his knees. Then to his feet. It hurt, but he could still move. He could still carry his son.
The thicket was in front of him, within his grasp. He took a step forward. He was too close to be stopped now!
Another stabbing pain shot through his back. Then another. He lost his balance and fell to his knees. Two more metal tips protruded from his chest.
The ground below his feet wobbled. Still, he willed himself forward far enough to grab the thin trunks at the edge of the thicket. He pulled himself close then pushed his son through the knotted branches. Fortunately, it wasn’t as tightly spaced as the barrier. He found another opening a little wider than the first and twisted himself through. A few feet in, the ground was smooth and free of the outer vines. He set his son down under the hot red glow and collapsed onto his side.
There beyond his son was a tiny red plant in the very center the thicket. Dwarfed by the size of the vines protecting it, it looked like it couldn't have been more than a few days old. It was so small, so fragile.
This is what they came to find? This seedling? He thought.
And yet the red glow bathing them, the warmth that he felt, it was clearly coming from this tiny thing, and it was anything but small.
With his last reserve of strength, he pulled his son’s lifeless body next to the seedling and lifted Emret’s limp hand up to touch one of the red leaves.
“I’m sorry.” Handers said, holding his blackened arm, still bubbling and churning, towards the young red seedling. “Please forgive me. Please…” He looked down at his lifeless son. “…heal him.”
The moment of silence was interrupted with a horrible crack. His son's body moved. The arrow in Emret’s chest broke and fell to the ground.
Emret sat up wearily. “Dad?”
Raj watched his son and smiled. “Emret!” He turned back to the seedling. “Thank you.” Then collapsed to the ground.
 
-
Bedic scrambled out of the way of a black tendril that shot down out of the sky. It was more than a whirling funnel of air. It had form.
Up in the sky above him, he saw the exact thing he feared. An ominous black face pushed out of the clouds, twisting and gnashing its teeth.
Valance and his men had regained their footing enough to put their dark shroud back above them. Swarms of Petra and Botan soldiers had advanced into the center of the garden and were pushing up against the shroud.
The three struggled to hold them back. The numbers gathering around them were growing quickly. There were already to many for them to control. In a moment they’d be unable to defend themselves.
“Put on the Crown, Valance!” Barnus yelled.
“No!” Valance screamed back. “If he sees it, he’ll hunt us!”
“What choice do we have! If we stay here, he’ll kill us just as well.” Barnus yelled.
Valance turned to Bedic. “Were is he? Where’s Handers?”
“We can’t wait any longer,” Barnus yelled. “We must go in and get it ourselves.”
“We can’t! The boy and his father are the only way in. Wait for them to bring it out to us!” Valance yelled.
Barnus dropped his sword out of the air, removing it’s energy from the protective shroud. He turned without a moment’s hesitation and plunged his blade deep into Valance’s side. “You coward!” He screamed. “You’ll kill us!”
Valance dropped to his knees, his silent mouth stretched with pain.
Barnus stooped down and yanked the velvet sack attached to Valance’s waist, opened it and pulled out the dark glowing Crown.
“I will not die here waiting for you or that boy’s father!” Barnus shouted.
“No Barnus, he’ll kill you. He’ll kill all of us.” Valance whimpered.
“You have to fight for what you want, Valance! What happened to you?” Barnus kicked him over then turned to Whiting. “Lets go!” He turned towards the glowing thicket in the center of the garden and sprinted.
Whiting held back with Valance for a moment. “I’m sorry,” he said, then jogged after Barnus.
The two arrived quickly in front of the small tangle of trees and vines protecting the small Red plant. Barnus turned to face his adversaries, the armies advancing on him and the storm gathering strength above.
He held the glowing purple crown out in front of him, took a deep breath, then dropped it down over his head.
An immediate surge of energy exploded out of the crown. Barnus’s body convulsed wildly, as though he was being exposed to an electric shock. His body bulged; his leather armor split. When the shaking ended, Barnus doubled over in a fetal position.
The giant black face in the sky went wild, twisting and pulling. Its features stretched and strained in a silent expression of its fury. Then, without warning, it shot down towards Barnus like the head of a snake. But half way between the sky and the ground it caught and snapped back up into the sky. Apparently not yet able to reach. The dark purple storm was still split between the mountain in the distance and the sky over the garden.
After a moment Barnus regained his strength and stood up. He was noticeably taller. His body was swollen, showing thick defined muscles. His skin had turn black and had lost its fur. His entire body looked like Hander’s arm.
Without another moment lost, he stretched out a hand towards the on coming mix of Petra and Botan soldiers. A stream of dark purple siphoned off the storm above and channeled towards him. It collected into a thick swirling cloud around his body..
The creature in the sky reeled backwards in pain as though a part of him had been stripped away.
Barnus extended his hand again and the cloud that had swirled around him shot forward toward the on coming soldiers. It caught them on contact and swept them back in a swirling torrent. Barnus smiled. Then stretched his hand up above his head. Two massive surges of storm pulled away. Lighting flashed, thunder roared. The face in the storm screamed in agony.
Barnus shot his hands forward before the new material had reached him, sending it down towards the remaining soldiers spread across the garden. The two fountains of storm hit near the center and pushed out in all directions. The Botan and Petra caught in its path were picked up and thrown back head over heel until they hit the rising slope of the outer rim.
The garden was clear now, except for Bedic, Valance, and Whiting. Bedic wasn’t sure how they’d managed to avoid being swept away with the rest of the soldiers. Perhaps they were close enough to Barnus not to be effected.
Barnus turned back to the thicket behind him and withdrew his sword. With a few swipes he opened up a large enough hole in the dense twisted wood to pass through. Bedic watched in terror. Not knowing what to do. All he could see was Barnus’s back through the opening.
Barnus sheathed his sword and removed a small dagger from his waist. He reached down into the vines with his dagger then stopped as though he’d reached his target. He dropped his other hand down to take hold of it. Then he froze.
“Aaaaargh!” He cried in pain and tried to pull his hand back. But it stayed, pinned.
Then Bedic saw what was holding him. A tight weave of roots and vines crawled up his arm, reaching his shoulder in a matter of seconds. Once it had spread across his back, it was clear to Bedic, the roots and vines weren’t just crawling over him, he was being eaten away.
Another second passed and it was over. Where Barnus stood a moment before was now a twisted mass of vines and branches. The Crown tumbled down the back of the gnarled heap and rolled into the grass.
Bedic had never seen anything like it. He could see through the spaces between the strands of vines. There was no flesh, no bone. There was nothing. The man was gone.
A violent eruption of thunder shook the ground. Bedic looked up at the sky. The two strands of purple cloud that Barnus had claimed swirled upward to rejoin the rest of the storm.
Bedic stared in disbelief as another flash of lighting brightened the sky and revealed what had been forming beneath the surface of the clouds. A second smaller burst of light confirmed it, back-lighting a massive spinal cord that was hanging down from the ugly head. Great arms extended from the top of the spine and the thick bones of the legs curled up against what would be its chest.
He was here, Bedic thought. And this time he was awake. His fear immobilized him. His eyes were locked on the creature as it slowly unfolded its legs. The face had stopped thrashing about now that it was attached to its body. Now the head moved with focus, intent. It shifted its attention from its newly formed body to thicket below.
One of its enormous legs dropped down and made contact with the ground. The impact rippled the earth, sending a shock wave across the garden that knocked Bedic off his feet. Another impact spun him over on to his stomach.
The way he’d landed positioned him so he was facing the small hill and thicket in the center. The Red! Suddenly, the full impact of the situation hit him. In a complete panic, he pushed himself to his feet and ran to the center as fast as he could.
One of the sides had been completely opened up by Barnus. He pushed through the opening, careful not to touch any of the gnarled remains and he passed. There laying at the heart of the thick patch of bushes and trees was a small clearing. At the center of that clearing was a tiny plant with brilliant red leaves that filled the entire thicket with a warm glow. Amazing, he thought.
The ground shook again, heightening his panic further. Raj was laying on the soft leaf covered floor unconscious with his arms stretched out towards the small plant.
“Who are you?” Emret said looking up. He was laying next to his father, holding him. His face was wet with tears.
“You’re alive!” Bedic cried. He knelt down, grabbed the boy by the shoulders and shook him emphatically.
The boy smiled back. “Yes.”
“I’m Bedic, a friend of your fathers.”
“You were with us, with Valance.” Emret said.
“Yes I was a taken captive by Valance. But we can talk about that later. There’s something we must do now. And we must be quick.” Bedic glanced up at the sky.
The boy sat up, staring at his father’s motionless body.
“This little plant.” Bedic pointed. “It’s in danger. We must move it quickly or it’ll be destroyed.” He looked up at the sky again.
Emret followed his gaze to the storm above them. “What is that?” He asked.
“Something bad. And if it kills this little plant we’ll have no power to stop it.” Bedic said.
“Stop it from what?” Emret asked.
“From destroying everything. Every city, every person, every living thing.” Bedic answered.
“What can I do?” Emret asked.
“You’re the only one that can move it. It trusts you.” Bedic said.
“OK.” Emret got up on his knees and looked over at the tiny plant.
Bedic moved over to it. “We’ve got to hurry. Take your hands and dig up the roots carefully.”
Emret followed him over and followed the instructions, digging his hands into the soft black soil.
“Make sure to get as much of the roots as you can, then wrap them up into a ball.” Bedic said.
Emret finished digging a large hole around the plant then lifted it up.
“Take some of these leaves from the ground and wrap them around the root ball.” Bedic continued.
Emret did so.
“Now, that thing in the sky is going to try to stop us. We must make it to the other side of the garden. To the trees. Can you do that?” Bedic asked.
“Yes.” He answered, then turned his attention to his father. “But what about my dad?”
“Once we move the Red the storm won’t be interested in this place. Your father will be safe until I can come back and get him.”
Emret stared at his father, uncomfortably. “OK.”
Bedic pointed to the tree line in the distance. “Run as fast as you can! I’ll be right behind you.”
 
-
Emret burst out of the hole in the thicket and raced across the soft grass. He didn’t stop to survey the situation in the garden, he just ran.
To his surprise and delight, a bright glow swelled over the ground in front of him. It extended across the garden, up the ridge and into the trees beyond, striking a clear path for him to follow. His heart leapt with excitement. At least he wasn’t doing this alone.
His feet moved fast, carrying him past the outer ring of Manea trees and ferns. It felt fantastic. His heart was pumping hard. It was a feeling he hadn’t had in a long time. It was freedom!
The ground shook with a blast. A moment later, Emret regained consciousness with a horrible ringing in his ear. His body was sliding over the lip of a deep pit. He grabbed at the grass and clawed at the dirt, trying to get his hands on anything to keep him from slipping and any further into the hole below him.
A firm pair of hands grabbed his arm. It was Bedic! He helped pull him up out of the pit and then helped him to his feet. “Come on. Keep moving!” He shouted.
Again they ran, around the pit to get back onto the glowing path and then hard towards the trees. Now much closer, hope started to surface. They weren’t too far away!
Another blast took him off his feet. The ground lifted up at a steep angle, and he rolled. Below him was another deep and wide open hole in the ground, and he was falling helplessly towards it. He noticed a flat part of ground to his side. He jumped towards it and caught the edge. His feet dangled over into the pit. He pulled with his arms and scraped his toes against the freshly cut wall until he found a foot hold. Then he quickly pulled himself out and rolled over on the grass to catch his breath. He opened his eyes and looked up into the sky for the first time since he left the thicket.
Above him stood a figure of a man, two arms, two legs and a torso. Yet it was so large it defied logic. Currents of storm cloud wrapped around his black skeletal frame like a loose robe. Other streams flowed inside, giving it weight and mass.
The creature bent down towards the earth, bringing its face closer to Emret. Its mouth opened, and a voice boomed, so loud it caused the ringing in his ears to return. “Give… me… the… RED.” it roared, painfully slow.
Emret stared at the little plant bundled in his arms. So small and seemingly insignificant. Yet it had saved his life.
“No.” Emret whispered in response. “I can’t do that!”
Bedic crawled up next him. “Where’s the Token?”
“I don’t know.” Emret answered. He didn’t remember anything after he was hit with the arrow. He must have dropped it in the grass somewhere.
“Then… You… Die…” The crackling voice from the sky shouted with a boom that shook the earth under them.
Emret remembered what he’d seen in the courtyard in Shishkameen, the red tree, so large, so powerful. Was this tiny thing supposed to become that? There were so many things he didn’t understand.
“How do I protect you?” he whispered to the plant.
The giant swirling arm pulled back up into the sky slowly then began to descend towards them.
Bedic got to his feet and pulled the boy up. “Come on! We’re not too far away.”
They ran straight for the trees as fast as they could go. Bedic glanced back and forth between the forest ahead of them and the hand coming down from above. When it got close, he steered them off to the right, hoping it’d be too slow to react. The great fist of black bone and storm continued on its path and hit with such force it tore another deep hole in the earth.
Bedic and Emret were knocked down by the impact. But they weren’t hit. They’d managed to get far enough away to avoid falling directly under the blow.
Emret rolled over. The beast’s other dark purple hand was coming down at them. He got up and pulled at Bedic. “We’re there!”
The lighted path continued into the forest ten feet in front of them. Bedic scrambled to his feet and hobbled towards the edge of the trees as Emret continued to pull him. As they reached the threshold, the thick tangle of trees parted to allow them through and then closed back into tangled behind them.
The vast skeletal frame of the monster moved slowly towards the tree line where they disappeared. Once there it dropped its massive claws down and swatted at the clump of trees.
Emret ran through the tangled underbrush. It continued to open in front of him as fast as he was running. Something crashed into the forest behind him. He turned towards the noise and saw pockets of sky where the thick trees had been.
The lighted path extending out in front of them suddenly turned and veered off to the left. They followed, with as much speed as their bodies would give them.
He heard another crash behind him. This time a little further away. He turned to see the thick trunks of trees breaking and a large swath of the forest being scooped up and lifted into the air. The attack repeated over and over. But with each hit it was further and further away.
Emret looked up above him. The trees were so thick, he couldn’t see the sky at all. That must mean the creature couldn’t see them either. If he couldn’t see them, he had no way of following them.
Emret allowed himself to feel a little glimmer of hope. Maybe they would make it out of this after all. He smiled.




 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Emret sat in the center of a large meadow holding the tightly bundled plant on his lap. The forested hills rolled down below him, eventually flattening out into a wide valley. A city began where the hills ended, filling most of the valley. Emret studied with amazement the complex pattern of Shishkameen’s tiny streets and buildings that sprawled out from a central hub in a criss-crossing maze. It looked more like a spider web than a city, he thought.
Bedic rested a hand on Emret’s shoulder. “I’ll go back and look for your father as soon as it’s safe,” he said.
Emret turned and looked up at him. He noticed the sky above him was blue with a few strands of clouds, a welcome and reassuring site.
“As soon as the storm has moved on.” Bedic said, then glanced back over his shoulder.
Emret twisted around further to follow his gaze. The sky far in the distance behind them was that same sickening shade of dark purple he’d become familiar with.
“Is it following us?” Emret asked.
“No. He doesn’t know where we are... For now.” Bedic answered.
Emret turned back to the city, took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Feelings of guilt weighed heavily on him, pushing out almost every other thought. If he hadn’t have left, his father wouldn't have come looking for him, wouldn’t have gotten hurt.
To make matters worse, after all his dad had done for him, after he got what he needed, how did he show his gratitude? He ran away, leaving his dad there to die.
Bedic sat down beside him interrupting his thoughts.
“Everything will work out, son.” Bedic said.
How could he say that, Emret thought.
“It may not seem possible now. But trust me, it will.” He continued.
“How?” Emret pleaded.
"You have a new responsibility now. And with that responsibility comes the promise that you will be looked after. As long as you do everything you can to fulfill that responsibility, you will be prepared for whatever comes against you.”
“What responsibility?” Emret asked.
Bedic pointed to the small red bundle sitting in Emret’s lap. “It’s like an infant, helpless until it grows large enough to take care of itself. Until it does, you’re responsible to keep it safe.”
“I don’t understand. Why me?”
“Because you picked it up. Because it let you pick it up.” Bedic answered. “It chose you, and you chose it.”
 
-
Raj moaned in pain as he regained consciousness. He tried his legs and arms but was still unable to move. He could hear the storm still raging above so not too much time had passed.
A foot clanked down beside him, followed by a knee that was covered in clean polished armor. A hand gently lifted Raj’s head. He found himself looking up into a bright light. A figure was silhouetted. He squinted. Slowly, his eyes adjusted allowing him to see more detail.
The face above him was smooth, no fur. Shaped like a Botan but not green. Nor was it stone. It looked like the creatures he saw carved into the pillars in the temple. Not Zo. Not Petra. Not Botan. Who was this person? He remembered the temple guards. The faces hidden under masks.
“Be at ease my friend.” The figure spoke with a deep but quiet voice.
Raj felt a warm, calm wash over his body. The intense pain from his injuries subsided. The swelling in his black arm receded. Its constant throbbing stopped. Was he dying, he thought. Was this his escort to a new place?
“Great is the responsibility the boy carries. He will need his father to succeed.” The deep, melodic voice continued.
Questions raced through his mind. Great responsibility? What responsibility? Where was Emret? He had to get up, he had to get out of here. He had to find him.
He strained to move, but nothing responded.
Then something moved behind the man in armor. It was a woman in a red rob standing just beyond them, watching. She saw that Raj took notice of her and smiled back at him. Then the man holding him returned his head to rest on the ground, and he lost consciousness.
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